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This file presents my book manuscripts in progress, aspects of the project to present a 

relational philosophy of networking emergence. The order of the texts is as follows. This 

backup document produced Oct 1, 2020.  

 

1. Networlds: A Networked Philosophy of the Worlds of Experience: This book is 

currently under press with Zer0 books, and is on the cusp of final edits, nearly ready to  

‘go to press’. Most recently edited of the manuscripts, fully end-noted, extensive work 

done spring/summer 2020. 

2. Post-Selfing: A Networked Philosophy of the Self: needs minor editing, waiting to 

send out for contract until Networlds is in press. Likely to send to Minnesota Univ. 

Press. This book began as the intro contextualization to the post-phenomenology 

presented in Worldtwisting. The focus of my attention summer/fall 2019, largely written 

during this period. Fully endnoted.  

3. Complex Systems Science and Philosophy: A Network Relational Approach: 

Originally excerpted out of Networlds. Explains philosophically why and how complex 

systems emerge as they do, extends and generalizes the science. Super important, 

quite polished, needs intro and conclusion. Mostly written June 2020. Many endnotes. 

4. Worldtwisting: How Experiencers Twist the World of Experience Beyond Selves: 

Mostly done, likely send to Edinburgh Univ. Press. The sections on Kant at the end are 

super important, but need to be integrated into the main flow of the book. Worked at in 

various stages approx. 2010-2018. In 2017-18 did a lot of work on this, leading to Post-

Selfing splitting off.  



5. Networking the Self: From the Atomistic Self to Neuro-Relationalism: Likely send 

to Bloomsbury Academic, mostly done. Needs to integrate stuff at the end on cognitive 

bottlenecking, excerpted out of Post-Selfing when it got too long. What is presented 

here are materials that supplemented Post-Selfing but were beyond its scope. Mostly 

written midway through editing that, like 2018. Many endnotes.  

6. The Neuralizing Web: The Internet, Artificial Intelligence, Image-Capitalism, and 

Everyday Life in our Hyperconnected Age. A more ‘Zizek-like’ book, playful, my 

students really like the bits of this book I teach them. Should be expanded and filled 

out. Wrote this as an expansion of a blog post, around 2016. Fully endnoted.  

7. Relational Philosophy: Thinking Beyond One: Really polished, just needs final 

section completed. The distinction between relation and connection needs to be 

updated to line up with how this is presented in Networlds. Written around 2017.  

8. Nettime: A Network Relational Philosophy of Time: Under contract with Punctum 

Books (Eileen Joy), but I haven’t really gone back to this manuscript since 2017. 

Needs basic footnoting, but as it’s a more popular book in some ways, if filled with 

science and many off-hand references, this book will be footnoted  more lightly than 

many of the others. Written around 2017 as expansion of a blog post, got a quick 

contract for it, but then put it to the side to get Networlds finished, that kept branching, 

giving rise to a full book on experience, on the self, on complex systems science  along 

the way. Would be great to expand upon this with a follow-up Metachronotopics: Hegel, 

Deleuze, Networks, and  the Philosophy of Time as Emergence. Hegel’s Logic and 

Deleuzian philosophy of time (Cinema books, D&R, Logic of Sense) really need to be 

put into extended conversation with each other, Nettime, and finally time as 

emergence, wrestling with the world in virtual reality (leaping over oneself, etc.).  



9. The Networked Mind: Artificial Intelligence, Non-Binary “Soft” Computing, the 

Internet, and the Futures of Philosophy. An older manuscript, but this is what gave 

lead to the writing of the philosophy of networks manifesto, website, etc., starting in 

2008. I then worked on Networkologies, and came back to this around 2016 to revise 

and footnote, did a ton of work, but then moved on to other projects for a bit. Will 

eventually return to this. Need to argue that the networked mind is nothing but the 

networked brain, and the world is a brain of brains thinking, economy of economies 

valuing, language of languages meaning, agent of agents doing, and experiencer of 

experiencers experiencing the world in their ways.    

10.  Netlogics: How to Diagram the World with Networks. One of the most crucial 

things I’ve written, but I knew when I wrote it no-one would publish it without me laying 

the groundwork for it with more accessible works first. The most abstract formulation of 

the philosophy of networks, even if some aspects need updating. Working this out 

early (2010-11?) made it possible to write the others, though it is before the move from 

threes to fours. Some of the thinking at times is a little rigid and not as relationalized as 

later texts, so it can’t be considered ‘canon’ until updated, but its still one of the seeds 

from which the whole project sprang, and to which it  must return, its scaffolding in a 

sense. Networked Mind gave rise to early versions of Networlds, which gave rise to 

Netlogics, editing Networlds (as a more accessible into the philosophy of networks 

than these other works) gave rise to the attempt to write a short introduction to 

Networlds, which became Networkologies, while editing Networlds many books 

emerged as aspects which become their own entities. Various side projects emerged 

along the side, like Nettime, Relational Phil, etc.  

11.  Misc Texts: Debt essay, and drafts towards Indra’s Networks: Indra’s Networks: 

Virtual Realities, Tibetan Buddhism, and the Futures of Philosophy in an Age of 



Networks. The Buddhism book got oddly stalled mid-revision, written in Kathmandu   

summer 2014, edited back in US fall 2014. I asked Tyler Phan to co-write it with me, he 

agreed, then his son was born, his dissertation needed finishing, and by that time I was 

deep in finishing other things. The original style of the bulk of the text needs revision to 

match the newer style I begin in what is now the opening section. So much of what is 

here is really important stuff for me, though its relation to the philosophy of networks 

likely only fully developed in print as of yet in vague ways in some of the blog posts 

online. 
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Note to the Reader 

 

In a world in crisis, radical new thinking is desperately needed to help speak to the challenges 

of the times. Nevertheless, what often calls itself “philosophy” today, along various sorts of 

cultural theory, tend to be written in a sort of “code” of obscure terms, figures, debates, and 

references, which make it all but impossible for this to be read and understood by those 

without years of specialized training and the means to make this possible.i There was a time, 

however, in which “philosophy” and various forms of theory were most often written in a way 

that nearly anyone and everyone could grasp, and in such a way that was still able to address 

and often rework the concerns of specialists in various fields.  

 

This is hardly the case today, even if it needs to be. For radical new thinking to be able to 

speak to the needs of our age, it has to be able to recast the sorts of divisions between the 

abstract and the everyday, produced and reinforced by various social institutions and 

hierarchies, to help give rise to new ways of thinking and writing able to rework the very 

barriers between these, along with so many other boundaries and much else that seems 

inevitable, to show the possibility of writing, thinking, seeing, and doing things differently.  

 

While this book will draw widely from various fields of cutting edge and accepted science and 

mathematics, as well as various sorts of cultural theory and philosophy, everything will be 

explained as clearly as possible along the way, such that no prior or specialized 

knowledge of any sort is needed to understand this book. This text will thereby work to 

contribute to the effort to show that it is still possible to produce radical new ways of 



understanding our world and write about this in ways that are accessible to a general 

readership, while still able to speak to the cutting edge of debate in various fields.  

 

While the main body of the text is written to speak to multiple potential audiences, including a 

wide-ranging general readership, as well as specialists in various fields, but emphasizing the 

needs of a general readership, it is also complemented by an extensive set of endnotes 

which will provide the proverbial trail of breadcrumbs making it possible for those interested to 

get a sense of the sources and contexts which inspire much of what follows, as well as more 

specialized debates in regard to which the text seeks to intervene, if often indirectly, in the 

main body of the text. A handful of endnotes will be marked with an asterisk in the main body 

of the text, to indicate that these endnotes include additional commentary which will speak 

more compactly and directly to those invested in debates in various specialized academic 

fields. While these endnotes are written in a more technical way than the main body of the 

text, they are still written in ways which are hopefully of use in some sense to any who wish to 

dig deeper.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

     “... what is limited has an extreme ... 

  there is no obstacle to the  

unlimitedness of worlds." 
 
 

- attributed to Epicurus of Miletus, ca. 3rd 

century C.E., by Diogenes Laertius.
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Preface:  

 

The world in which we live today is mutating, rapidly, and in some startling and disturbing 

ways. The networks which increasingly dominate our world today, and the mobile computing 

and virtual realities online they bring with them, are changing nearly everything. Ever more in 

our world today revolves around the interplay of images, screens, and the networkings which 

weave these together, often in and through us, giving rise to new and unfamiliar forms of 

change in the process. 

 

Increasingly we are surrounded by mobile screens of many sizes and types which, by means  

of wireless Internet connections, make it possible to bring interactive images and image-

systems with us everywhere and anywhere. Such technologies have become such a part of 

our daily lives that it seems we do little today without somehow involving a screen and its 

images, such that our daily lives are increasingly augmented, supplemented, filtered, and 

molded in relation to something our screens have shown us, saturating our experiences and 

seeping into our ways of interpreting, valuing, and even sensing and feeling the world around 

us, and even our very selves. We thereby easily come to see the world increasingly in terms 

of the images sold to us, such that our senses of the possible become constrained in such 

ways, impacting our actions and the world to which our actions contribute to shaping thereby 

in turn.  

 

Despite the rhetorics of connection presented by the tech companies, and beyond the techno-

uptopias promised us in the early days of the Internet, it now seems as if we are ever more 

disconnected and isolated than we ever were, shattered into shards and fragments, addicted 

and enbubbled by our screens, and in a world rapidly going off the  rails. Today most of what 



connects, in and through us but certainly not for our benefit, are the networks of images 

online, and yet, these are provided by corporations who keep the controls of all of this hidden 

and under their control, who study our likes, views, clicks, and ever action online to better 

predict, manipulate, and addict us, so they can sell all of this to the highest bidder. 

reproducing wealth and power for those who already have it, all for the benefit of a shrinking 

privileged few.  

 

Through all the fascination and spectacle, it seems evident that so much around us is rapidly 

becoming more concerning and threatening, and it is clear that something in the world has 

gone incredibly wrong. Old violences take new forms seemingly by the day, giving rise to a 

terrifying sort of deja-vu, as the world is once again getting destabilized by new waves of 

technological change in ways that could unleash even greater violences if not more rapidly 

understood.iii Inequalities of wealth and power have increased at startling rates during the last 

few decades, with hardly an end in sight, and as ever more political systems are bought with 

surplus wealth, laws are rewritten, regulations removed, it becomes easier to “legally” buy 

elections and dominate the media to make it easier and easier for wealth and power to 

become self-fulfilling prophecies which remake the world in their own image.  

 

Hurtling ever faster towards more of the oppressive same, all our wonderous technology 

seems less and less to make life better, but rather to find new ways to make the rich richer, 

the poor poorer, exacerbate oppressions and exploitations, while covering the tracks of how 

all this is done in waves of distraction, fascination, spectacle on screens which seem ever 

better at predicting what it and they might want us to see, and by such, influence how we 

think, feel, and do, with terrifying implications for the future.  

 



Few would likely argue today then that our world is one of turmoil and paradox.iv How is it that 

a world that seems to run on speed and mutation is also one which seems to be only rushing 

back to the same old violences and exploitations, if in newly technologized forms? Have we 

learned so little despite our new capacities? Through all the metamorphoses, are we doing 

more than merely running in place back to the same old destructive ends? As ever more 

seems virtual, composed of networkings of images of other forms of networking with only 

mere fragments of the world we used to think we knew, how can we begin to make sense of 

things, or even try to plan forms of action that might have any hope of making our world a 

slightly less violent and destructive place, even as it seems to be ever more spinning away, 

beyond recognition on the cusp of various calamities?  

 

In and through all the radical disorientation and confusion, a few things nevertheless seem 

relatively clear, and these can thankfully provide a starting point in regard to any attempt to 

find a way to make sense of all of this, and have any chance of impacting our world before we 

are all but moved and reworked out of the way. First, the images that ride the screens all 

around us seem responsible for much of the change in our world today, as these are 

increasingly weaving ever deeper into the very fabric of our ways of experiencing even 

aspects of the world that we encounter off-line. Second, what connects the screens and fills 

them with images, and which seems responsible for much of the change at work in the world 

today between, underneath, amongst, and beyond the images and screens, are networks of 

networks, shifting and mutating, according to logics of their own and in ways which tend to 

frustrate attempts at understanding, control, intervention, or influence according to the models 

and methods of the past.   

 



In these senses and more, there seems every reason to think that it is likely that networks – 

whether networks of images or code, people or hardware, platforms or devices – are our 

future, and with no end in sight, at least, from the perspective of our contemporary hyper-

connected age. And as ever more of our world becomes networked, as so much of how we 

think, value, interpret, do, and feel is being morphed by shifting weaves of images carried by 

shifting networks online and beyond, we need to begin to develop new ways of thinking about 

the world that can help us orient in the new worlds which we experience ever more as the 

stuff of our daily lives.  

 

If we want to understand our world of screens and images, then we need to understand how 

the networks which make it possible for them to increasingly dominate our world function. And 

if we want to be able to intervene in our world and the direction it is taking, at least, while the 

very parameters which seem to stabilize our world as it is remains, the time for new, more 

networked models of our world, more in sync with our networked times, and not limited by the 

more limiting atomistic and binary models of the past, is now.  

 

But what if it were possible to see everything differently? To see the world in a manner in 

which everything can be seen as open to change, and would be different than it currently is, 

and in a way which helps show how to unravel the knots in the world, and weave them 

differently, and in ways which are structured to foster the emergence of forms of opening and 

creative differencing rather than closure, accumulation, oppression, and exploitation? What if 

the potentials for such a new way of looking at the world were right in front of us, and along 

with this, the potential to shift our understanding of anything and everything and more, and 

potentially even our ways of doing things in the process?  

 



Rethinking the World as Networking 

 

Imagine a world without things. Or, more precisely, imagine being able to see the world as if 

“thing-like” aspects, and all the abstract ideals and modes of connection which we see as 

going along with these, were not endowed with the weight and seeming necessity we so often 

attribute to them, but rather, were instead able to be seen knots of sort, knots of threads, all of 

which could be unthreaded, and woven differently.  

 

This can be taken further. What if it were possible to also see the threads woven in such ways 

as more like currents, like small flowing rivers moving within vast seas of continuously 

churning seas, from which these more focused currents formed. Any knots would then be 

composed of knottings, the continued weaving and reweaving of the flows of these continually 

moving currents. To see the world in this way would be to see what previously seemed like 

things as continually rewoven knottings which were only the way they are because the 

aspects of this world kept doing things the same ways. To see the world in such a way is also 

how, if woven differently, such a world could change, and radically so.  

 

The ability to see the world in such a way is what a networked perspective provides. A 

networked perspective on the world is one in which all that we experience is the result of 

processes of networking which could be networked otherwise, in which things and their 

aspects are the result of weavings of the actions of experiencers, and networking more than 

mere connection between supposedly pre-given things, categories, ideals, and all that flows 

from these. 

 



This book will therefore work to show how a networked perspective on the world provide an 

entirely new lensing of the world, starting with “everyday” experience and working from there. 

The hope is that such a new worldview is able to come into sync with the potentials of cutting 

edge science and technology as well as radical anti-oppressive politics, to give rise to a new 

vision of how to outnetwork the systems in dominance in our world today, unleashing 

potentials for sustainable yet radical creative development from the very networking fabric of 

our worlds, and not only in ways that seem to only ever benefit the status-quo in dominance 

of the privileged few.  

 

What is put forth in this way will be a new way of thinking, one able to come into sync with the 

increasingly networked forms of our rapidly mutating techno-worlds of experience without 

being disoriented and confounded by this, making it possible to find pathways through our 

radically disorienting times. Such a new model provides alternatives traditionally dominant 

enclosingly reductive forms of thinking, all of which only ever mirrors the world of the status-

quo back to it to reinforce and reproduce it for the interests of the powerful few. For networks 

make it possible for us to see the world in a manner which is radically relational, in and 

beyond the mere connections between predetermined and pre-assumed divisions of the world 

into the seeming things, connections, fields, and ways of doing and thinking we have come to 

know.  

 

More traditional formulations of this sort, along with their more contemporary reworkings, tend 

to see the world as composed of fundamental atoms, elements, or things, categorize these in 

terms of rigid dichotomies or idealized dualities, and start building from there. To see the 

world in such ways is to assume its division in advance, without taking into account how the 



basic categories in the world came to be, what sorts of values they represent, and whether or 

not they foster the sort of world which we might want ours to become.  

 

To the extent to which our actions contribute to the making and remaking the world around us, 

to see the world in such a way is to take the status-quo of whatever social system dominates 

the world as it currently is, and legislate its categorizations of the world into “the way things 

are,” abstracting ideals from these as those in regard to which the world and its people, 

things, and systems should strive. To do so is to frame the world as if everything were given in 

advance, and as if our actions, in relation to those around us, do not make and remake so 

much of the world around us each day, only ever serve the interests of whatever system or 

group dominates the world as it currently is.  

 

Network thinking, on the contrary, shows how everything and anything openingly depends on 

the contexts and processes which give rise to and maintain these, and in such a way that if 

these were made to shift, could rework them in the process. Rather than obscure potentials 

for change, network thinking foregrounds it, showing how the way our world got to be the way 

it currently is is the result of forms of networking which could always have been otherwise in 

the past, and can certainly be so in the future if we all work to make them that way. For 

networks are ways of understanding relation, and a networked philosophy in this sense can 

be understood as a relational philosophy, a form of describing the world which takes relation 

as one of its basic orienting principles.v*  

 

This text will work to show how everything and anything and more in the world can be 

understood as forms of emergence, which is to say, radical creative opening of the sort which 

networkingly weaves our world, whether this has become dormant as forms of complexity or 



even complication, or in the process of emerging in various ways. From such a perspective, it 

becomes possible to understand the world more relationally, in terms of networks of 

emergence, and this is the basic orientation on the world which this text will work to 

describe.vi  

 

This book will also work to show that it is possible to theorize the world today in a manner 

which is able to bring relational understandings of contemporary science and mathematics, 

various aspects of contemporary theoretical and philosophical discourses, and even liberatory 

politics into sync with each other, without reducing these or being limited by these, to give rise 

to something which is more than the mere sum of such aspects, and in ways which can 

provide new perspectives on these and the wider world in the process.  

 

Such new ways of seeing the world make it possible to make sense of how everything 

became networked so reductively as it is today, while also showing how it could be networked 

otherwise and in less destructive and more openingly emergent ways, as modeled in regard 

to its more concretely physical aspects by complex systems science, and more generally by 

relational philosophy of the sort this text will work to provide in regard to networks. 

 

What is presented in such way is new worldview and philosophy, fully consonant with the 

cutting edge science of networks as much as anti-oppressive politics, a perspective on the 

world based on opening and differing, which sees the fabric of the world as the potential for 

radical creative development, even if this can be unleashed by particular sorts of networkings. 

The hope is that this can help provide pathways forward not only for ways of thinking about 

our world today, in ways able to come into sync with the crises and potentials of our 

hyperconnected age. 



 

The hope is that this makes it possible to see beyond the limiting blinders provided by the 

status-quo of the systems which dominate the world today, and how they have tended to lens 

it in their own image, to instead provide a relensing of the world based in relational 

networkings of emergence, from experience to action, meaning, value, and thinking in 

physical, living, neural, and cultural forms, and in a manner able to speak to the unique 

challenges and potentials of our networkedly hyperconnected age.  

 

The Screened World of Contemporary Capitalism, Or the Moving Image of Our Systems 

of Domination 

 

Our today is increasingly dominated by the world-system of international capitalism which, by 

means of its computational and image-based extensions, is quite different from prior forms. 

Such a system could be understood a “hyper”-capitalism, which is to say, a form of capitalism 

on overdrive. While in the past capitalism was centered around industrial production, in the 

mid-twentieth century the basis of the system shifted to mass-mediated consumption. Shifting 

from ramping up demand to satisfy needs or desires that were to some extent already there, it 

moved to ramping up the production of desires that were not already there, and the sorts of 

selves which were shaped in the image of these desires, desires that advertising images 

instilled in consumers for emotions, images, bits of songs, and dreams of lifestyles they 

associated with products, or politician, styles, or whatever they reworked and represented in 

their ways.  

 

This is the “society of the spectacle” famously described by Guy Debord, And as Marshall 

McLuhan famously argued, the medium itself “is the message,” such that, more than any 



product, lifestyle, ideology, what the system sold was its own form, which is to say, itself, the 

world reworked as image-based spectacle.vii The screens sell us a version of the world 

shattered and recomposed around its filters and values, to encourage us to take the ever 

more powerful screens as our primary modes of access to this world. In such a way, our world 

became en-screened: screened from us, screened off, and only feeling “Real,” “True,” or 

“Good” (which is to say, desirable in the terms framed by the system) if it appeared on screen, 

burnished to ideality by means of the systems own image-sculpting machines. In such a way, 

we came to exchange our world for a petrifying image of it, not based in a deity, not based in 

an ideology, but based in the form of the image-machine itself.  

 

With the rise of the Internet, and the mobile computing which it made it possible to carry the 

Internet with us everywhere and anywhere, all of this has saturated our world in ways 

previously unimaginable. The Internet is now increasingly becomes like our second body, 

second skin, second sensorium, second brain, yet one which is not within any of us, nor 

groups of us, neither quite physical nor otherwise, neither here nor there but anywhere and 

everywhere and nowhere, providing us interactive images which video-game-ify reality, with 

the power to move massive financial instruments or armies across the world from moving 

graphics on bits of glass and metal in our pockets, all from the comfort of wherever we are 

and intertwined with whatever else we are doing.  

 

What we see is increasingly sculpted by algorithms, the networks of code and data beneath 

the images, and everything personalized and customized in increasingly powerful ways, as 

the systems amass more and more data, using these to study how to better show us versions 

of the world it thinks we want to see, if always inflected with the message of its own form, 

namely, that the screens should be our access to any and all. By studying our data, the 



engines underneath become more powerful at predicting what we will click, like, buy, or view, 

sometimes so uncannily as to seem as if they can read our minds.viii  

 

But such predictions, in their ability to shape what we see on our screens, increasingly have 

the power to becomes self-fulfilling prophecy. For if the predictive algorithms shape what we 

see, and what we see shapes how we understand our world, then the screens can help shape 

the very interpretative models whereby we lens our worlds, even in the rare instances in 

which we turn off our screens.  

 

In this sense and more, the systems of domination have a brand new face indeed, one which 

is made of glass and metal and runs on electricity and is everywhere and anywhere and can 

show us anything and everything, except what ever it is we most need to see, namely, the 

potential to see the world in ways that are not already pre-sorted and pre-sgemented in ways 

predisposed to keep us viewing, clicking, buying, producing data for “free” on these “free” 

platforms, and to keep those who already have money and power able to better rig the 

playing fields to be able to gain more of this.  

 

The hypercapitalist system sells us everything and anything, but mostly, it sells us its own 

form, which is to say, the worldview it presents us, encapsulated in the imperative to “view!”ix 

The more we view, and on the terms its screens provide, the more we come to experience the 

world on-screen and off-screen on its terms, as the way the system molds its images, in ways 

subtle and profound, slowly creeps into how we image anything and everything, from our 

selves to world and everything in between and more.  

 



In such ways, we become predisposed to relying on the system for access to the world as a 

whole as such, such that we become aspects of this system as it swallows the world and us 

and everything beyond all but whole. The mirroring of the world our screens provide 

nevertheless revolve around its particular sort of warpage, namely, the drive to accumulate as 

much capital for those who already have it as quickly as possible no matter the cost. In such a 

way, our world and selves become replaced by what we see in the mirrors we carry around 

with us, the screens which have stolen what we thought was our world, all to perpetuate the 

profits of those who already have the most, those who can buy access to those who put the 

images on our  screens to make sure the profits keep flowing off-screen ever more intensely.   

 

For whatever the world presents, the screens will show us in their own ways, selecting and 

emphasizing, morphing and modulating, influencing and interconnecting, fragmenting and 

reassembling, all in ways which prioritize keeping us viewing and the system entrenching 

deeper into us. Whatever cannot be converted into online spectacle is deemed worthless until 

it can be, and once it can be, it can gain views, which can gain information, which can gain 

views, and in such a way, the system learns how to better show us versions of the world we 

want to see, if in ways which are always subtly tilted towards reproducing the system as a 

whole in and through us.  

 

When our brains are saturated with images which all come from the same system, after all, 

are we not predisposed to think and do and even feel on the terms which the images show 

us? Does it not seem today that if something isn’t commented on, trending, uploaded as a 

video, or otherwise linked up with the “Great Online” that it is hardly worth mentioning? 

Whatever can be imaged is monetizable, and whatever is imageably monetizable is 

networkable, at least, for the networks which dominate our world today. And while such 



networks may speak to us with familiar voices and faces, such networkings are anything but 

familiar, friendly, or anything of the sort.  

 

For what these networks want, more than anything else, is more. And they are very good at 

getting more, more of everything and anything, and putting this increasingly at the feet of the 

highest bidder. And as the highest bidder is ever more today those who control the networks 

themselves, we quickly find ourselves in a world in which the many systems of power and 

dominance are draining into one massively decentralized form of networking which is as 

confounding to traditional modes of understanding and action, and as deviously centralizing in 

its ability to accumulate power and control, as nearly any such system in the past.  

 

The system today, after all, has learned from mistakes of systems of control in the past. It is 

costly and difficult to control those who want freedom and liberation, and far easier to control 

those who think they are already free. And so, on free platforms and services, we gain new 

powers and abilities previously unimaginable, but according to codes and algorithms which 

keep the workings beyond sight and control by the majority, selling this only to those who 

already have as much of this as possible in a world in which money makes the very 

conditions for making more of it. And so, those who network the best image-scapes are those 

today able to control opinion and fashion and politics and more, and in such a way in which 

we come to imagine that it was all our own ideas, this is freedom itself, and there was hardly 

any other way.x  

 

This is not to say the seduction and domination is total of course. There is always that 

nagging feeling that we have gained so much but lost so much more. But the images of the 

world we are sold are so powerful, so gratifying, so fascinating, and the world beyond has 



become so volatile and bizarre and complex, and more so with each passing day, that it is 

often so much easier to just log in, tune out, distract, escape, and let the world go its own 

way. Who has the time, ability, energy, or skill today to make sense of it all, especially when 

there is so much to watch – from the frivolous to “quality television” to cat videos and porn 

and more – all on screens we can even take to bed with us, or go camping with, or use nearly 

constantly for nearly anything?  

 

Reviews, commentary, news, recipes, how-to videos, therapy, what else cannot be found 

online? And is the Internet not getting better at predicting what we want, and sculpting its 

recommendations accordingly? Each move we make online, each click and view, is being 

monitored and studied, of course, to better manipulate us to see, want, think, feel, and do 

what the systems behind the screens want, which is mostly what those who buy their services 

want, as well as the very form of all the contents, namely, the imperative to “view!” yet more, 

and thereby center our very sense of the world around whatever images our interactively 

world-shaping devices provide. xi  

 

In such ways, we become more extensions of the system and its devices than the other way 

around. The restrictive lensings of the world which the system sells us makes it likely, after all, 

that we will only see potentials for action which are likely to produce and reproduce such a 

system and its restrictive ways. And so, the more we connect on the terms provided by the 

system, the more we divide and segregate, the more we distance ourselves from having any 

connection to anything but in ways which the system provides for its own ends.  

 

The result is a world in which the very things and structures seem as if predisposed to ways 

of doing things which somehow always benefit the few in whose image the world has been so 



chunked and carved. We are encouraged and rewarded if we to segment and quantify and 

upload aspects of everything, including aspects of ourselves, to platforms that weaves the 

fragments together in ways kept largely out of sight, making it impossible to get a sense of 

how all this holds together, or to be able to get a sense of the bigger picture which could make 

it possible to try to have a say in much of anything, at least, other than in the ways which the 

system provides for us.  

 

We thereby come to think, feel, interpret, value, and do in ways the system wants us to, 

transforming our selves and our world into the ideal products which the system has sold us in 

place of a future we could understand and impact in ways beyond what the screens show us, 

which could take a form other than that of the options they provide. We become “meta-

commodities” which commodify the world and our future in the process.xii  

 

In this way we find ourselves living in an ever more screened world, which is to say, a world 

which is screened from us as much as depicted on our screens, a world in which our screens 

image the world in ways which image our selves to image the world beyond in an addictive 

feedback loop which circles systems of accumulation, profit, and control for their own sake at 

all costs. We log in and tune out, distract and escape, at our peril. For the systems which use 

the images and screens to dominate our world today do not do so in the interest of the many, 

but rather the few, those able to buy the services to help tighten their hold our the very ways 

in which we come to experience our world.  

 

Everything becomes bound and channeled according to the terms set by the varied image 

systems, such that whatever cannot be framed in such terms is unable to connect to these, 

and hence, without a place according to the categories and ideals implicit in the very structure 



of the images such systems provide. Seeping into our ways of seeing, feeling, thinking, and 

doing, the image systems influence how our actions contribute to the production and 

reproduction of the world of a dominating same, often in ways which exceed our awareness, 

intention, or ability to control.xiii We thereby often come to contribute to the very conditions of 

our own domination, more deeply entrenching the ways in which dominant modes of thinking, 

doing, interpreting, valuing, and even experiencing become as if the very grammar of the 

fabric of the world itself. 

 

To understand the world in such a way is to see its potentials solely in intensification of the 

form the world takes here and now, swallowing past and future into an idealized image of an 

eternal present which becomes seen as a goal towards which the world and our selves are 

seen as lacking, and that towards which all our labors should strive. We see this with the 

“perpetual now” online, in which the past fades as rapidly as websites refresh and social 

media walls fill with new content, and when the past reappears, it ever more arises in the 

image of the present.xiv The future as much as the past thereby becomes reduced to more of 

a highly technologized same.xv  

 

And as we are increasingly raised by screens as much as other people, we come to do and 

desire on the terms set by the system, according to how it has produced us to do so.xvi The 

ways in which we see “things” as having this or that boundary is determined by the categories 

given us by the system according to what it values we see, down to the very core of what we 

take it to mean to be our selves and do what we do. In such ways, we labor and distract in a 

world provided for us, becoming cogs in the image-systems which have swallowed our world 

whole, which is to say, we become little more than special sorts of “things,” as much as the 

others produced by the same.  



 

In such ways the world and everything in it, including our very selves, become petrifyingly 

reduced and frozen into the ever more rapidly mutating moving image of our domination, an 

imaging of the hypercapitalist system which only ever reflects more of its ever-shiftingly 

intensifying more of the same.xvii Ever more intense, ever new, yet eerily ever more of the 

oppressive same. The rich get richer, the poor get poorer, the exploitation and oppression 

discovers new ways to divide and conquer, fragment and manipulate, such that the services 

which are still provided “for free” become the very chains that bind us to a freedom set by the 

terms of their algorithms. 

 

We may wish this were all not the case, and that we could simply distract and hide, but we do 

the risks of doing so are great indeed. For the systems which increasingly dominate our world 

are getting more powerful in their capacities to influence how we experience our worlds, and 

more and more each day, in ways which indicate that there is no going back, and that all 

signs seem to indicate that we are only at the start of seeing where such changes might lead. 

We are therefore likely only seeing the start of all that the Internet and mobile computing will 

make possible, and all that ways in which, as the screens saturate every more of our world, 

they will change us in the process.  

 

For as we increasingly come to do anything and everything by means of our screens, even to 

the point of relating to those right next to us, with children learning to navigate touchscreens 

before they learn to talk, we are clearly at the start of a radical social experiment as 

monumental as the invention of the printing press, cinema, and potentially even more so. And 

who knows what new technological developments could arise any day, and radicalize this all 

the more?  



 

What is more, we hardly know what new technological developments could arise at any 

moment, and researchers seem on the cusp of quite a few. Any day we could turn on the 

news to learn that “humans” have been cloned, or quantum computers have become a reality, 

or that some new milestone in artificial intelligence, genetic engineering, nano-computing, 

biological printing, or one of a myriad other fields has come about, hurtling us further into the 

deeps of cultural spacetime, stranding us even further in new terrain we have yet to 

comprehend. If smart-phones and social media have revolutionized the world is such a short 

period of time, and the Internet before this, then how much more the advances which are 

possibly on the horizon?xviii  

 

If we fail to understand what all this means today, the dangers seem great indeed. And as we 

try to get our bearings on an ever more unfamiliar landscape, the rich still are getting richer, 

the oppressed more oppressed, inequality more dramatic, the wars and conflicts still raging, 

racism and xenophobia more powerful than ever, such that despite all the change on the 

surface, little seems capable of the real and very much needed sort of change which could 

make our world a less destructively oppressive and exploitatively violent place. 

 

For today, demagogues and authoritarianism seem once again on the rise, racisms, 

xenophobias, and ethnocentrisms are surging, and everything seems less stable and more 

volatile than any time in recent memory. There seems every reason to think that the Internet, 

social media, and mobile computing gave rise to this in various ways, and as these 

technologies have radically changed so much of our world in ways which seem to only have 

begun, there seems every reason to think that unless we really begin to understand what 



these technologies mean, and how they are changing us and our world so dramatically, that 

such deeply concerning tendencies will only increase.  

 

To the extent to which we take this all at face value, or pay attention to only what is merely in 

front of us, or merely escape and distract into the spectacle, or log on and tune out because 

the networks of code and finance and protocols and algorithms are all far too complicated, we 

do so at our peril. While many had thought totalitarianisms and fascisms of various sorts were 

a thing of the past, and that our world had learned its lesson, we now see the terrifying 

contours of the new face which techno-totalitarianisms of the future could wear.  

 

With the rise of the Trump administration in the United States, for example, building as it did 

on the foundations laid by the Bush administration, we have now seen what twenty-first 

century fascism might look like, and at the heart of the most powerful country in the world. 

The last few time the world was caught off guard by how new technologies destabilized 

political processes, the results were beyond tragic. If children separated from their parents 

and languishing in cages on the southern US border, along with all but veiled overtures to 

White Supremacism and calls for protection and veneration of Confederate monuments to 

slavery, are not indication enough of where things have already gone, and how even more 

dangerous things can get, it is unclear what could sound a loud enough warning.  

 

The deepest sorts of darkness, including totalitarianisms, fascisms, and genocides, could 

return, now bolstered by radical new forms of technology. One can only shudder to imagine 

what could arise if such are allowed to gain a further foothold in our world. We need to stand 

firm against all such formations, and with all the tools at our disposal. The very fate of the 

world, and all that is worth saving, hinges on such. 



 

The time has come to see beyond what the screens want us to see. When we see the world 

through the lenses of the images such systems provide us, we will only ever give rise to more 

intense versions of the same. We need to begin to stop understanding the world on the terms 

such systems have sold us. We need to begin to see the seeming “things” petrified by the 

images on our screens, as processes of networkings which could all be networked differently.  

 

Otherwise, the world will remain frozen in the image of out of control profit-centered cancer 

that such systems have sold us, captured by the fascination online as the world becomes 

more volatile, as the echo-chambers become more dangerous, the feedbacks more unruly,  

and we forget that anything could ever be any other way.xix 

 

Networking and Worldchanging 

 

A networked perspective on the world is one in which all that we experience is the result of 

processes of networking which could be networked otherwise, in which things and their 

aspects are the result of weavings of the actions of experiencers, and networking more than 

mere connection between supposedly pre-given things, categories, ideals – the consolidated 

imaging of the systems of domination into the things of the world itself – and all the frenetic 

movement in service of further petrification that flows from this. 

 

To see the world beyond such strictures today is to see the possibility of hope, which is to say, 

the potential for the world to be different and potentially better. Many today have lost this, and 

yet, this means we have not yet learned how to integrate hope and thinking today in ways 



needed to help give birth to thinking anew, and the hope to which this has the potential to 

make the world different and even better to which this can give rise.  

 

If the world has shown us anything, however, it is that it is open and opening, changing and 

growing, often semi-unpredictably, and with the potential to do this more. That is, the world 

can always be different, and rethought and reworked, at least in part, anew. The time has 

come to remind ourselves of this. And this text will work to show at least one way in which this 

is possible, by showing how the world can be lensed more relationally in terms of networking 

emergence.  

 

In such a sense, the time has come to learn to out-network the systems that dominate our 

world today, and in ways which radicalize their superficially distributed forms of networking so 

that they begin to emerge from anywhere and anywhere, and in ways which can link up with 

alternative systems of emergence fostered on the margins, to give rise to emergences which 

are more than the mere sum of their parts, new socio-political formations which an point to 

pathways beyond the capitalo-racist xenophobic-profit cancers which, cynically deploying 

traditional hatreds to divide and conquer to make massive profits, dominate our world today.xx  

 

Such over-centralizing forms of networking, whether in more traditionally conservative forms, 

such as those of kings or dictators, or the more sly hybrid forms of networking, which make 

use of relatively decentralized means on the surface to obscure more centralizing logics 

underneath, all of which serve traditionally centralizing and accumulative ends, are parasitical 

attempts to enclose and control the ways in which emergence gives rise to a better world for 

any and all.xxi  

 



In a world as horrifically out of balance as ours is today, we need to learn to find ways to 

restore the conditions which potentiate emergence in our world, and before it is too late. For 

the wars produced by traditional forms of conservative over-centralization, and the system 

crashes produced by more capitalistically hybrid forms, and the cancerous over-drive of all 

systems for growth of the same at all cost no matter the destruction to which this leads, as 

well as the ways in which these often intertwine in the various forms of capitalo-racism and 

xenophobia which is the spiraling catastrophe of our world today, seem to be increasing by 

the day. There are other ways, and we can always do things differently. But in today’s world, 

this can often be hard to see.  

 

But it is always possible to see the world differently, even today. No matter how much 

structures of dominance in our world try to obscure this, that there are, always, other ways. 

While the world today can seem radically disorienting, particularly when seen through 

yesterday’s lenses, with networked lenses, we can begin to make sense of things again. For if 

we begin to see the networks in the world around us, and learn the general patterns whereby 

they work, we can begin to make sense of how networks are changing everything and 

anything. What is more, we can begin to see how, despite all the rhetoric of connection and 

speed, how the cultural worlds which have come about from the network technologies we 

have produced are not as radically without precedent, or as networked, as they might like us 

to think.  

 

We need in this sense to learn to see the world far more networkedly than the systems in 

dominance hoped we ever could. And in such ways, we can start to unravel and reweave all 

that the dominant powers wish we would keep seeing as mere “things” with limited forms of 

connection. In such ways, we could begin to reweave the world anew. And perhaps, perhaps 



it just might be possible, to imagine a world less destructively oppressive, a world which did 

not reproduce the values of whatever group comes to dominate everything and anything. 

 

To learn to see such potentials, however, we need to begin to see through the limiting lenses 

the current system in dominance has sold us, lenses which make the world seem as if it could 

be no other way than this and more intense versions of more of the same.xxii And yet, no 

matter how stuck our world may seem, no matter how much change may seem all but 

impossible, we must never forget that all of this, yes all of this, can change. We can stop 

doing what we are doing, and it will all grind to a halt. In doing so, we can remind the powers 

that be that the only power they ever have is to convince us that things have to be as they are 

and that we should let them dream up how things should come to be. And perhaps then we 

can remind our selves that we can dream differently, and in such a way, learn to do what we 

do with each other differently, in ways which stop making concrete the dreams of domination 

of those who benefit from this most.  

 

We have yet to learn all the new ways in which we can organize and strike in today’s world, 

after all, and thereby turn forms of domination into tools for liberation. Wherever value is 

produced, intentionally or otherwise, those who control it come to depend on it, and to the 

extent to which we participate in this, we can always stop doing so and regain aspects of our 

agency thereby. In our world of screens today, what might this mean?  

 

We can stop viewing the world on their terms, and this can start by simply stopping to view. 

We can look away. We can take our eyes off of our screens, even if for a brief while, but in a 

coordinated way. That is, we can go on visual holiday, on viewing strike, and hit the system 

hardest where it feels it the most, in the views it relies on to sell, study, mine, predict, and 



commodify all it images, our selves included. In this way, we could begin to give rise to new 

sorts of visual agency, becoming self-aware of the powers of our vision to reshape the world, 

and in this way, awaken the potentials for new sorts of visual democracy.  

 

But even in more mundane ways, we can learn to start to break out of the visual shackles the 

system has sold us. It is still possible to dream beyond what the screens show us, beyond the 

divisions, echo-chambers, recommendations, search results, and other forms of enbubbling 

enucleation the system sells us to better divide and conquer us. To do this, however, we need 

to see beyond what the system has sold us, and see it for the seduction to quasi-interactive 

passivity that it is, a sort of video-gamized world of high-tech sleep.xxiii We need to learn how 

to pull out from the narcissistic pleasures and roller-coaster rushes the system sells us in 

place of the hope for real change and the chance of a better world, and start to follow the 

money and map the logics of the connections which all work to make I t seem as if there is no 

other way.  

 

Such a shift can provide an opening towards more relational sorts of thinking, of a sort able to 

use the powers of networking against the systems which dominate our world today, turning 

the logics of networking against them. From a relational perspective, it becomes possible to 

see how nothing in our world is what it is except in relation to that around it, namely, a world 

of networking which makes it possible for it to do what it does as it does here and now. Shift 

enough of the networks around something, and it is likely to shift in turn, and in ways which 

are often able to be learned. A relational perspective on the world is one which seeks to 

foreground all of the ways in which the interconnectedness of the world makes change always 

possible, and in a manner which the systems that dominate the world will do anything 



possible to try to make us forget, and so, it is necessary to remind ourselves of the very real 

potential we have. 

 

The world is the way it is because the networking of our actions make and remake so much of 

our world each and every day. If large groups of us, no matter how far apart, stopped doing 

what we did and did it differently, no matter how stuck the world may seem, it can all change, 

and radically so if enough of us work together to make this happen. We know of course that 

none of us can change the world on our own. But if enough of us change how we do things in 

relation to each other and our contexts, everything in our world can grind to a halt, and 

potentially shift. Nothing needs to be the way it currently is.  

 

Everything can change. The very weight of the world, however, works to conceal this. And 

while collective action is what can change the world, when action is stuck repeating the same 

old ways, this is not a crisis of power or potential, rather, it is, and ours is today, a crisis of the 

imagination. When change seems impossible, however, what is needed is new lenses on the 

world, lenses which can help us see the impasses around us differently, and see new 

potentials for action which could then bring new ways of doing things into being, shifting the 

world’s grammars in the process.  

 

To do this, we need to begin to see the potential the world to be different, not as hiding in 

some other domain, not as merely in the new technologies, not merely as accessible to in 

those who program the computers which have so much power today, Such a perspective is 

one which can show how distributedly meta-stable forms of networking have the power to o 

pen the world in radical new ways far beyond that which such systems could produce by 



means of enclosure and capture, segment and channel, obscure and distract, for increase in 

profit and control for its own sake, and only ever for a mere few.   

 

The systems which dominate our world today benefit the most when they are able to convince 

us that the potential for the world to change is only in the past, or only in the computers, or 

only in the future. But relationally speaking, the potential for the world to be different is in fact 

anywhere and everywhere, in the networking of the world itself, and that potential can be 

tapped into, at least, for those with eyes to see it, and an understanding of how to unleash 

such potentials.  

 

The potential for all we have ever hoped and dreamed is right here and now in front of us, for 

if nothing is what it is except in its relation to what makes it able to do what it does, then any 

aspect of the world can have near infinite potential. Such potential can only ever be 

unleashed, however, in regard to how we network with it, and if we want to be able to unleash 

new potentials, then we need to learn how to network differently. Learning how to see all of 

this, and how to put it to work, is the endeavor which this text works to contribute in its way.  

 

We need to liberate the very feelings of the world from how they have been carved to only 

ever reflect the image of the world the system tries to sell us. And as this text will work to 

show us, the basic stuff of matter and energy, science and mathematics, can help us develop 

a perspective on the world with radical ethical and political implications, able to sync up with 

radical anti-oppressive liberatory politics of networking, with manifold potential ramifications in 

regard to the crises and potentials of our present day.  

 

From the Science of Networking to Theorizing Emergence 



 

This text will produce new lenses on the world which are as grounded in the here and now as 

they are the potential of the world to be different, bringing into sync relational developments in 

cutting edge science with those already established in science, math, philosophy, and politics, 

in ways which foreground the opening of the world in ways which can potentiate this further 

still. In this way, this book will rise to a relational worldview of networks of emergence able to 

come into sync with an anti-capitalist anti-racist ethics and politics of opening. 

 

For according to the science of networks – often seen as an aspect of “complex systems 

science” and related to the mathematical field of graph theory – everything and anything and 

more in the world can be seen as forms of relationally networking emergence. “Emergence,” 

or the manner in which networks in the world are able to dynamically self-organize in 

particular conditions, has been studied by such researchers in regard to how matter arises 

from quantum phenomena, how matter weaves together to produce various physical systems, 

how in certain conditions these are able to begin to adapt to situations around them, how life 

could have emerged from such, how life evolves, cultures develop, grow, and change, and 

even how brains are able to think as they do.xxiv   

 

While most researchers in such fields of science, math, and even some in the social sciences 

tend to focus on how various aspects of the world can be seen as networking, there has yet to 

be an attempt to develop a complete worldview based on such, one which extends the 

science, generalizes its findings, reworks it in various ways to be able to speak to more fluid 

cultural concerns, and seeks to do redescribe the world as a whole, and in ways which can 

even speak to domains of ethics and politics.xxv It may seem strange to see potential for sync  

between science, technology, philosophy, ethics, and politics, and to some, it may even seem 



that to bring politics and science into conversation would be to politicize science and raise 

other related concerns.  

 

This text, however, will argue that science has always already been political in all sorts of 

ways, and that science has always been about values, even when it has presented itself 

otherwise.xxvi More relationally framed, it makes sense not to seek to develop a position 

outside value as if it were possible to completely move beyond these, but rather, instead be 

related to values which are able to bring various practices of inquiry in our world into sync in 

ways which are more than the mere sum of their divided practices, and in ways which exceed 

the mere sum of their aspects.  

 

In contrast to any attempt to merely “apply” science to philosophy, this text will therefore work 

to relationally reframe some of how scientific findings are understood, and in ways which are 

able to come into sync with the concerns already described here. For if the world can be seen 

as a form of relationally networking emergence, which is to say, as radical creative yet also 

robustly sustainable forms of opening, then the opening of the world as studied by science, 

and the practice of learning  how to better open our world on to ethics and politics of 

liberation, are perhaps not as necessarily disconnected enterprises as they might at first 

seem.  

 

Rather than seek to ground science, ethics, politics, or philosophy in each other, this text will 

instead work to show that if the world is envisioned relationally as networking emergence, 

then science, ethics, politics, philosophy, and  so much more can be seen as particular 

aspects of how this can  arise in the world, with the varying implications which can emerge 

from this. In this sense, what follows is as much inspired by the potentials for radical world  



opening which can be seen in complex systems science as much as radical politics of 

liberation, as philosophies of relation and beyond, even as it  seeks to sketch in its own way a 

version of this able to speak to the structures of our networked age.  

 

The perspective of this book, one which re-envisions the world as relational networking, is 

one which seeks to show, in a massive variety of ways and down to the fabric of the world 

itself, that everything is a weaving that can be woven differently, with our social worlds largely 

the result of our actions, with all the radical potential for liberating worldchanging that such a 

notion brings. Lensing the world in this sense as networking opening, which is to say, as 

networks of emergence – not merely the emergence of new technology, or more profit, of 

means of control, but the far more radical notion of emergence as radical creative and 

robustly sustainable opening of the relationally networking weaving of the world as such – is a 

perspective which, in its very networked form, is able to speak to the crises of the age of the 

Internet, while also coming into sync with the cutting edge of science and technology of our 

day, as well as he hope for radical political of liberation beyond oppression and exploitation.  

 

Such a relational approach is also one which, as this text will work to show, can help move 

beyond the limitations of so many more traditionally binary and reductive worldviews of the 

past and their various deconstructions, making it possible in this sense to produce something 

like a “post-philosophy,” one able to come into sync, it is hoped, with potentials  able to help 

us see pathways beyond the crises unleashed by the radical metamorphoses at work in our 

contemporary hyper-connected age.xxvii 

 

About this Book:  From Networking to Worlds of Experience 

 



This book is part of what I have come to call “the networkological project” to describe 

everything in the world and more in terms of networks, giving rise to a philosophy of relational 

networking emergence in the process, building in this way on my first book, Networkologies: A 

Philosophy of Networks for a Hyperconnected Age – A Manifesto (Zer0 Books, 2014). 

Networkologies is a wide ranging-introduction and fiery manifesto for a relational perspective 

on the world which, after describing the basic principles of a networked world view, 

emphasizes the breadth of ways in which such a perspective can impact how we see things. 

Due to the sheer number of topics addressed in a short text, however, much of what 

grounded the moves being, including the reasoning behind these, had to often remain only 

sketched, implicit, or left for future texts such as this.  

 

In contrast to my previous book, however, this text will work to show how all these topics hold 

together, to give rise to a coherent view on the world, one able to describe the world as a 

world of worlds of networking, starting with experience, then moving to action, meaning, 

value, thinking, and emergence itself. Either Networkologies or Networlds can nevertheless 

serve as a first introduction to a philosophy of networks, as the two books complement each 

other, with Networkologies emphasizing breadth, and Networlds more depth in regard to a 

particular point of entry into such a new perspective, and working from there to show how all 

of this holds together to provide a new set of perspectives on the world. In some senses, 

then, while Networkologies provides a web of tantalizing varied appetizers, this book, 

Networlds, with its more focused approach describing the connective tissue whereby a 

networked approach to the world holds together as it does, provides something more like a 

full-course meal. xxviii  

 



While this book will present a general redescription of the world, its approach to doing so is 

one which, unlike Networkologies, does so by means of a particular point of entry into the 

world. That point of entry is experience, or feeling, and how this can be seen as a form of 

networking. As the book proceeds, it will work to show how everything we have ever 

experienced can be seen as a sort of networking, from the physical stuff of the world to our 

forms of doing and thinking, interpreting and evaluating, as well as the world we help give rise 

to by means of networking our actions with those of aspects of the world around us, in ways 

which can be interpreted in turn.  

 

Much of the impetus for this choice is strategic. Traditionally dualist perspectives on the world 

have often relied on the notion that what they have described as “matter” and “mind” need to 

be seen as radically distinct, using such a distinction to ground and anchor so many others in 

the process. This text will work to show how when the world is seen instead as weavings of 

networks of experience, not only is  it possible to move beyond such dualisms, but much of 

what follows from these, and in ways which open on to an entire new ways of seeing the 

world, one with massive potentials for our networked age.   

 

After an introduction to networks and network types of thinking, this book will start by 

redescribing what has traditionally been understood as “first-person” experience, a 

perspective with a long history, and one likely familiar to those of us have been trained to see 

as primary in the world, particularly if we have read or been influenced by various sorts of 

philosophy, been influenced by the individualizing aspects of contemporary capitalism, or the 

various forms of confluence between these. This not to reinforce such a perspective, nor the 

sense that it is an approach to the world which is more fundamental than others.  

 



This text will therefore start by describing experience, particularly of the sort we are often told 

is basic and “everyday,” and work to show how this can be understood as a form of 

networking, one which opens on to networks of action, meaning, value, thinking, and 

emergence, with each recasting and to some extent unraveling and reworking what the others 

means in the process. In this sense, as will become clear as this text progresses, while the 

text begins familiarly enough, as it progresses, it will become more relationally emerging  

along the way, until little remains as it was. From experience to action to meaning, value, 

thinking and emergence, this text will work to show how our world can be relensed in terms of 

relational networking emergence, starting from what seems familiar, deepening as it goes.  

 

This book will therefore start by presenting a networked perspective on the world of 

experience, and the ways in which this can serve as a point of entry into a more 

encompassing networked theorization of the worlds of networking which open from this, 

showing how networks of action give rise to those of experience, meaning, value, thinking, 

and emergence, in physical, living, neural, and cultural forms, opening at the end of the text 

onto questions of ethics and politics in the process, with the account of each emerging in its 

way from that of those which precede it. While some of these concerns were briefly sketched 

or implicit in the preceding book, while here they come to the fore.  

 

All of this will be done in a way which shows that there is no need to see matter and living 

systems, and how these do and feel, as radically disjunct, as has so often been the case in 

more traditional perspectives on the world, separating off in a rigid way matter and mind, 

subject and object, subjective and objective, in ways always require something divine, or 

some sort of conceptual gymnastics or smoke-and-mirrors – with all the contradictions, 



incompletions, assumptions, gaps, or inconsistencies which often along with this – which take 

the place of this, to then describe how these could have a way to come back together.xxix  

 

Such reductive worldviews imagine that some ideal system outside of the world yet organizing 

it nevertheless by sculpting the field of play in ways often off-stage, unseen, beyond 

comprehension, or otherwise outside of any ability we might have to work with it, question it, 

or negotiate with it, is the only way in which the aspects of a system, often imagined as 

discrete atoms only linkable in highly restricted ways, are able to interact or engage with 

anything whatsoever. Whatever is outside of such a system needs to be coded in its terms or 

denied entry, and such a system seeks to guard its centers and hierarchies from any 

impurities, anything which does not fit into its categories, which are recast as dangers or 

threats to the very coherence of such systems, and all that rides on them, which, if one were 

to believe them, is often the very hope of any meaning, sense, value, safety, goodness, or 

whatever else they are trying to coopt in such a way.  

 

Modes of description which are reductive in such ways are those which, in various forms, can 

be seen around the world and throughout history, even if some of the most abstract and 

pernicious forms of these, perhaps not surprisingly, have played out in the dominant traditions 

of Euro-American “philosophy” and works which inspired this. Thinking of this form can be 

seen as epitomized in the works of thinkers such as Plato, Augustine, Aquinas, Descartes, 

Kant, Husserl, Heidegger, Ayer, Rawls, as well as the various prophets of atomism, dualism, 

binarism, and other variations of the same sort of over-centralizingly limiting ways of thinking, 

from science and technology to history and jurisprudence and beyond, which tries to see all 

as emanations of a “light of Reason” which then attempts to impose itself on the world by the 

tip of a sword, or by marketing, or both.  



 

It is not difficult to see in such forms of thinking the image of a divinity or sovereign in the 

center of a wheel, with subjects on the peripheries connected to the center by chains of 

command, only able to relate to each other via pathways that the center allows, in such ways 

of thinking. When we abstract our ways of thinking from the status-quo around us, as we often 

do, we will only ever produce abstractly idealized versions of the way this world is here and 

now. And as our world has been one of shifting forms of domination and oppression, we keep 

giving rise to lenses which make us see the world, whether we want to or not, on terms which 

predispose us, even against our will or desire, to think and do what we do in terms which 

reflect that, reinforcing the production and reproduction of the status-quo thereby.  

 

Beyond reductively dualist models of the past which relied on divine intervention to weave 

everything together, or which divided the world into matter and mind, or appearance and 

reality, with no sensible account for describing how these have anything in common, a 

relational perspective on the world is one which does not cut us off from the world, but rather 

sees us and our ways of feeling the world as aspects of the world from which we emerged.  

 

Rather than base itself in abstract ideals held up against the world as a model in regard to 

which it could be considered lacking, such a perspective does not base itself on barely 

secularized notions of “universal Truth,” “absolute Necessity,” “proven Certainty,” “Reality as it 

really is,” or other such imagings of secular powers clothed in the quasi-post-theoretical 

rainments of divinity, and given abstract form which uncannily resembles this in various ways. 

Such approaches have tendencies to come into sync with highly conservative social 

formations, from which they are often abstracted and tend to reinforce, often even despite 

attempts to build more open ways of thinking.  



 

This text will therefore not seek to model the world by means of forms of theoretical 

enclosure, exclusion, purification, or policing, or which value rigidity, absolutism, necessity, 

universality, and all other such notions which are likely to easily come into sync with social 

and political systems which value the same, this text will propose a model based on 

emergence, on opening and the potential to foster more radical forms of this. Such a 

relational approach to world-modeling seeks to interpret the world from where it finds itself, to 

try to find the best aspects of the world it can find from its perspective upon this, to try to 

understand what gives rise to these aspects as best it can, to perform actions which foster 

these, to interpret and evaluate what this gives rise to in a process of intertwining action and 

thinking, and in ways which seek to learn from this to do this increasingly better in the 

process.  

 

Rather than imagine that it is possible to speak in a manner unrelated to whatever 

perspective one brings to situations, this text will instead to seek to foreground its relations to 

these. In this sense, from the socio-historical, personal, and cultural conjunction in which I find 

myself, this book and project puts forward the notion that emergence, which is to say, radical 

creative opening which is sustainable and not merely for the few, is the very stuff of the world, 

that from which value, meaning, feeling, doing, and thinking arise, and that which, if we work 

to foster it in a manner as sustainably opening and creative as it has been and can become, 

can give rise to the hope for a better world. Such a perspective, elaborated by means of a 

relational world modeling based in networks, guides, to the best of my abilities, the theoretical 

choices which structure what follows, and the world-modeling which flows from these.  

 



It is worth noting before continuing that in the sections of this book which focus more directly 

on redescribing experience, that the examples given, for all the talk of networks, images, and 

screens in this introduction, will be largely of far simpler aspects of the world, particularly 

those such as a stone or tree. The reason for this is that it is nearly impossible to speak of a 

screen except in relation to what the images on it represent, and this is already to find oneself 

in the terrain of meaning and interpretation. This is not to say that to speak of stones and 

trees in regard to experience is not to always already speak in ways which open on to 

concerns of interpretation and value, but it is easier to foreground more basic physical 

concerns when discussing these rather than trickier aspects of the world such as those which 

appear on our screens. Still, as will become clear, while the examples and descriptions begin 

with such simpler examples, it will steadily build in complexity to address issues of 

interpretation, evaluation, and end once again with screens and images and the pressing 

concerns of our networked age.  
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Chapter One:  Introduction – Networking as Worldview 

 

Everything and anything and more in the world can be understood as forms of networking. An 

organism, for example, is a weaving of inner and outer contexts, of internal and exterior 

systems, of ecological conditions and evolutionary dynamics, metabolic systems and 

molecular dynamics, and so much more. At each and every level of scale, and organism is a 

networking of networkings, and so it is with any living, social, or material system. From matter 

to life to cultures and beyond, everything we have ever experienced, as well as all the 

systems of meanings, values, thinking, and so much more – from brains to stock markets to 

languages to evolutionary populations and atoms so on – can be seen as networkings of 

networkings.  

 

While everything and anything and more in the world can be understood as forms of 

networking, everything and anything and more in the world can also be understood as forms 

of experience. As infants we learn and are shown how to make sense of our experiences, and 

everything and anything and more that we feel, think, do, sense, understand, value, or in fact 

anything else beyond this arises in and through our ability to experience them, and in fact, as 

aspects of our experience. We could not speak or write or make sense of anything, nor 

impact it, if we did not experience it in some way or other, in and through how we experience 

our bodies experiencing the world beyond it, with each of these and our very selves as 

aspects of our experiences of the world in turn.  

 

Now if everything and anything and more in the world can be understood as either networking 

or experience and both, this says something about these. This text will situate itself at the site 

of weaving of these, to argue that everything and anything and more in the world can be 



understood as networkings of experience, to show that experience of the world arises as a 

particular form of networking of the sort which can be seen as describing how the world  

weaves itself, including in ways that can be understood as forms of experiencing. This text will 

not stop here, however, and will work to show that experience is only one of the ways in which 

the world of networking can be understood.  

 

To understand the world in terms of networks and networking is to lens it in ways which are 

quite different from common conceptions of this. For networks are quite peculiar. That is, it is 

all but impossible to tell what is inside a network versus outside in any absolute sort of way. 

Networks relate, and what relates is open in relation to that to which it is related. To see the 

world in terms of networks and networking is to see everything as relatedly opening on to 

what is around it, and in fact, to see all aspects of the world as openingly related, in their 

ways, to all the others, and the world as opening relation and process of weaving of all this 

itself, in ways that will be described shortly.  

 

Experience is nevertheless also peculiar, and in some similar ways to networking. We 

experience the world through our experience of our bodies, and yet our bodies are aspects of 

the world which we experience in turn. How can our bodies be both part of the world we 

experience, yet also the means whereby we access this world? Are bodies within our 

experiences, or the world which we experience, or both, or neither? Where does the world 

end and our experiences of it begin, and where does our experience end and the body and 

world begin, and can we make such distinctions sensibly without giving rise to paradoxes, and 

yet, how could we come to understand our world without these?  

 



Beyond this, how is it possible that it seems that our bodies are aspects of the world as 

experienced by others through their bodies, even as our bodies are aspects of their 

experiences of the world as well? Why is it that if one starts with the world, or bodies, or 

experiences, one seems to always circle and not quit get anywhere, even if all our daily lives 

are built around navigating  a world shot through with such seemingly paradoxical notions?  

And in and through all this, why does it seem that bodies, the world, experience, and the 

experiences of others each contains the others in their ways, yet neither quite completely, as 

if each were slipping away from each other even as they seem to be doing nothing but being 

grasped by the others each in their ways?  

 

As has likely already become apparent, there is little that is simple about talking about either 

experience or networking. That said, as will hopefully also become evident, there is quite a bit 

that is similar about how these notions are strange, at least in regard to how we have so often 

been told to make sense of things. Networking and experience are strange to common ways 

of understanding the world and its aspects. This book will work to investigate these 

similarities, to tease out the potentials and synergies which can emerge at the junction of 

experience and networking, and follow where these lead.  

 

All this will be done in a relational manner, of the sort which this text will work to show makes 

sense for networking and experience in their ways, even if, and in many senses because, 

such a relational approach is contrary to some of the more dominant approaches to such in 

the past.xxx For to see the world in terms of either networking or experience, and even more 

so both, is quite different from seeing the world in more traditional senses, such as has been 

framed in regard to notions of “subject” and “object,” “appearance” and “reality,” “self” and 

“world,” and other such traditional divisions and atomizations.  



For  to see the world in terms of experience and networking leads to some strange loops and 

twistings which various philosophers have tried to expunge from their idealized notions of 

what it means to feel or think in more restrictedly bounded, linear, or otherwise less 

convoluted ways.xxxi That said, these more traditional approaches have produced models of 

the world which describe how they wish the world would be, in their more ordered and 

restrictive dreams of this, at the expense of following the world and its strange ways where 

they seem to lead.  

 

This text will therefore examine instead how the world can be understood in terms of 

networking and experience, and in a manner which follows the strangenesses to which this 

leads. The hope is that this can come into sync with the world in which this text finds itself in 

ways which are able to move beyond the limitations of many of the prior models, as well as 

their baggages, and the varied deconstructions of all of this which so often go on but rarely 

lead to the production of something new.  

 

Our world today, however, is desperately in need of new lenses, lenses able to point beyond 

the skepticisms of deconstructions as much as limitations of prior ways of thinking. As this text 

will work to show, the very peculiarity of lensing the world in terms of networking and 

experience, in a manner which is a practice of continual opening, will make it possible to 

indicate ways of theorizing which weave beyond those of more traditional philosophies as well 

as their endless deconstructions, giving rise, in the process, to theorizing  as a “practice of 

virtual reality,” if with some potentially very real effects. Such issues, however, are best left 

towards the end, starting instead with what can be experienced here and now, and building 

from there.xxxii*  

 



The world opens to us here and now as a world of experiencing. All our experiences can be 

seen as weavings of shapes, textures, sounds, colors, and much more, in and through how 

our bodies weave with those of others to give rise to the aspects of our experience in relation 

to the world of which they are networkingly aspects in turn. Our bodies are networkings of 

experiences which experience others, which are aspects of the world of experience in turn.   

All networks in the world, as much as anything else, can in this sense be seen as aspects of 

experience, which itself can be understood relationally in terms of networks and networking, a 

notion with radical implications, the details of which will be explored in what follows. 

 

Ours is a networked age, one very much in need of new ways of understanding the new and 

old aspects of our rapidly shifting world, and hopefully, in ways which can help us make sense 

of all the radical change, and even indicate pathways towards less destructive futures. 

Networking and experiencing are peculiar ways of opening the world. This text will work to 

show that networks are forms of emergence, the radically creatively sustainable opening of 

the world, and experience is a basic form of this.  

 

Relensing the world as practices of world-opening emergence, this book will work to show 

how opening can be seen as the very way the world does what it does, which is to say, 

emerge, even if this can be turned back on itself in ways which may potentiate emergence, or 

hinder it. Seeking to do the latter, this text will work to show that the world can be relensed as 

a process of emerging networking, with experience serving as a point of entry into this, even if 

one which will rework more traditional aspects of this notion along the way as it goes.   

 

Lensing the world as emerging networking which has experience as one of its aspects, it 

becomes possible to re-envision experiencing, reworking each of these notions more 



relationally along the way, as an opening into a relational worldview of networking emergence, 

with all the potentials for worldchanging which this text hopes to potentiate by means of such 

a practice in turn.  

 

This is what, in many senses, this book is about. This text will show how it is possible to 

redescribe the world in terms of networking and experience, and in more openingly relational 

ways that both prior models and their deconstructions. The text will also show how a 

networked account of experience can also describe the aspects of our world which are 

experienced as well, including the actions, meanings, values, forms of thinking, and even 

matter itself, that which networkingly weaves itself into systems such as bodies which, like 

those of likely readers of this text, are able to experience something like reading a book like 

this in the first place.  

 

Starting from a description of how this text understands networks and networking in Chapter 

One, the text will then work to show how experience, even in its physical forms, can be 

understood in such a way, eventually opening the description outwards in waves of 

redescription to speak to experiences of action, meaning, value, and thinking in  material, 

living, neural, and even cultural forms. In such a way, this book will sketch an entire way of 

seeing our world as a networking of worlds of experiencing, as an opening on to a worldview 

of relationally networking emergence.  

 

The next chapter, Chapter Two, will describe how experience can be understood as 

networking, and the world of experience a world of networking which is experienced as worlds 

of experiencing of experiencers. The chapters beyond this will then work to show how the 

world of experience understood as forms of networks of experiencing can be seen as opening 



on to other forms of networking experience, those of experiences of action, meaning, value, 

and thinking, in forms which may be physical, living,  neural, or cultural. These later chapters 

will show, in the process, how experience can be understood as an aspect of a wider world 

which could describe it in such terms, while elucidating the stakes of this in the process.  

 

The rest of this chapter, however, will dive into networks themselves, first more concretely, 

then more abstractly, and then addressing some issues in regard to how this text will 

approach concerns related to science and philosophy, in order to help contextualize and 

provide an introduction to the networked account of the worlds of experience and more in 

what follows. Those wishing to more directly move to a networked approach to the world of 

experience, however, should feel free to skip ahead to the start of the next chapter, as what 

follows in this chapter will instead focus on networking and the ramifications of a networked 

perspective on the world, leaving the more directly experiential aspects of the text to the 

following chapters. 

 

Understanding Networking By Means of an Example: A Traffic Jam  

 

What is a network? Networks are not only that which we have, often hazily, been told they 

are, which is to say, merely the confusing looking diagrams which we are shown whenever 

someone speaks of the internet. This is not to say that such diagrams, including those used to 

depict the structure of the Internet and other such inter-woven aspects of our world, are not 

networks, for they are. But as this book will make clear, anything and everything that relates 

can be understood as a network. Networks are in this sense lenses on the world, for anything 

and everything, and even those aspects of our world which are not quite “things,” can be 

understood by means of forms of networking.  



 

Whatever a network relates, can be understood as the “nodes” which are woven by such a 

network, and these weavings are the network’s “links.” Beyond this, whatever provides a 

context which relates these further can be understood as a network’s “grounds,” and the 

relational weaving of these aspects as a whole, which is to say, the process that which gave 

rise to this network, maintains it, and potentially dissolves or transforms it, is the “networking” 

of which this network as an opening weaving is an aspect.  

 

When networks arise from other networks through such processes of networking, they can be 

seen as processes of “emergence,” and as networks arise in and through emergence from 

other networks, all networks can be seen not only as forms of relation, but as emergences as 

well, with all these varying views on each other. These are the basics, everything else opens 

from what is briefly described here, even if the implications of this really become evidence 

when this starts to be fleshed out in greater detail. 

 

There are a massive number of ways in which a network can be formed. That said, the basic 

notions of node, link, ground, and level of process of networking can help provide a point of 

entry into these. Networks can be seen as or emphasize the intertwinings of nodes by links, 

and this is the most common way in which networks are understood. But there is so much 

more to networking, as an example can help make clear.  

 

A pattern of traffic is a network of cars, which are the nodes, and the ways in which they react 

to each other can be seen as the links. There are also the roads which link various parts of 

the city in which the cars navigate, and this network of roads is that which provides the 

context, or ground, in which the network of cars which is now a traffic pattern emerges from 



the ground of cars which drive around in a more dispersed manner around this pattern. The 

pattern of traffic emerges as a coherent pattern of actions and reactions which take on a life 

of their own, “more than the sum of their parts,” giving rise in this way to a new level of 

networking from the rest of the cars driving around this traffic pattern, each in their own ways.  

 

To see such a traffic pattern as merely a network of nodes, in this case, cars, is nevertheless 

a limiting perspective on this. The cars at the limits of the traffic pattern are likely impacted by 

the actions and reactions of cars driving beyond the interacting coherency of the particular 

traffic snarl in question. It is not merely the cars which are networked in this sense, but their 

linking actions and interactions, and these weave not only within the traffic knot, but beyond 

its boundaries as well. Cars may leave the pattern and enter, and yet, the pattern may remain 

rather as it was, developing and changing yet still manifesting a coherency and patterning to it 

which is dynamically sustained by particular forms of action and interaction, beyond those of 

the individual cars in question, even as they may join and leave.  

 

Networking is in this sense the process of interaction which weaves these cars together as it 

does. The cars are nodes, but the network is more than merely these, or how they connect, 

but also the dynamic modes of linking of actions and reactions which make these cars nodes 

of a networking which is more than any of these or the ways these nodes interact with each 

other. What is more, there is nothing about this the traffic pattern that resembles the cars, 

their modes of acting and reacting to each other, the roads, city, or anything like this. The 

pattern is a new dynamic form, one with a sort of life-cycle, one which emerges in a bottom-

up and relatively spontaneous way from the way the cars are driving around the city which, in 

the right conditions, come to a point of dynamic balance and interplay which takes on a life of 

its own, mutates, changes, morphs, and then eventually, disperses.  



 

None of this happens in a void, and in this sense it becomes possible to see how networks of 

nodes and links are also always those of grounds. What are the backgrounding contexts 

which make such a traffic pattern possible? There are all the other cars driving around at the 

edges of the pattern. There are the network of roads which connect the network of 

neighborhoods which compose the city. There are the networks of construction workers which 

keep these roads going, the physical and cultural networks which made the city arise in the 

pattern as it did, and all of these contribute to the forces and structures which helped 

contribute to the traffic pattern arises in the form it did, as it did, when it did. There are not 

only contexts outside of the traffic pattern, however.  

 

There are also micro-contexts, or micro-grounds, in a sense, namely, the people within the 

cars, and how the decisions made by these drivers impact how the cars do what they do. 

These people derive from all sorts of contexts themselves, each of which they represent in 

their ways, contexts which are physical, living, cultural, and much more. Were the people from 

a different culture, they might drive differently according to different norms, and this may alter 

the form of the traffic pattern, or have no impact at all. Whatever the case in regard to this, the 

networking of the traffic pattern comes about as interior micro-grounds and exterior macro-

grounds balance each other out, come into sync, and the networking which is the traffic 

pattern is the result.  

 

What is more, these contexts would not be the way they are if various processes had not 

given rise to them, networked in various ways, come into balance, and produced the network 

of processes which give rise to all of these. In addition to the processes of action and reaction 

which link the cars together the most directly, there are also those of the processes of 



interpretation and evaluation within the drivers of the cars. There are the actions of the 

construction workers who repair the roads here rather than there on a given day, as well as 

the actions of those who built the city, often over centuries, the processes which congealed 

into contexts which grounded the production of roads which ground the processes of driving 

in this city which give rise to patterns of traffic such as this.  

 

When driving ceases to be random, patterns may emerge, such as a traffic jam, and in such a 

jam, one may see patterns of expansion and contraction, the jam may move this way or that, 

it may loosen pockets or form them, and in this way, it may function as a dynamic meta-

pattern within the other patterns of processes at work within the driving patterns of the city. In 

this way, it becomes a relatively coherent entity, produced by the interweaving of various 

processes, including those of the decisions of the individual drivers, those of city repair which 

stretch over decades, of processes in the weather, of those which gave rise to the 

manufacture of these types of cars rather than others, and much more.  

 

In this sense, such a traffic jam emerges not merely by separating off from its contexts as a 

coherent entity, nor merely as produced by it, but as a process of networking which 

differentiatingly weaves into a new networking, a level of networking, which emerges from its 

contexts by weaving them in particular ways, with differentiating and weaving as aspects of 

this process. The traffic pattern can be therefore seen as a process of networking, a 

networking of nodes, of links, of grounds, and of processes, and of many different sorts of 

these, in many different ways, at many levels of scale.  

 

One may of course argue as to whether or not the traffic pattern is one or many, when it 

started or ended, or if it is really there, for you or me, or even from the perspective of a bird in 



the sky, who does not understand our language. But if my friend and I can agree that the 

pattern of traffic is in a particular neighborhood, this is enough to help us avoid this by driving 

around this neighborhood so as to not get caught in such traffic, and in this sense, we can 

come into sync with the networks of our experiences by means of networks of interpretation of 

those of the action at play, in ways which unfold our potentials according to various networks 

of economies of value, in regard to the networks of thinking which we make use of to do so, 

even as we are aspects of many of these in turn.xxxiii 

 

Is there a traffic pattern there in an ultimate sense? This text will work to show that such an 

approach only gets us so far. In regard to what follows, it will be enough to simply say that me 

and my friend are better able to come into sync, which is to say, to network, with the networks 

which provide the contexts in which we find ourselves, if we interpret our experiences of the 

cars around us in such a way, at least, in regard to our desire to get across the city without 

getting stuck in traffic.xxxiv There is a lot implied in all of this, but this is a start, and if this has 

been understood so far, nothing in what follows is more than a deepening explication of the 

stakes of such a way of describing things.  

 

The process of networking weaves together those of carving the world into nodes and links 

from backgrounds and the processes of weaving which give rise to all of these relating in 

various dynamic systems of networking. The processes which carve and those which weave 

are both forms of networking. When networks differ from how they had networked in the past, 

they do this by shifting their form of networking, or relation, and in this way, provide new 

potentials for new forms of networking in turn.  

 

Another Form of Networking: The Food Web of a Pond 



 

To give a different example of how network thinking is relational, a thinking which is not only 

about opening but performs opening, one could start by thinking of the food web of a pond as 

a network. Various plants and animals are food for one another, and these aspects weave 

together in various ways, all of which can be seen as an intertwining, of networking, of these 

aspects. The food web relates the plants and animals, and is how they relate, which is to say, 

the network is a form of relation, one which can help us see how the animals and plants open 

on to various relations, contexts, and processes of which they are aspects, and in fact, how 

the relational weaving of the pond, as food web and beyond, does so as well.  

 

For the food web of a pond opens on to the food web of the forest in which the pond is 

situated, which opens on to the food web of the local area, and the webs of water cycles and 

carbon cycles, and thermal processes and weather patterns, and all of these are networks of 

other networks composed of other networks at multiple levels of scale and in seemingly 

infinitely opening ways. One can examine a single organism in the pond – itself a network of 

molecules and cycles and systems and signals and balances and so on – or the pond, or the 

forest, or particular perspectives on this, and each is a weaving together of aspects, which is 

to say, a network, one emphasized by how our networks, such as those in our bodies and 

brains, network the one we are examining by means of our actions, including those at work 

within our bodies which we feel from within as our networking experiences, including those we 

tend to call thoughts, because we feel them from within as they occur within our brains.  

 

What is more, a pond can be far more than merely a pond. If I see a pond on my walk in the 

park, I may feel a sense of peace or repose, as I have been trained by my post-Romantic 

culture to see “Nature” as a location of relief and respite from the rushing races of urban 



capitalist life. If I am a biologist, I may see the pond as a source of potential research data, 

and if I am an businessperson, I may see the pond merely as something that needs to be 

demolished to make way for chain stores, or as a source of raw materials for various products 

which can be manufactured for profit. I may not even see the pond as something with strict 

boundaries, for it may simply be, to myself or others, one relatively indeterminate aspect of 

“the beauty of the landscape,” or “undeveloped land which can be purchase cheaply for 

investment,” or “the land which was stolen by European colonists,” etc.  

 

The systems of meanings and values we bring to the world inflects how we experience and 

feel our world, and not only by means of how we consciously evaluate the world’s aspects, 

but by how our brains present a world that it pre-divided for us into chunks, or worldslices of 

experience, the grammars of which are formed by how our brains are sculpted by how they 

reinforce whatever neural pathways are reinforced because they are deemed as having lead 

to a successful outcome.xxxv  

 

Since the environment in which this occurs is deeply inflected by the cultures in which we are 

born, raised, and in which we remain saturated, most of how we come to see the world is that 

which our cultures valued we see. While we have some ability to intervene in this, it is mostly 

when we do things differently, often in context which support this, created by collective actions 

which are themselves different, that truly lead us to see the world differently. But sampling 

new lenses, such as by reading books like this, can help us see, even a small bit, how other 

worlds are possible. And in this way, just perhaps, we can start some of the small changes 

which, if they come to network together with those of others around us, could lead to the sorts 

of more profound changes which could deeply change the world in the process.   

 



From such a perspective, then, is there a pond?xxxvi Perhaps such a question can be 

reoriented. To whom, and in what sense? To an insect flying around, there is likely an 

increase in humidity that is worth flying towards, but likely nothing like “the beauty of the 

landscape,” and I doubt if the businessperson looking for cheap land to develop would see 

the pond as anything more than an indeterminate aspect of a field, whereas to a worm in the 

mud of the pond, there is likely nothing like a pond, only some great wet stuff to keep rolling 

around in to absorb nutrients while staying out of sight of predators.  

 

A pond is all and none of these things. If I tell my friend to “meet me at the pond near the big 

oak tree for a hike at 3pm tomorrow” and they do, then there is a park for us, and as a 

meeting point, and perhaps something nice to look at, there is a pond, and if we bring some 

scientific instruments with us and take readings, they may not register the pond but may 

register all sorts of aspects of what is there in the world that we may not, in a manner similarly 

different to the worm wriggling around in the pond’s mud.  

 

All of these are only the ways they are because of all the contexts and processes which 

support what we experience, and to understand any of these, at least with any pretense to 

finality, we would need to account for how each of these opens on to more and these more in 

turn. We would need to understand the physical, living, neural, and cultural networkings and 

many levels of scale as they arise in worlds of experience, meaning, value, thinking, and 

doing, and from every possible perspective, in terms of space, time, culture, history, 

embodiment, velocity, and so much more.  

 

To imagine we could ever “know” the pond, or know if we know the “pond” correctly, or as it 

“really is,” or even be able to determine if the pond is “really” one thing, or many things, or not 



even quite a thing, is simply folly, and anyone who tells you otherwise has at some point said 

something like “beyond this point we do not need to do,” or otherwise was incomplete, 

inconsistent, or incoherent. Rather than try to do what seems impossible, this text will take up 

a position not unlike that of Albert Einstein, who argued that space and time were 

multiplicitous and opening, by putting forward the notion that the fabric of the world of our 

worlds is multiplicitous and opening.xxxvii  

 

There is no need to imagine that the world “truly is” a particular way for “any possible 

experiencer” but also “none in particular,” as if it were possible to experience in such a way. 

For if my friend and I can meet at the pond for a hike, then at least for us and towards these 

ends, our meanings and values have come into sync with our forms of thinking and doing in 

ways that can provide some local traction in forms which can help potentiate our emergence, 

in regard to any relative and pragmatic forms of assessment which we seem to be able to 

apply to this once it has happened.  

 

As has hopefully started to become clear, to see the world as networks of networks, and to 

really thing networkedly about this, is to see the world, and think about it, in a manner quite 

more relational and openingly than most of us have been trained to do so. The opening of 

networks and networking, as well as networked forms of thinking, can be disorienting at first, 

but as this text will work to show, there are massive benefits to thinking in terms of openings. 

What is more, the science and mathematics of our day increasingly takes such a form, as do 

various aspects of our culture, and in ways which this text will work to show, have many 

benefits to them.  

 

Networks, Complex Systems Science, and Emergence 



 

When networks give rise to other networks, this is known as “emergence.” The science of 

complex systems studies emergence in a wide variety of forms, from the emergence of traffic 

patterns to memes, flocks of birds, the growth of cities, and much more. From material to 

living to neural to cultural systems, complex systems scientists have shown how 

understanding the emergence of networks by means of dynamics of networking can be used 

to understand how aspects of the world arise as they do, how they are maintained, how they 

change, and how they can thrive and even emerge from what they were in more emergent 

ways.xxxviii  

 

When networks emerge in the world in a bottom-up, spontaneous sort of way, this is because 

particular conditions have been met in the environment. These conditions are themselves the 

result of emergences, emergences which may be on the cusp of new emergence themselves, 

or they may be forms of emergence which have become more stable and dormant.xxxix* When 

an emerging system has become relatively stable, this is what can be understood by means 

of the term “complexity” which is employed by complex systems scientists. An organism is a 

complex networking which emerged from its environment, as much as a population of such 

organisms can be understood in such a way in turn.  

 

Not all aspects of the world arise in a relatively spontaneous and bottom-up sort of way. We 

often design tools of various sorts, and in doing so, draw up plans, and then impose these 

plans on various matters in the world in a top-down sort of way in a manner which is not 

spontaneous, and which does not arise from the intertwining of all the contexts in which it 

finds itself, but rather, from the coordinated reworking of these by a particular aspect within 

such a context, namely, a designer.  



 

Designed systems are often referred to by complex systems scientists as not complex, but 

rather, merely “complicated” systems.xl There is of course always complexity at work in such 

systems, such that, for example, if I build a cart to help move things around, the wood and 

metal and my own body are complex systems which formed, at least originally, by emerging 

from their contexts, even if some of these may have been impacted in more top-down, 

complicating forms before they reached me. The wood and metal, for example, likely were 

impacted by top-down, exteriorly imposed designs in various ways, and they are further still 

when I network these together to produce a cart to move things about a backyard.xli   

 

Such a cart is clearly a networking, but one which is merely complicated, and as such, it is 

unlikely to emerge spontaneously or in a bottom-up sort of way, and thank goodness, for if it 

did, it would likely not function well as a cart for me in the future. Tools are designed to be 

predictable and useful, not emergent, and as such, they are often designed precisely to 

eliminate the potentials for emergence which could make them do anything but potentiate our 

forms of emergence. While the aspects of such networkings are complex, they are often only 

slightly so, while the designers which give rise to them and use them, are radically complex.  

 

It is unlikely that most people would think of a cart as a network or networking. While any and 

all aspects of the world can be understood as relational weavings of the stuff of the world, and 

hence, as networkings, when one draws dots and connects them by lines, if always against a 

background, in a process of networking which produces the network, and draws parallels to 

the forms of relation at work in such an abstract diagram and other more concrete aspects of 

the world, to network in such a way gives rise to what most people think of when they think of 



networks, namely, network diagrams being used to describe how other aspects of the world 

relate.  

 

The understanding of networks and networking presented here is more developed, however, 

for it sees both diagrams and what it depicts as both networks, if of particular types, related in 

various contexts by particular processes. In such a sense, anything with aspects or parts can 

be understood as a network. While a cart is a network, it is a rather concrete one. If I draw a 

sketch made of nodes and links on a piece of paper, one which represents the relations of the 

parts of the cart in a more abstract way, I can use the network to diagram the form of relation 

at work in the networking of the cart. Both cart and sketch are networkings, which is to say, 

forms of relation.  

 

The more abstract form of the sketch makes is easy to see as a representation of the cart, 

however, and this is why most people think of networks only in terms of networks diagrams, 

even if not all diagrams need to be drawn on paper, for many types of networks can diagram 

the forms of relation at work in others. All such networks are are aspects of relation, however, 

which is to say, they are aspects of the manner in which aspects of the world intertwine, which 

is to say, the manner in which the world has various aspects which it contains and organizes 

as it does.  

 

To say that networks are things or types of things, or that relation is a type of thing or a 

substance, as a more traditional approach to what is being said here would likely be wont to 

do, is nevertheless to reductively oversimplify what is at stake here. In many senses, 

networks are a way of interpreting the world, a form of thinking which can give rise to ways of 

doing, including speaking and writing, as much as anything else. This is not to say that a cart 



or a diagram are not types of networks, but rather, to say that networks, understood 

abstractly, are forms of relation, and relation is the world, the world of networks, when viewed 

relationally. In this sense, networks and networking are not only the cart and the diagrams 

and other sorts of particular networkings, but also a way of interpretively thinking about the 

world, and in this sense, they are conceptual lenses on the world.  

 

For one can look at the world as composed of atoms, and with atomizing lenses, the world will 

look atomizingly back. With networked lenses, however, the world appears as networks of 

networks, such that if one looks at the world relationally, which is to say, networkedly, it will 

look relationally back.xlii This is not to say, however, that all such lenses show the world in the 

same way, for in fact, there are differences in regard to what lenses foreground and 

background, what they bring into focus and what they obscure, and there seems no lens on 

the world which is able to clarify and foreground it all. Concepts are all able to function as 

lenses on the world in such a sense, and many have even been developed into entire forms 

of thinking, or worldviews.xliii*  

 

Worlds of Networking 

 

From a networkedly lensed perspective on the world, anything and everything can be 

understood as a network, and the world a networking of networkings. Networks are openings, 

and the weavings of these openings describe how the opening of the world emerges from 

what it was, and in this sense, the world is emergence, which is to say, the opening of the 

world as it was to the world it is becoming.  

 



Examine any thing, and one will see a tissue of relations to others, contexts, and processes, 

within and without, such that that thing is little more than the weaving of these. Weave the 

networks within or without something differently, and one will eventually hit a tipping point, and 

the seeming thing will metamorphize, whether the thing is an atom or molecule, organism or 

ecosystem, language or economy, and in this way, what seemed static will leap into 

dynamism, one which may change the thing, or even its very boundaries, releasing various 

sub-aspects of the thing to combine with those of others, potentially shifting the very interplay 

of structures and dynamics at play. This is not to say that various tipping points will 

necessarily lead towards change for the better, however, and this is why it is crucial to study 

how networks tend to transform in various circumstances, to help give rise to the sorts of 

transformations which are likely to potentiate emergence rather than otherwise.  

 

While networks are differentiating intertwinings of aspects of the world of emergence, which is 

to say, the world of relation lensed in regard to its emergence and potential for this, it should 

not be thought that networks are unable to account for how aspects of the world can be 

experienced as relatively discrete things. Networks in the world morph and shift in ways which 

can be made to knot into thing-like nodes connected in relatively stable and centralized 

networkings, but they can also morph and change in radical ways, unraveling and rethreading 

in ways which shatter the things and atoms of the world, and the seeming necessity of the 

ways of thinking and doing which go along with these, remaking the very fabrics of things, 

actions, ideas, and values and the divisions, contexts, and processes at work in regard to 

these in the process.  

 

Emergence emerges by knotting with itself as moving matters which refract the energy 

produced thereby to move in turn, and all our networks arise from this. All the seeming things 



in our world can in this sense be seen as merely relatively centralized knottings of potential, 

knottings which could be networked otherwise. And yet, this is not what networks are 

commonly understood as. Rather, they are most commonly framed, in terms of the lenses 

sold to us by the systems in dominance, as diagrams for describing forms of connection, and 

little more than that.  

 

From such a restrictive perspective, the world is a set of things which, like pre-made atoms, 

are connected by various connections. But mere connection is only one form of relation, and 

mere linkage is only a limited form of this.xliv* Mere connection can be seen in the ways in 

which entities which are relatively distinct from relations are intertwined by them in ways 

which are themselves relatively distinct from contexts and processes. For example, if I say I 

bought an item off a seller, this transaction is an example of a connection in the form of 

exchange. While this is part of a wider economic system implied in what this means, the 

transaction is still a coherent action between two parties in regard to the giving of one item 

and the taking of another by each party, with the interchange a form of connection between 

them.  

 

Now if I specify further, and say that I bought the item in question from a seller who is also my 

brother, the situation changes a bit. My brother is my brother regardless of this action of mere 

connection. I have known my brother for nearly my entire life, and he will be considered my 

brother whenever we are spoken of together, for we are aspects of the same family. I am 

hardly conceivable except in relation to my family, a family in which I have a brother.  

 

What is more, we are related to such an extent to speak of us as merely buyer and seller in a 

particular exchange is to radically reduce the understanding of the stakes in question. After 



all, if I realized that the item did not work as I’d hoped, it is quite likely my brother would 

refund the sale, while another person very well might not. The stakes of our connection in that 

sale are different, for there is a lasting context between me and my brother in regard to which 

we are aspects, such that to try to understand any connection between us without taking this 

into account would be to miss so much of what is at play in regard to such a connection.  

 

Networks may connect in various ways, but connection is a relatively reified sense of relation. 

When links in networks are abstracted from the weaving of the contexts and processes which 

gave rise to them, maintain them, or could transform them, as well as other links or forms of 

linkage which weave alongside of them, the links which are abstracted in such a way are 

abstracted from networking, and this what is meant here by “mere connection.”xlv  

 

Nodes which are over-noded, links which are over-linked, grounds which are over-grounded, 

and processes which are over-processed, can be seen as the ways in which aspects of 

networkings can become reified in reductive ways which are in contrast to the relational 

approach taken by this text. When nodes, links, grounds, or processes become seen as final, 

fundamental, universal, atemporal, or otherwise beyond the forms of relationally networking 

emergence of which they are aspects, such reifying forms of thinking foster reifying ways of 

doing which reify aspects of the world in such ways. Relational forms of thinking and doing  

seek to interrupt such a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts, to help foster less destructive  more 

openingly emerging ones instead in their ways.  

 

While it may seem strange to speak of self-fulfilling prophecies and such, there are many 

aspects of the world, from cultural forms to more basic physical processes, which re-enter 

feed back into themselves in self-reinforcing ways. A flow of water may erode a pathway 



through rock which allows more water to flow and erode more in turn. Natural selection 

reinforces what fosters life, after all, and the evolution of life arises in such a way, giving rise 

to brains which, in their neuroplasticity, reinforce what they feel does so in turn. Emergence is 

a sort of reinforcement of potentials for emergence which emerge more intensely when they 

foster emergence with each other in differing networking in turn, just as reification and 

dissolution, as well as hybrid forms of these, can become self-reinforcing in turn as well.xlvi  

 

Does this mean that networks are “real” things, or ways of understanding things, and are 

things “really” networked, or is this just a way of looking at things? Furthermore, are networks 

“really there” in the world “as it really is,” and if so, how can we “know,” “be certain of,” or 

“prove” this?  That is, in the terms of traditional Euro-American philosophy, is a networked 

approach to the world one which thinks of networks ontologically, or epistemologically, 

respectively? A relational answer would be both and neither, for a relational perspective on 

such things is in part designed to work around the need to play such limited and limiting 

games, in order to give rise to far more relationally potentiating ones, even if much more will 

need to be described for the stakes of this to become clear.xlvii  

 

Networks and Relation 

 

In what follows, networks will be understood as forms of relation. The rest of this chapter will 

explore some of the more abstract ramifications of such notions in regard to that of 

emergence. Those more interested in the more concrete descriptions of a networked account 

of experience can skip ahead to the start of the next chapter and come back and read these 

more abstract sections after, while those interested in a more theoretical prelude to the more 

concrete redescriptions which follow, in relation to concerns drawn from complex systems 



science, will find this in the next few sections before the start of the next chapter on 

experience.  

 

What is relation, in the terms that it will be understood here? When an aspect of the world 

changes in some way whenever other aspects of the world are changed, these aspects are 

aspects of relation which relates these, and particular forms of relation are those which relate 

particular aspects in various ways in turn. Particular aspects of relation or a particular relation 

may change when others are separated from, extracted from, augmented, added to, or 

modified in how they relate to an aspect of the relation in question. Aspects of relation, or a 

particular relation, are that which if changed, may shift other aspects of a relation.  

 

Relation, or relation as such, is that which has other relations as aspects, but is reducible to 

none of these in particular, for it is not only relation here and now but the potential for this to 

arise in new ways in the future. Aspects of relation which are more general, and manifest in 

varied ways in a relational weaving of aspects are what are often spoken of as “qualities,” and 

the particular weavings of these are what is often spoken of as “things.”  

 

Transformations of qualities are “changes,” qualities of these transformations, are “forms of 

change,” and that which changes in these various ways is potential in its various forms 

unfolding from abstract potential to concrete actuality as this or that form of relation. All of 

these are aspects of relation in their ways, which unfolds from abstract to particular, giving 

rise to general forms which can be abstracted form these to understand them, with relation as 

such being that which opens in such a way.    

 



Relation is, like networking and experience, a lens on the world. Everything and anything and 

more can be seen as aspects of relation, and understanding the world in terms of networking, 

and as will be shown in what follows, experience, understood relationally and networkedly, is 

to see the world and its aspects in ways that are resonant in various ways. Networking and 

relation are in particular quite similar lensings of the world, and both aspects of opening 

emerging and ways of understanding it in ways that foreground opening.  

 

From such perspectives, nothing is a fully isolated thing, but an aspect of relation, and in this 

sense, one does not really understand it unless one understands how it relates to the 

contexts and processes, within and without and between and beyond, which gave rise to this 

aspect of the world of relation, which maintain it, and can potentially transform or dissolve it. 

Things are weavings of relations, knottings of them, temporary stases within the unfolding and 

weaving of relation as it shifts and changes.  

 

Since it is not possible to understand fully all the relations of an aspect of a relation in relation 

to all of the potentials for relation in the abstract and particular forms of relation which may 

come to relate to it, all aspects of the world, relationally speaking, are open and opening, 

which is to say, forms of emerging networking, and networking is a way of understanding 

relation. The world is relation as such in its unfolding, understood as the world of relation, and 

the most encompassingly opening sense of relation, in its abstract potential and concrete 

particularly, its general patterns and particular weavings, is what is meant by the world of 

relation understood as a lensing of the opening world of emerging as such.  

 

To understand the world or its aspects relationally is to seek to understand aspects of relation 

in regard to how they are weavings of aspects, and how they are woven of the relations of the 



world and how they contribute to this weaving in turn. Rather than foregrounding the relatively 

static, discrete, or closed off aspects of the world, relation foregrounds instead those aspects 

which are opening, and this is an aspect of what is meant by relation.  

 

In these senses, whatever is not seen as merely being itself, but rather, as being what it is in 

and through how it opens on to aspects which differ from it and are in excess to any mere 

unified, reduced, closed off, bounded, or firmly delimited sense of a mere “thing” which does 

not change, depend on, or engage in processes with anything other than itself, can be 

understood relationally. And as all aspects of the world are able to be understood in this way, 

when they are, this is what is meant by taking up the perspective of a relational lensing of the 

world. Even negation and separation, in such senses, are forms of relation. Even potential 

which unfolds from past to present to future in various ways, from abstract and general to 

concrete and particular, can be seen as forms of relation.  

 

When this is understood in terms of nodes, links, ground, and processes of networking, this is 

a networked form of relaitonalism, and when these are all seen as aspects of how networks 

emerge, this is a networking relationalism of emergence, of the sort produced in this text. 

Emergence is how networks of relation open the world by opening in and through differing 

and networking.  

 

As aspects of the world emerge, they differ from what they were, and shift relations between 

the aspects of the world in regard to which they are more directly related, and those to which 

they are related more indirectly. Those to which they are related the most immediately and 

particularly are the body of a relation, and it is these aspects of an aspect of relation which is 

understood to change most immediately when its internal or external relational contexts shift, 



which is what is meant by a process of change. Before changes take place, they are abstract 

potentials which have yet to unfold in the relational context in question, while afterwards, they 

are concretely determinate and particularly actual.  

 

Aspects of relation in this sense can be seen as weavings potentials for emergence which 

they unfold in various ways in turn. To be abstract is to be separated out from, and abstract 

potential is that which has not take this or that more particular form which networks in a 

particular and determinate way with others. Potential energy in the world is a form of physical 

potential, while the matters and material systems to which these give rise can be seen as 

more concretely determinate unfoldings of such potentials, even if only partially so. Were 

potential to unfold completely, there would be nothing left to unfold, and hence, no matter or 

material systems, and in this sense, relation is the partial weaving of unfolding with folding to 

produce new forms of folding, giving rise to new forms of relation by differing and intertwining 

which unfold potentials which openingly emerge in such a way.  

 

While all aspects of the unfolding of potential can be seen as opening emerging, those which 

do not merely open but become openings in turn are those which open their forms of opening 

to give rise to new forms of opening which open not only by unfolding potentials but by 

opening new forms of potential from such openings. They do this by folding unfolding back on 

itself to give rise to new ways of folding unfolding and unfolding folding, refracting abstract 

potential into new forms of particular concretion and determinate actualization. This is how 

what is open becomes opening which is not mere opening but the opening of opening from 

opening, which is emergence, or the opening of opening beyond merely opening.  

 



To be related to aspects of the world is to open to them, and in a sense, to be an aspect of an 

opening which has what is related in such a way as aspects. The aspects of the opening are 

those which are related by a relation, with relation how opening manifests in a particular 

context of opening in such a way. Opening, in this sense, can be seen as having that which 

opens, its openings, the context of opening, and processes of opening as aspects, with 

relation another term for a process of opening which gives rise to a context of opening which  

opens by means of various openings, including those which may solidify as aspects which 

open.  

 

Understood in terms of networks, that which opens can be seen as nodes, openings how 

these link, contexts of openings as grounds, and processes of opening as those of networking 

emerging. Whatever opens as forms of opening can be understood relationally as opening 

networking in such a way. And as all aspects of the world and the world itself can be 

understood as openings, and hence, relationally, the world and its aspects can be seen as 

aspects of relation as well. That is, the world can be understood relationally as opening, and 

all aspects of the world as aspects of this opening, with relation the manner in which this 

weaves processes of contexts in regard to which more limited, local, determinate, and 

particularly concrete forms of networking can emerge.  

 

To say that the world and all its aspects can be understood relationally in such a sense does 

not mean they have to or should be. For to take up a particular understanding of the world as 

the ultimate, universal, or correct one would be to set up a single way of understanding it 

upon a basis which would be taken to be beyond being recontextualized by shifting relations, 

and yet, if a way of understanding the world is related to it, then it cannot be so firmly 

separated from this world, for it is an aspect of this. To imagine that one can take up an 



ultimate perspective in regard to which to determine a universal perspective on the world is 

implicitly to assume a non- or supra-relational perspective on the world.  

 

Relationally speaking, there seems every reason to think that the world can be lensed in 

infinitely varied ways, which is to say, there seem to be as many ways of opening the world 

with networkings of interpretative meaning as there are ways of networking which can be 

understood as interpretations. There has yet to be any limit seen to the varied forms of 

networking, and in this sense, the question that matters, relationally framed, is not whether 

the world is relationally networked, but rather, that to which such a perspective can give rise, 

and where it can lead.  

 

It is of course possible to understand the world in ways which do not foreground relation in 

such ways. Such perspectives on the world often describe it in terms of universals, ultimates, 

fundamental divisions, all of which are not seen as aspects of the relational weaving of the 

world, and hence able to be shifted by the others as all the others are, often in ways which 

end up reducing how the potentials for relation within the world are understood. Those 

aspects of the world which are seen as at least partially “beyond” the relational weaving of the 

world, such as a deity or a secularized form of this sort of structure, are often seen as having 

the ability to determine or decide aspects of the world in ways which are beyond the play of its 

relations.  

 

Such structures mirror that of the exceptions to the rules which are seen at work in autocratic 

societies and various systems of social domination, and relationally speaking, there is every 

reason to think they were abstracted from these to help reinforce them. To see the world more 

relationally is to try to see things in ways which foreground the relatedness of all aspects of 



the world and hence the potential for radical change if relations were woven differently, and to 

see where this can lead. The value of such a perspective can only be determined, however, in 

regard to how it is able to potentiate emergence when such a perspective serves as a basis 

for actions which shift how the world is formed from the weavings of various changes to which 

such a perspective can lead.  

 

Networks are forms of relation, and understanding the world in terms of networks and 

networking is a way of understanding it relationally. Networks weave aspects, called nodes, 

via connections called links, in relation to contexts, called grounds, in processes of networking 

which give rise to such networks, often in ways which give rise to other networks, in a process 

of emergence, which occurs due to forms of differencing and networking, across many levels 

of scale. While many think networks are only nodes connected by links, this is only a highly 

reductive understanding of the relatedness of networks and networking.    

 

The inter-opening of aspects of a world on to each other is networking, which is to say, 

relation, with a particular network within such networking relation as an aspect of this. 

Anything and anything which relates can be understood as a form of networking, and as all 

aspects of the world seem related in a wide variety of ways to each other, each can be 

understood as an aspect of relation, and of the world as relation.  

 

Networks are not things, nor ways of connecting things, any more than mere diagrams used 

to describe these, even though these all can be seen as particularly limited forms of 

networking, each in their ways. Seeing the world in such a manner, what would otherwise 

seem as things, their attributes, and the systems which connect these in various ways, are 

seen instead as temporary knottings within forms of relational weaving which could be woven 



otherwise. 

 

Networks and networking, as relational opening described here, provide a particular 

perspective on the world, one which can give rise to and foster relational  forms of thinking 

and doing. When the world is seen as a continually reweaving tissue of relation, any aspect of 

such a world can be understood as a network of one form or another, and any weaving tissue 

of relations as a form of networking. From systems of physical matter and energy, to those 

within and between living organisms, to those at work in the nervous systems and brains of 

these organisms, to those which arise in cultures produced by weavings of gestures, tools, 

images, languages, and beyond, all of this can be seen as the result of processes of relational 

weaving of webs of relation.  

 

Some networks are rather abstract, such as network diagrams, which are usually pictures 

made of dots for nodes and lines for links, against some sort of background, with the 

grounding background and process of making the network largely implied. In what follows, it 

is crucial to see a network as not merely nodes and links, however, but also as the weaving of 

such with the contexts and processes which make these possible, the contextual grounding 

and processes of networking. For while scientists and mathematicians tend to focus on nodes 

and links, it seems unlikely that, if pushed, they would deny the way in which nodes and links  

depend on grounds and contexts, if often implicitly, which support, give rise to, and  can 

transform these.  

 

In what follows, grounds and processes will be as important as nodes and links, and as a 

corrective, often play an outsized role in what follows. Doing so provides a more relationally 

holistic approach to the concerns at hand, foregrounding opening relation  rather than forms 



of enclosure and mere connection, the latter of which tend to easily come  into sync with 

aspects of our world which seek to use aspects of the opening world of relation in ways which 

miminize its potential to open more relationally and relate more openingly. This text will, on 

the contrary, by means of networks, work to foster relation and opening through its practices 

of networking redescription.  

 

This will draw upon contemporary science and mathematics, even if it reframes aspects of 

these more relationally. Much of contemporary science and mathematics takes a rather 

limited approach to various things, influenced by the demands of industry and governments 

which usually fund research in such areas. When freed from such concerns, however, science 

and mathematics can take a less reductive and more relational approach, a minority 

perspective in such fields, but one with a growing following and a long tradition.xlviii   

 

From the perspective of the science and mathematics of networks, anything can be 

understood as a network. This is often done by means of the use of network diagrams. A 

diagram composed of nodes and links is a sort of picture, one often composed of lines which 

link dots which function a s nodes. Such an abstract image is a network itself, but such a 

simple, bare, basic network, that it its form of networking can serve as an illustration of the 

sort of relation at work in more determinately particular forms in many other sorts of networks. 

And so, a network diagram can be used to represent the food web in a pond, or underwater 

cables which weave the Internet between continents.  

 

Networks diagrams are networks which are interpreted as representing, or standing in for, the 

forms of relation at work in other networks in the world. Standing-in for something else is what 

is meant by representing or diagraming, and abstract networks are able to diagram the 



relational form of more concretely particular and determinate aspects of the world, focusing 

on one aspects of their form of relatedness over others, in part because they are so abstract. 

But they are only able to do so because the networks they represent are related to aspects of 

the world around in them in far more ways than any particular networks can diagram. What is 

more, just diagram and diagrammed are forms of networking, so are the contexts and 

processes of diagramming these.  

 

This can be seen, for example, if a network diagram, perhaps sketched on a piece of paper,  

or imaged on a screen, is used to describe the sorts of relation at work in the food web of a 

pond, for example. Nodes can represent types of animals and plants, and links can be made 

to indicate various sorts of relationships. It is not possible for this to happen, of course, 

without the water, air, soil, molecular forces, gravity, and so much else at work around this 

which provides grounding contexts which support such relationships between animals and 

plants in this pond. These contexts are also not merely static, but dynamic, and in this sense, 

grounding contexts and processes of networking are often implicit in regard to a networked 

understanding of things.  

 

That said, it is crucial to remember that the network used to diagram the pond is itself a 

network and process of networking  Perhaps a person drew this network on a sheet of paper, 

or used a computer to image this, using other networkings to describe this as a diagram of the 

food  web in a pond. In either case, a piece of paper or computer screen serves as a ground, 

not to mention the room in which these are, the people involved, the planet, etc. And such a 

network was drawn by someone, and in this sense, it is not merely a network, but a 

networking, the result of a process, a process which, no matter how static that network 

appears in the present, is a continuation of sorts. For even ink drawn on a page is composed 



of molecules whose sub-atomic quantum aspects flicker and dance in place, just as a network 

on a screen is composed of patterns of light which need to be perpetually renewed for the 

networking to remain on the screen. 

 

Nodes and links may get all the attention, but networking is a process in which nodes and 

links are grounded by contexts and processes of networking around them. Some may think 

that a network is easy to define. But as is hopefully becoming clear, the situation is a bit more 

slippery. This is, in fact, much of what makes networks and networking so interesting and 

powerful.  

 

For while one can easily draw a few dots connected by lines on a page, and think of this as a 

network, what about the background? Is such a “ground” or “grounding” of the network simply 

a blank space on a piece of paper? Or does the ground of this network include the desk on 

which the paper rests? What of the house in which in the desk rests, or the person who draws 

the network with a pen? The network could not be what it is without these backgrounds, and 

in this sense, the context of a network can be seen as the opening context which grounds the 

network in the world.  

 

And while the paper seems like a relatively static ground, at first at least, certainly as much as 

the nodes and links, at what point does a context which serves as a backgrounding ground of 

a network become a process, how does one distinguish between the process of networking 

and the contexts which serve to support the network in a less immediately dynamic way? All 

aspects of the world, down to the quantum level, no matter how static they may seem, 

nevertheless are dynamic at some level, and if they seem static, this is only because various 

processes have temporarily come into balance in such a way, giving rise to a snapshot of the 



world which can be taken for a moment, even if the world may shift the next. Such snapshots 

are useful, but also limited in their ways.  

 

Thinking of aspects of the world in terms of networking, as is hopefully starting to become 

apparent, is not a simple. Rather, such a process tends to run away from any attempt to pin it 

down or grasp is in any simple or reductive way. While nodes and links tend to be relatively 

easy to fix down, it is the grounds the processes which make things squirm away so 

strangely. But even at the level of linking, things are a bit peculiar. For after all, is a node with 

two links leaving for other nodes sitting at a connection of two links, or a bend in one link? 

 

Networks are full of such strangenesses, and rather than get into all such at this point, it is 

simply worth saying that if one is expecting networks to sit still, or fit into simple unitary or 

binary ways of thinking, to make sense as being merely “this” or “that” and not at all a bit of 

“both” or “neither,” then one has likely not fully gotten the hang of thinking in terms of 

networking.  

 

Networks in this sense make it notoriously difficult to determine what is inside or outside of 

them. Now one can say that a network is a linking of these particular nodes, but this 

networking arises because of how other networks within and without have woven them in 

such a way in relation to grounds and processes. Why only speak of the first set of nodes and 

not the others, or the links, grounds, or processes at play? One cannot take everything into 

account all at once, of course, so perhaps we use a description to limit the process, and 

speak of “the frog” separate from “the frog and its ecoysystem,” but in doing so, we use one 

network, in a system of others, such as a language or cultural discourse, to determine the 



limits of what will be understood as at stake with another. One can even pull the frog out of its 

ecoysystem to try to make sure it doesn’t change due to how relations in the pond might shift.   

 

This is but merely one example of the way in which any determination of what is “within” or 

“without” the borders of a network requires other networks to do so. One can use a network to 

fix the limtis of another, but to do this, however, one will need to fix the limits of the second 

network as well as the first, and this requires a third network, which could only have its limits 

fixed by a fourth. The result is an infinite regress that may convince you that it is fixing things, 

but often only by backgrounding its own incompletenesses, inconsistencies, or incoherences, 

as such terms are often understood within such relatively fixed sorts of systems. xlix 

 

Networks have a way of frustrating attempts to pin them down in such ways. As forms of 

relation, they open on to other networks, and can be understood not merely as having 

opening as one of their aspects, but as forms of opening themselves, a notion with many 

ramifications which this book will work to sketch in regard to a variety of domains.l* This is 

part of what is meant by opening, and the opening of the world as emergence.  Network 

thinking and doing have ways of sliding out from the ways in which more limiting formations 

try to pin them down, giving rise to seeming paradoxes, at least in regard to how this is seen 

by more traditional perspectives, even if there is clearly a logic to networking and all to which 

it potentiates, all of which will be explicated in what follows. In many ways, these paradoxes 

arise when systems which seek to reduce the potentials of emergence try to explain the word 

in such ways.  

 

When the world is described more relationally, in ways which do not seek to describe the 

world in terms which background forms of emergence to better control them, such ways of 



understanding the world are forms of thinking of emergence, with a relationally networked 

perspective on the world as an example of this. As this text will work to show, such a form of 

thinking can not only help move beyond impasses produced by more traditional ways of 

thinking and doing, but rigid deconstructions of these, with wide potentials in regard to 

impasses in thinking and doing in our world today.li*  

 

Relational perspectives are opposed to more reductive ones which tend to “reify,” which is to 

say, “thing-ify,” that which they describe.lii Such approaches take how we tend to think of 

concrete physical things as the basic model for thinking about the world and its aspects more 

generally. When we look at a relatively isolated thing and focus our attention on it to the 

exclusion of what is around it, it will tend to seem discrete, isolated, self-sufficient, and with 

little or no relation to what is around it, the varying contexts relevant to it, its histories of 

formation, or how it balances varying forces and tensions which indicate how it opens on to 

contexts and processes without whose intertwining relations which come to make it as it is 

here and now in front of us.  

 

Such forms of thinking predispose us to seeing the thing-like aspects in question as 

necessary, universal, beyond contextualization in terms of space, time, culture, history, etc. 

That status-quo ways of carving up the world into various aspects become abstractly 

idealized, and the world’s aspects are understood in regard to how well they approximate 

such models. In the process, our world petrifies into an image of itself, an image often 

abstracted from that of the dominant social order which aims to recreate the world in this 

image thereby.  

 

In this way, we thingify our world by means of images of things, and such images help us to 



thingify how we understand our world, giving rise to actions which further thingify our world's 

aspects, including our selves, in the process. Thing-ifying lenses on the world predispose us 

to thing-ifying actions, giving rise to a thingified world which seems to support the use of such 

lenses. Feedback cycles into itself, until such a perspective gives rise to the sorts of inevitable 

crises which arise when systems try to close themselves off from the contexts and processes 

around them.  

 

It is radically reductive to thingify the world of complex weavings of contexts and processes, 

all of which could weave differently, giving rise to different types of networks and aspects, 

including modes of relations between these. A relational approach to the world, on the 

contrary, works to see things as only arising from the ways in which contexts and processes 

which dynamically open systems of relations on to those of the wider world come to points of 

balance, give rise to knots, or otherwise come to temporary points of stasis, all of which could, 

in the opening of such dynamic systems onto those beyond them as well, could weave 

differently.  

 

A relational perspective on the world is therefore one which seeks to liberate it from its 

limitations, including those ways in which thing-ifying worldviews have tended to reinforce the 

form and content of whatever systems dominate the world in which they arise. Relational 

perspectives on the world see the stuff of the world as open and opening, making the 

potential for change seem possible once again, as having the potential to arise anywhere and 

everywhere, de-petrifying and unfreezing the ways in which the world's contexts and 

processes have become sedimented in ways which only reproduce the world in discrete 

chunks made in the image of those dominating the world.  

 



For from a networked perspective on things, however, all things are congealings of 

networkings which could always be networked differently. Rather than things, networks are 

forms of weaving, which is to say, they are processes of opening. Whatever is related to 

anything else can be seen as opening on to it in a form of networking, and in this sense, a 

networked perspective on the world is one which starts from such between and amongst and 

works from there. In this sense, networks make it possible to see the seeming things of our 

world, the categories, the ways of doing things, the perpetual drive for more at any and all 

cost, and so much more that is “taken for granted” as “simply the way things are,” as the 

result of particular forms of weaving, all of which could be threaded otherwise.  

 

Rather than see the world as composed of fundamental elements or atoms, divided by firm 

boundaries or abstractly ideal divisions, the form of which already predisposes them to play 

games which only ever reproduce the same, a networked perspective will show how it is 

possible to unravel these. Rather than lens the world in a way which predisposes us to 

perpetually bind the creative potentials of our world for those who already have the most of 

this, but rather, a relational perspective on the world shows how the potential for creative 

opening is the very stuff of the world, woven in this way and that, bound by systems which 

seek to capture and channel such potentials for their own limiting ends, but always able to be 

unleashed if we all learn to network differently.  

 

If we take an abstractly idealized version of the world of things as they currently are as a 

model of how the world should be, however, we will only ever get a more intense version of 

the world of the here and now of the status-quo. And as our world has nearly always been 

dominated by the powerful few, when we start modeling the world from things, we take the 



“common sense” perspective on the world, and the weight which repetition and the feeling of 

everyday normalcy that this provides, and take this as a model for all that could come to be. 

 

Whoever dominates the social systems at play in such a moment can have the meanings and 

values which mirror them back to themselves, which have solidified in the forms of the social 

structures they dominate, become clothed in the aura or inevitability, necessity, certainty, 

universality, and absolutism which such forms of thinking only ever provide. The past 

becomes read as only ever being able to lead up to the present system in dominance as it 

currently is, and the future only imagined in such terms as the potential perfection of such a 

system. Such lensing of the world become so pervasive and taken for granted, that when we 

are raised in such systems, they become not only the way we are trained to interpret, value, 

do, and think, but they even seep into the very ways in which we feel the stuff of the world, its 

texture and its carvings, themselves sedimentations of the systems which gave rise to them 

and us in turn.  

 

So it is with our world today as well. If we start without our modeling of the world with the 

things in the here and now, we will only ever intensify this. Relational thinking, of the sort 

which networks make possible, however, foreground how things only ever arise from the 

knottings of relations, contexts, and processes which become stuck and repeated. When we 

do not start from things, but rather, end with them, when we see things and their aspects and 

categories, forms of connection, systems, ideals, and the like as all products of forms of 

relational weaving, rather than the reverse, we begin to see how even our very selves have 

been woven to reproduce the systems which gave rise to us.  

 



Such an insight might seem depressing at first, seeing everything as a product of more 

encompassing contexts, many of which have described the world in reductive terms so as to 

be reduce it to forms that are easier to dominate and control. As reductive world systems tend 

to imagine everything as if radiating from a unified center which is beyond its field of play yet 

which saturates it indirectly, out of reach of any ability to change its attempts to reducingly re-

form the world into a machine for reproducing its own image in such a way, they tend to sell 

themselves to those within such systems by promising that one day, in some distant future, 

one will be rewarded for being a mere term in such a system by becoming the center.  

 

Even those who realize this only in the most rare cases happens for anyone, because it is not 

possible for everyone to be the center of everything, may still want to support such a system, 

because at least they know they will get some scraps alongside the dream of becoming “king” 

or whatever other sort of center if they do. In such a way, the world is split, into something like 

“reality” and “fantasy,” and the cycle of domination becomes reinforced thereby.  

 

To realize that one is within such a system, but that is not the whole story, is the opening on to 

the opening of the world. The very stuff of the world itself is emergence that can only ever be 

partially controlled, reduced, bound up, and limited in such ways. There is always the 

potential for opening to openingly emerge more radically, for in fact, the world does nothing 

but this, and no matter how much the systems which seek to control is try to bind, channel, 

recoup, co-opt, seduce, and otherwise reel in, like fish on the line of a fishing pole, any and all 

emergences nearly as soon as they happen to arise, depending on them as they do for their 

ability to emerge in ways able to limit more radical forms of emergence, so this process is 

only ever partial.  

 



For when has the world ever been fully controlled, or ceased to surprise in myriad ways? The 

very stones on the ground are hardly as inert as they might seem, for did we not learn that 

their aspects could be liberated, to produce iron tools and silicon computers, and who knows 

what more? So it is with every commodity, or commodified form of life, or living creature or 

cultural formation. To see that it is all bound emergence is to see the potential for emerging 

differently, and all we have to do to liberate this potential is to differingly network to liberate 

new forms of differing which can network differingly in turn, and the more we do this with other 

aspects of our world, the more potential for more radical forms of opening can open the world 

to yet more radical forms of opening emergence in such ways.  

 

When systems in dominance see one emergence opening beyond the normal limits, they of 

course immediately shut them down. But when many such emergences stop emerging as 

such systems want them to, they shut such systems down. And while at first they may not be 

able to make them change as a whole, they can at least negotiate with them, and plant more 

seeds of potential emergence. Hope, curiosity, empathy, compassion, altruism, and solidarity 

are self-potentiating aspects of our world, as like fear, willfull ignorance, control, and 

aggression.   

 

As limiting as it may be to think of ourselves as formed by systems of domination, and formed 

in fact to see the world and our selves on its terms and to even want what it wants us to want, 

such a perspective opens us up to the potential to do something about this to influence it, and 

to help others see this and help us change things. For as we learn to weave the world which 

weaves us differently by thinking and doing what we do differently, weaving this with others 

around us as well, we can begin to weave our selves differently as well. Opening the world 

towards liberation begins small in such ways. But first we need to begin to see just how 



limited and limiting our world has become, beyond vague intuitions, and rather in ways which 

can begin to indicate potential ways to understand how things became like this, how to 

unravel the worst of it, and begin to rework this less destructively.  

 

Our world is one today in which everything is segmented, separated, atomized, bounded, 

separated off, enucleated, and ever faster and more intensely. A world of enclosures and 

enclosed ways of thinking and doing is a world that is easy to dominate and control. Divide 

and conquer has always been the logic of power, after all. And so, in the name of connection, 

the networks which dominate the world weave us all together in ways which keep us and our 

aspects radically all separated out, only ever able to connect in and through the system and 

its images and screens, and hence, on its own terms. The more ubiquitous, the more it seems 

that this is simply the way the world is, and the more we come to see our forms of radical 

fragmentation and atomizing enucleation as the very preconditions for interfacing with 

anything at all.  

 

All of this does not merely play out within the realm of abstract thinking, however, for 

networking is a way of doing things, one which, as the science of networking seeks to show, 

is the very logic of how the world came to be matter and what is more than merely matter, and 

in some ways which, at least in regard to more traditional ways of thinking, tend to peculiar to 

say the least. It is at such sites that network thinking finds a point of entry, one which, if 

followed, can lead to more openingly networked forms of thinking and doing able to rework 

more limiting formulations.  

 

In a world in which one needs to separate out to be able to connect, the very notion of radical 

opening, which is to say, opening that proliferatingly opens to open more radically, seems 



dangerous, and in some senses, it is. It should not be thought that networking leads to chaos, 

as the dominant powers might want to have one believe, however, for networks, in their most 

networking forms as networks of creative opening, do not foster dissolution but rather the 

intensification of ever more radical forms of relational opening in the form of emergence. 

 

Opening is so tantalizing yet also so threatening to systems in dominance, after all, in that 

systems of dominance gain their power from their ability to control the flow of unfoldingly 

opening potentials within and around it, as well as hot this is understood. Be this in the form of 

the bounties of the physical and living environments around us, or the wonders of labor, all 

this needs to be harvested, stamped, minted, and carted away as fast as possible, and in 

ways which make it seem like the opposite is in fact happening.  

 

Now if the fruits of opening potentials cannot hoard all of this behind closed walls, they can at 

least make it such that the form of the unfolding potentials in the world are those which 

predispose it to flow more easily toward such closed walls. And so, the world of bullies with 

armies turned kings transformed into a world of international finance, multinational 

corporations, mass-media conglomerates, and the way these repurpose traditional hatreds to 

promote profits for those who have the most at the expense of those who do not no matter the 

cost.  

 

So it is with a world such as ours, in which those who have money can set the terms in regard 

to which money is made, buying politicians and institutions along the way, as well as the 

media which makes it seem that anyone can succeed in today’s world, even if they do not 

have the money to make sure the games remain rigged for those who do in advance. To take 

the things of this world, the sedimentations of relations, contexts, and processes of 



exploitation, on their own terms, is to simply freeze the world into an image of exploitation to 

come.  

 

No wonder it seems as if, for all our advancing technology, we are running in place, even as 

exploitation and oppression get worse, even to the point of destabilizing the systems of 

exploitation for short-term gain, in the hopes that when everything crashes, the system is so 

deeply rigged, and so good at making itself seem inevitable, that those with the most money 

will be allowed to buy what remains for a pittance and simply get a leg-up on the next round 

while the rest are more wrecked than ever before.  

 

It is precisely openings and the potentials for more to which this can lead which such systems 

attempt to control, even if they need various forms of opening to do what they do. And so, 

rather than seek to shut down all openings, systems which dominate others in our world are 

those which seek to limit or control opening. A networked perspective on the world is one 

which values opening over closure, with all the potentials this brings. For networks are 

openings, which is to say, they are weavings of relations which open on to other forms of 

relations, including those of contexts and processes.  

 

It is simply not possible to close off networks, at least without giving rise to all sorts of issues 

which need continual efforts to contain, and there will always be moments in which the more 

rigid systems of control are unable to manage things fully, no matter how effective or powerful 

they may be. The more people come to see the world in terms of the potentials for radical 

opening and attempts to control this, the more potential for opening is likely to have the 

potential to build structures when a crisis in systems of domination, often self-caused, 

emerge.  



 

For just as control is self-potentiating, at least until it hits certain limits which threaten to 

dissolve everything and anything in the name of reducing all difference beyond control at all 

costs to power more control, so opening is self-potentiating, but differently. That is, in order to 

open more radically, systems of opening must limit themselves to do be able to do so, 

distributing resources and potentials, embracing difference and potentials for differencing, 

continually changing meta-stably, and producing widely varied forms of feedback within and 

without, at multiple levels of scale, of precisely the sort which threaten systems of control.  

 

All of these are self-potentiating, and rather than turning to their own opposites, like systems 

of control do, at their limits, they embrace their opposites, which open them and each other in 

and through and beyond any mere unity or contradiction or dreams of oneness or reflection or 

anything like this thereby. Rather than merely internalize difference to better control it, as can 

be seen, for example, in capitalist systems, opening systems are those which are continually 

opening beyond any determined essence or unity, form of closure or fixed set of meanings or 

values, other than those of the opening of any and all and the whole beyond and through 

each other in a relational weaving of emergence.  

 

Such emergence is not dissolution all at once any more than any particular this or that 

anything, beyond the mere new or old for its own sake or any particular tendency towards this 

or that, but as the potential to give rise to radical yet sustainable creative development which 

deepens its potentials as it goes, and as opening, it cannot ever be for any mere few, or any 

mere few contents or ideas or values, but for that which is in excess to any particular of these, 

in order to foster the opening of the world to emergence of any and all in their ways.  

 



Understood in such senses, to lens the world in terms of networking is to do something 

dangerous to the systems in dominance. For despite all their talk of networking and 

connection, their methods and aims make use of restricted forms of networking, to powerful 

effect, but often in ways which foster more encompassingly centralizing rather than opening 

ways of doing things, and towards counter-networking aims and ends. Emergence, 

understood in such ways, is the whole world yet also the potential for anything and everything 

ever sense, thought, imagined, or dreamed, and yet, it is also the stuff of every aspects of the 

world around us, woven and knotting in particular ways by the actions of all the networks 

which contribute to this.  

 

The more we weave enclosingly for those who reward us for helping them enclose it, the 

more the world becomes enclosed and enclosable. But the more we come to see emergence 

as the stuff of the world, then the more we will see opportunities to network with others 

differently to open it more radically, not in the form of mere expenditure but in a radical sense, 

as emergence of complexity, or the potential for sustainable radical creative opening, as that 

which give rise to value in the world, from emergence in its physical, living, neural, cultural, 

and potentially other forms. And in this way, the lensing of the world in terms of emergence 

can become as much a self-fulfilling prophecy as that of the ideologies of fear and aggression 

sold to us by those who wish to use us to divide and conquer the world for them for mere 

pittances and unrealistic fantasies of domination in our own names as poor recompense.  

 

Networks are excellent at showing how all this works, and how to unravel this, and in ways 

which go down to the pores of how we think about, understand, and even feel aspects of our 

world. And this is the extent to which we need to liberate our world from the images of what it 

means to experience that the systems in dominance have sold us. In order to understand a bit 



of what is meant by this, however, it makes sense to say a little more about how networks 

open as emergences.  

 

Networking Emergence 

 

While what has been described above frames this in more abstractly philosophical terms, all 

of this is abstracted, generalized, and extended to be even more relationally framed, from 

aspects of contemporary science, particularly that seen in the science of networks. Such 

science indicates how particular sorts of networkings can emerge spontaneously in the world 

in ways which potentiate the conditions which can foster even more networking emergence in 

turn, at least within particular conditions. Such networks tend to be those which are not 

designed in a top-down manner, but rather, in a more bottom-up sort of way, “self-organizing” 

in regard to contexts which foster particular sorts of intertwining differing and relational 

weaving in various ways which they have come to refer to as “complex.”  

 

Such “complex” systems are different from those which are designed in a more top-down sort 

of way which seeks to control all the ways various aspects work in relation to each other and 

their contexts, often such that only the designers can make use of these in pre-determined 

ways. No matter how many parts, aspects, or ways of rearranging these, such systems are 

referred to by researchers in this field as “merely complicated,” in the way that a machine is, 

and in distinction to the sort of dynamically opening complexity of the sort seen in a living 

organism.liii  

 

Complicated systems are designed in a top down way, their forms imposed on simpler ones 

from without in a highly centralized way, most networks emerge in the world far more 



organically, even if not all of these are alive, even if many simpler physical complex systems 

have “life-like” aspects. Complex physical networkings, such as those seen in a “vortex,” for 

example, are not planned in advance or organized in a centralized or top-down sort of way for 

any particular purpose or function other than to relieve tension and bring various tensions into 

balance. As such, a whirlpool will arise as if from anywhere and nowhere in a pool of water, at 

least, if a drain which is neither too large nor too small for the water’s container opens 

beneath it.  

 

When all the factors come into an inter-balanced intertwining, one which is achieved in, 

between, and beyond the boundaries of inside and outside and levels of scale, the system 

emerges from its contexts in and through shifts between how its aspects relate to each other, 

sometimes at varying levels of scale, to give rise to the very structures which can help 

dissipate such tensions. These new structures are the emergent system in question, such as 

can be seen in this case in the form of a whirlpool itself. Such a system is one which channels 

unfolding of potentials in ways which fold other potentials in new ways, giving rise to new 

structures in the process. And as these structures are in the service of unfolding, they are 

dynamic channels of force, often more powerful than those within the system, and hence, 

able to resist pressures on the system to dissipate, or intertwine with them in various ways. 

The result is that systems of this sort are able to “adapt” to their surroundings, even if, in more 

simple systems such as a whirlpool, this only occurs in relatively limited ways.  

 

And so, when a drain is opened under a pool of water, the potential energy of that arises 

when gravity pulls on water over the drain is able to unfold as kinetic energy of motion. As not 

all water molecules can get out of the drain at once, and various attractive and repulsive 

forces occur between the water molecules, all of these forces jostle to produce a state of 



tension which shifts how the molecules were relating to each other and their aspects, 

relations, contexts, and processes in the formerly stable pool. Not all liquids will produce a 

whirlpool in relation to the same size and shape of pool or in relation to the same size drain.liv  

 

But with just the right set of conditions, the various tensions and modes of interaction will 

balance out, forces and structures intermodulate in new ways, and the system as a whole will 

shift to relieve tension on the system as a whole in ways which preserve that of its aspects. 

The forces of cohesion within the system will be more powerful than those which might 

otherwise overpower it from without, but often incompletely so, and the continued negotiation 

between these will give rise to the way the whirlpool shifts and morphs as it goes, as is 

particularly evident, for example, in the way a whirlpool will often swirl around a stone placed 

in its path which partially blocks it, as if trying to adapt to this. And yet, this is precisely what 

complex systems scientists refer to when they refer to systems such as a whirlpool as 

complex adaptive systems.lv  

 

Such “complex” systems tend to unfold energetic potentials more rapidly that those around 

them, and hence are often referred to as “dissipative structures,” but while they dissipate 

energy, they do so in ways which give rise to ordered structure. A whirlpool may dissipate 

energy more rapidly down a drain than otherwise, such as could occur in a drain with screen 

in it, but the more rapid dissipation of the energy occurs because of the new structure which 

organizes and hence channels the water more quickly.lvi  

 

The structure of a whirlpool, including its distinctively shaped way of swirling, does not 

resemble those at work in its context within or without, which is to say, those of water 

molecules or ions or other sub-aspects of a whirlpool. This is why complex systems scientists 



refer to such a system as being “more than the mere sum of the mere sum of their parts,” for 

the whirlpool, in this case, clearly has qualities and potentials, not to mention, a material form, 

which is not reducible to that of its parts, or the mere additive sum of these, such as can be 

seen in the manner in which the increase of weight of a sample of water provides an increase 

in weight but not one of new qualities, at least, not until this leads the scale to break.  

 

Such a shorthand description of what is meant by complex emergence is nevertheless limited 

in various senses, in that there is more than mere parts at work in emergence, and the parts 

also exceed the whole in their ways, for to imagine that molecule of water is not more than its 

mere ability to be an aspect of a whirlpool is also reductive in its way, which is to say, it only 

describes one aspect of what it means to emerge, even if others are needed to complexity the 

picture. lvii  

 

When a whirlpool arises, for example, it does so by a process of mutual separation between 

its environment and its self. Such a system is said to be “self-organizing,” in that they are not 

organized by any particular center from within or without, even if they are organized as much 

from within themselves as the contexts without them in relation to them. To even say there “is” 

a system before such an emergence is to oversimplify, for emergence is individuation, one 

which only arises as it does because of the new form of balance which arises in the system 

from which an emergent system emerges when that system is pushed “to the edge of chaos” 

and yet neither dissolves nor collapses, but rather, produces new structures which help to 

channel the tension and potential chaos by entering into a dynamic relationship with it, 

opening itself to it and vice-versa, each becoming transformed by each other in ways which 

transform each of these openingly beyond what they were, and in ways which build, grow, 

and deepen the potential for further such emergence rather than otherwise.lviii 



 

What gives rise to emergence in the world? When certain conditions are met - including 

diversity of materials, varied forms of intertwining, distributedness of resources and potentials, 

and meta-stable conditions, including those of feedback and often at multiple levels of scale in 

and beyond the networks in question – emergence is simply what networks do, with a wide 

variety of implications for science and beyond.lix All of this can be seen in basic physical 

systems, such as the emergence of a whirlpool, but also in forms of complex “self”-

organization in stock markets, traffic patterns, bacterial colonies, food-webs, and many other 

sorts of circumstances.  

 

These varied examples can be understood as networkings that arise relatively spontaneously 

from their contexts, as the inter-expression of changes within these in particular ways. 

Complex systems science, in such senses, can be understood the study of how networks 

emerge from other networks in the world, and the study of networking in the abstract – 

mathematically, philosophically, or otherwise – as abstracted from the sorts of study of 

networkings in the world, including the study of how networks emerge from each other, which 

is to say, complex systems science.lx 

 

When networks are described in the manner above, as self-organizing systems arising by 

means of emergence from shifts in other networks around them, networks can become seen 

as the way in which emergence arises in the world as complex systems which complexify 

through differencing and networking which networks these in turn. In such ways, so much 

becomes possible, even if a shift in ways of thinking is required, one which is comfortable with 

dispensing with the relative stabilities which a more traditional “thing”-oriented perspective on 

the world provides, towards a more open and opening process based view.  



 

Such an approach does not start from things and work to understanding how these are 

connected in networks, but rather, see the very “things” which might be connected in such a 

way as composed of the intertwining of relations between contexts and processes. Rather, it 

sees “Things” as the results of dynamic weavings and even knottings of relations between 

context and processes. While such “things,” now understood as “nodes” which are 

themselves networks in turn, may connect in various ways, when processes of networking 

shift, so the grounding contexts, relations between these, “nodal” intersections between 

these, and the way these weave together as yet more forms of networking, can all be 

reworked otherwise. Understood as forms of networking, all aspects of networking, including 

nodes, links, grounds, and processes of networking, those which give rise to networks of 

networks and their aspects at varying levels of scale, arise as forms of emergence which, in 

their differing and networking, are the very stuff of the fabric of the world itself. 

 

To see the world from such a perspective is to emphasize the open relationality of dynamic 

systems to each other, rather than the bounded atomistic units, assumed yet ungrounded 

axioms, seemingly necessary dualisms or binaries, or abstractly ideal essences,  foundations, 

types or categories dominant in so many models of the past. All such systems have been 

shown to have massive limitations, such that from a more relational perspective, these can be 

understood as reductive, which is to say, restricted and limited, as well as restricting and 

limiting, in various ways. Networks in this sense make it possible to see the seeming things of 

our world, the categories, the ways of doing things, the perpetual drive for more at any and all 

cost, and so much more that is “taken for granted” as “simply the way things are,” as the 

result of particular forms of weaving, all of which could be threaded otherwise.  

 



Rather than see the world as composed of fundamental elements or atoms, divided by firm 

boundaries or abstractly ideal divisions, the form of which already predisposes them to play 

games which only ever reproduce the same, a networked perspective will show how it is 

possible to unravel these. And rather than lens the world in a way which predisposes us to 

perpetually bind the creative potentials of our world for those who already have the most of 

this, a relational perspective on the world shows how the potential for creative opening is the 

very stuff of the world, woven in this way and that, bound by systems which seek to capture 

and channel such potentials for their own limiting ends, but always able to be unleashed if we 

all learn to network differently.  

 

The worldview presented here is one which emphasizes relational interdependence over a 

petrified status-quo, and opening in and through differing networking able to potentiate more 

radical opening, rather than the enclosure of this by the powerful, or the development of 

systems which only value some forms of emergence over others, such as those which 

reductive this to mere quantitative profit of financial gain at the expense of any and all other 

forms of emergence, and all the radical dangers to a world of opening relational 

interdependence which this brings.  

 

Rather than emphasize perspectives on the world which atomize, binarize, rigidly hierarchize, 

or otherwise take forms easy to abstract  from and bring into sync with to support systems of 

domination in our world, a perspective based in emergence is one which is able to sync up 

with the potentials in our world for what has given rise to the tendency within complex 

adaptive systems to become more than mere matter and open on to life, for living systems to 

be more than merely living and open on to what is more than mere life, but life which is 



always opening on to more, in the forms of cooperation, empathy, altruism, anti-oppressive 

politics, open and sustainable forms of social organization, etc.  

 

It is for such and many more reasons that, in what follows, the world will be seen as an open 

system of emergence of complex systems which arise from complex systems nested in others 

in turn.lxi Such a weaving of opening contexts and processes, giving rise to differentiating 

aspects of the world which can be networked in turn, is one which sees the world as one of 

emergence in many senses of these words. This can be seen in terms of relatively weak 

emergences, such as when more smoke is produced from a flame, or more light from the sun, 

or more complex forms of emergence which weave emergences with others in various ways, 

such as can be seen in the evolution of living organisms.  

 

Understanding what it could mean to see the world as composed of networks “of” emergence, 

networks which are physical, living, neural, or cultural, and which give rise to worlds of 

experiences, along with worlds of interpretations, evaluations, thinking, and actions which can 

arise from these, along with the potentially radical implications of such an approach in regard 

to fields as diverse as science, philosophy, media theory, politics, and beyond, is much of 

what this book will be about. Nevertheless, it is possible to sketch such concerns to give a 

preview of what is to come.  

 

From the perspective this book provides, the world will be redescribed as networks of 

emergence itself. That is, emergence, or radical creative networking opening, will be seen as 

the process whereby the contexts, relations, and more concretely determinate aspects of the 

world come to weave as they are, and even at times come into systems of balance which give 



rise to knottings which can be taken as “things” if they are “thing-ified” by networking with 

them in such restrictive ways.  

 

Emergence becomes dormant when bound into things and aspects which are relatively 

determinate, and yet, in the sorts of conditions studied by complex systems science, and 

generalized and reframed to some extent and in varying ways in what follows, it is always 

possible for complex systems whose emergence has become bound and relatively dormant, 

in the right conditions, to begin to network differently and emerge more emergently once 

again. In such a sense, emergence will be described as not only a process, but the stuff 

which gives rise to this process and which results from it, if more intensely so.   

 

What then is complexity? Complex systems scientists themselves have quite a few different 

ways of defining this, and there is nothing simple about doing so. To say that complexity is 

what emerges relatively spontaneously, without an outside designer, in conditions which 

potentiate this is to go in circles a bit and only say so much. Some have taken a more 

informational approach to this, arguing that the more complex a system, the more information 

is needed to compacting describe how it is able to do what it does and have the potentials 

that it does.lxii  

 

It takes very little information, after all, to compactly describe what a screwdriver is supposed 

to do, but it takes the massive amounts of information in the genetic code of any “human” to 

compactly give rise to that them. But considering all that a human is able to do, particularly in 

regard to its complex brain and all the capacities of this in our world and human cultures, how 

would it be possible to compactly describe such a system and its potentials, which is to say, 

the way the system does what it does and can do? Such attempts at quantification only go so 



far towards coming to a sense of complexity which can provide much help in regard to the 

concerns presented here.  

 

A more relational approach to the question of what it could mean to speak of complexity in 

terms of emergence would be to not treat it as a thing, as simply a quantity of this or that, or 

as that which has a simple, reductive definition.lxiii This is not to say that complexity cannot be 

understood, but that there are more relational ways of doing so. More relationally understood, 

we can say that systems which are complex are those which have more ways of differing 

within themselves which they are able to weave together in ways which give rise to more 

ways of feeling differences in their world of experience in ways which can give rise to differing 

ways of doing in regard to this, in ways which give rise to a weaving differing which is more 

than the sum of its aspects.  

 

For example, a human is considered more complex than a fish because it can discriminate 

more aspects of the world and respond to the world in many different sorts of ways, and this 

arises from the way in which it is composed of highly differentiated aspects intertwining with 

each other in many different and differing sorts of ways which nevertheless work together to 

give rise to what is more than the mere sum of their aspects.  

 

A fish, after all, can swim towards food. But a human can see food, plant its seeds, cultivate it 

over generations, and all by means of moving its limbs without in ways which a fish could not. 

Fish could likely move their fins and swim in ways which could lead to cultivation of food 

stuffs, and some do basic forms of this, but to do so in a manner which goes beyond simple 

instinct requires a complex brain able to abstract away from immediate circumstances and 

plan for the future.  



 

Such a brain discriminates more aspects of the world, recombines the shards of these in 

various complex ways by means of memory systems which are repurposed to give rise to 

anticipations, imaginations, and plans of various sorts, and by means of this, to develop 

networks of actions which weave with each other in ways which are more than the sum of 

their aspects.  

 

Weaving differencing that potentiates more is what complexity is, and when this happens, this 

is emergence. While emergence is often spoken of as self-organizing, this is to say that there 

is no outside or even internal designer which manages this all in a top-down sort of way. But 

emergence arises from how a context emerges by differentiating into a system and context. 

The system emerges in relation to the context, and the context in and through the system 

which is an aspect of it.  

 

Differencing weaving and weaving differencing, such that the result is more than the sum of 

their aspects can be understood as what is at stake here, and when this feeds back into itself 

by means of a multiplicitous twisting through its contexts and its contexts through it, this is the 

emergence of complexity, that which gives rise to complexity as that which can, as it 

differentiatingly weaves and weavingly differs, give rise to emergence and the potential to 

potentiate this further in turn.  

 

All this may seem “complex,” and in many senses, it is. But in another sense, it is simply a 

way of saying that the world is networking emergence, and that networking emergence is a 

differencing weaving worldtwisting. More simply put, the world can be seen as emergence, 

and differentiating and networking how this comes to be and further potentiates itself. Such is 



what the world looks like from the perspective of networkological relationalism, which is to 

say, the world of networking emergence.  

 

From such a perspective, the physical stuff of matter will be understood as emergence, as 

well as all that arises from the opening self-differing and networking interweaving of these 

which arise as our world dynamically unfolds from abstract potential to more determinately 

concrete. Emergence will be seen in this sense not only as the stuff of the world, in its most 

basic and complex forms and all those in between, as any and all networkedly emerging as 

opening world, but also as that which is more intensely emergent, and hence, more intensely 

going beyond its mere self, the more sustainably and resiliently it extends its potential to 

differingly renetwork as it unfolds its aspects.   

 

It might seem strange to see emergence, or radical creative opening, as the physical stuff of 

the world. In a many basic physical contexts, however, emergence as spoken of here is 

functionally quite similar, and even often basically equivalent to, the notion of energy as 

employed by standard everyday physics. It would by no means be a stretch for most 

physicists to say that energy, understood as convertible with matter since Einstein, is the 

physical stuff of the world.  

 

Moving matter conveys energy as “force carriers” of various sorts, each of which is a sort of 

binding or folding of a sort of energetic potential not unlike wave in an  ocean, and when 

these become folding or knotted with each other in particular ways, the various atoms and 

molecules of basic physics and chemistry are the result.lxiv These are kept knitted together 

and moved by the weavings of forces in which they move, transforming and changing as the 



interplay of these change in relation to each other, absorbing energy into matter and 

unleashing it in various processes in turn.  

 

Emergence is a more encompassing notion than energy, with wider applicability, particularly 

to living systems and various cultural concerns. There is no good way to speak of the 

emergence of life, neural-style thinking, language, or culture merely in terms of energy, even 

all of these emerge from the stuff of the world in its more physical senses, which must 

therefore have within it, latent in a sense, the potential to emerge in such ways, even if in 

abstract and undeveloped form. Just as an acorn is a potential tree, as Aristotle famously 

argues, so physical matter and energy is potential life, neural-style thinking, language, culture, 

etc., if only in and through various forms of differentiating and renetworking emergence.    

 

Emergence as abstract potential differentiates and networks with itself in various ways, 

complexifying from physical to living, neural, and cultural systems, with each differentiatingly 

determinate concretization refracting emergence to give rise to new potentials in turn. Even in 

a physical sense this can be seen. When heat is released in a small fire in a forest, the 

energy dissipates, but when fire is used to heat water which produces steam in a steam 

engine, the energy is channeled, folded back dynamically with itself, in a manner not 

dissimilar to the knotting of force-carrying channels knotted together in matter itself.  

 

When the energy released from fire is channeled in a way which weaves its energetic 

potentials with that of the metal from which the steam engine is produced, the energy is able 

to move that steam engine and the train it is connected to down a railroad track, much as sub-

atomic particles are moved by their corresponding forces. Likewise, when I eat food, the 

chemical energy within the food does not merely dissipate in a disordered and scattering way. 



Rather, it reintertwines with the complexly woven dynamic material systems in my body, and 

in this way, my lunch is able to help produce the words on this page.  

 

In both such cases and more, energy that is abstractly potential unfolds to concretize such 

potentials in determinate ways. I could have easily substituted the word “emergence” for 

“energy” in the examples above, and it would have worked in all cases, even if it may sound 

unusual. But emergence can also speak to how an analogous processes arise in more 

complex systems than materio-energetic ones, even as they emerge from these, and this 

helps to show why it is employed here as it is.lxv  

 

From quantum systems to material systems, living systems to neural and cultural systems, 

this text will argue there are logics of emergence which can be abstracted from what is 

common to these, such that if we try to foster such logics in the world, we can come into sync 

with the ways in which the world has give rise to all that produced life, all that makes life more 

than mere life, namely, emergence emerging as radical creative opening, and not for any 

mere few that would seek to enclose or otherwise limit or control for their own benefit the 

potentials of this in its myriad forms of differing networking.  

 

A worldview based in emergence, which sees all aspects of the world as formed from the 

intertwining of open systems opening in relation to others, which is to say, as aspects of a 

networkingly relational world of emergence, is a perspective fully consonant with the findings 

of complex systems science, and in fact, science more generally. It is also one which is able 

to come into sync with aspects of various relational and process-oriented perspectives on the 

world from the past. While relational worldviews, in Euro-American “philosophy” and beyond, 

have often been a minority tradition without various cultures around the world, this text will 



argue that not only is there a history of relational thinking, but that these can help provide 

inspiration for new forms of relational thinking, including that described here, one which is  

designed to speak to the needs of our networked age. 

 

This text will therefore work to weave aspects of relational worldviews of the past with the 

more relational cutting edge of science, as relational thinking is increasingly revolutionizing 

disciplines as seemingly distinct as neuroscience, artificial intelligence, quantum and relativity 

physics, the bases of mathematical thinking, and more, converging in a wide variety of ways 

with the convergences already developed in complex systems science. This text will work to 

show that further convergences are possible, including in regard to domains of more 

abstractly general conceptual thinking about the world, often referred to as “philosophy” in 

Euro-American contexts, as well as various forms of cultural theory, and the various synergies 

which can develop from the networking of all of these.  

 

Lensed in terms of emergence, the world can be understood as immanent, relational, 

refractive, and in process, and it is worth saying something about each of these. Relationally 

lensed in regard to emergence, there is no need to see the world as becoming emergent due 

to potentials beyond itself, for emergence can be seen as the very stuff of the world itself. In 

this sense, the world is understood as emergent, without a need for an external spark, guiding 

force, or source of exterior motivating potential or guidance, such that what is described here 

does not require something outside of it to make sense of it, such as a deity or other sort of 

transcendent grounding. As such, what is described here provides an immanent perspective 

on the world.  

 



Such an approach is also relational in that it sees emergence as prior to divisions, ideals, 

atoms, elements, unities, binaries, or other forms which are often assumed as preceding 

emergence or as somehow more fundamental than it.  This text will not reductively argue that 

emergence is fundamental, however, but rather, in a manner more open than such 

approaches, assert that emergence is a sort of lensing on the world which can help show not 

only the relational potentials for emergence which others obscure, but help foster these, 

helping to give rise to a world which is potentially less reductively limiting, with all the 

destructive, exploitative, oppressive, accumulationist, enclosing, and less emergent than 

otherwise.  

 

Rather than seek to show that emergence is the “correct” way to lens the world, then, this text 

will seek to show that such an approach is more emergent, and to the extent to which this 

approach helps to foster emergence is the extent to which it becomes more in sync with the 

potentials for emergence in the world which it seeks to describe, and in part, help bring about. 

While more traditionally reductive perspectives on the world might see this as something like 

“circular reasoning,” or an inconsistent spiraling at best, relationally framed, such spiraling is 

precisely what emergence does, as can be seen at work in all the ways in which aspects of 

the world give rise to what is more than the mere sums of their aspects, in part, by feeding 

back their outputs into their inputs.  

 

Such “short-circuiting” is precisely the sort of recursion that occurs when opening gives rise to 

the potential for more opening, or when matter gives rise to what is matter but not merely this 

but also life, or living organisms experience themselves experiencing in all sorts of meta-

experiential ways, or organisms observe the effects their actions produce to learn from these, 



or neural connections partially feed-back their own outputs into their inputs in myriad ways, 

etc.  

 

If the world emerges in such ways, why should our thinking, which emerges from these, not 

seek to come into sync with such processes to emerge more emergently in turn? Might not  

those which seek to do otherwise be those which, in their very notions of consistency, are 

inconsistent with the very processes whose seeming inconsistencies have consistently given 

rise to the consistencies whereby the world emerges beyond such reductive binaries as 

consistent and inconsistent? That is, might we not need to develop new criteria to adjudicate 

thinking if we see the processes of emergence at work in the world as lacking in regard to 

abstract ideals derived from these? It is in this sense that this text seeks to ground itself.  

 

From such a perspective, the world can be seen as a process of refraction. The world of 

emergence differs from itself because emergence is differentiating networking, with each 

potentiating itself by refracting off the other by giving rise to aspects in relational contexts 

which do these in ways which are able to emerge beyond what they were. Time and space 

become reworked in such senses as spacings and timings of contexts and processes of 

networkings, with time and space in the senses  in which these are traditionally  understood  

seen as particularly abstract attempts to map the forms of contextual terrains and unfolding of 

potentials which are aspects of the world refracting its own stuff with itself to emerge, fractally 

and holographically, in the process.   

 

Emergence is the process from which other processes emerge, giving rise, in such a way, to 

the differentiating networking of processes, contexts, relations, and aspects which potentiate 

emergence in turn. Emergence, in a sense, is precisely the leap-frogging which happens 



when the stuff of the world opens itself beyond itself in ways which open the world beyond 

itself in and through this, each opening the other to become more than it was. This may seem 

impossible according to traditional logics and perspectives, but it is the very stuff of the world 

itself.  

 

The Sun unfolds its potentials as it does to give rise to light and heat, matter on Earth 

intertwines with this to unfold as physical systems and even life, and we all unfoldingly 

emerge with each other in ways which never cease to give rise to new ways whereby what 

has been gives rise to more than it seemingly was in and through its differentiating networking 

with the differentiating networking around it. In such a way, the world emerges, and 

emergence is the very stuff of the world, in a manner which can serve as a grounding for the 

mode of description described here, an emerge which seeks to emerge from the world in a 

way which fosters its emergence in turn in the process.  

 

Descriptions, like all interpretative lensings, foreground aspects of what they describe over 

others, and this text is no different in this sense. Such a descriptive lensing of the world is one 

which seeks to foreground emergence, to come into sync with the sort of short-circuiting 

whereby it has not ceased to open the world, despite efforts to harvest and control this as 

much as possible in our world today for the benefit of a mere few, regardless of how this can 

tend to destroy potentials for emergence in all sorts of ways.  

 

In this sense, this text seeks to help promote perspectives which seek to contributed to efforts 

to short-circuit the ways in which more reductive approaches tend to short-circuit it in their 

own ways by reducing turning it against opening, to use it to foster systems of enclosure 

which seek to control and channel it as much as possible towards paranoidly hoardable or 



cancerously capitalist forms which seek to harvest opening in ways which make it easy to 

enclose for the benefit of a mere enclosing few.lxvi  

 

For if our age of networks has shown anything, it is the power and potential of networked 

forms of thinking and doing, and the limitations of more reductively binary, serial, and in 

related ways, atomistic and abstractly ideal theoretical formations. It is for these reasons and 

more than this text will work to show how networks can provide the basis for new, more open, 

and ultimately, emergently complex approaches to the world based in opening, and the 

potentials which arise with this in a wide variety of ways.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Two: A Relationally Networked  Description of the Worlds of Experience 

 

There is a long history of theorizing the world in a way which starts from “first-person 

experience.” The very notion of such a perspective is not quite relational, of course. But it can, 

nevertheless, be unraveled from within and reworked to provide a point of entry into a more 

relational perspective on the world. This chapter will therefore work to enter into such a 

perspective, to unravel it and reweave it networkedly from within, and in the process, blast it 

open, to show all the opening networkings which such a perspective obscures, and which 

make it possible to recast this more relationally in such a way.  

 

The choice of starting with experience as a point of entry for presenting the world of 

networking emergence is strategic in this sense. After all, if “subjective” experience can be  

recast as a process of networking, then the very notion of subjectivity as something enclosed, 

cut off from matter and the experience of others, can seem far less necessary.  

 

To the extent to which I use my own experiences to make various points in what follows then, 

it should be seen in such a light, not as presenting how experience must or should be 

understood, but merely to show how it is possible for me to reframe my own experience in 

terms of networking emergence in a more relational manner. If I can do this, then others can 

as well in their ways, and the seeming necessity of more rigid, binary, atomistic, dualist 

models falls aside, and more openingly relational models, even of sorts beyond what is 

presented here, becomes possible.   

 

Starting with experience is a strategic choice in other ways as well. Like networking, 

experience is a term with no clear opposite. This makes it quite notions such as reality, 



existence, appearance, and other such loaded terms which have so often been used to 

describe our world in its more abstract senses. Everything and anything can be understood as 

experiencing opening, and in this sense, a perspective on the world lensed in terms of 

experience is able to come into sync with a networked approach to the world, with 

networkings of experience as an aspect of this which will provide a point of entry into what 

follows.  

 

What follows is a relational, networked account of worlds of experience, and the worlds of 

action, meaning, value, thinking, and emergence which can be seen as related to this. In a 

work of this length, it is simply not possible to explain the reasons behind each and every 

move being made, and so, what follows is to some extent necessarily sketch, though one 

could say that about any worldview, no matter how detailed. While many reasons for various  

choices which follow will be specified, whenever they are not, it is worth keeping in mind that 

what follows was extracted backwards, in a sense, from networks of emergence, with 

experience seen as an abstraction from this, if one which, in its emphasis on the relatively 

concrete immediacy of the here and now, is often taken to be far more concrete than others.  

 

Moving forward, one principle can nevertheless be seen as guiding things towards networks 

of emergence, that to which all the descriptions of experience here tend: nothing in 

isolation.lxvii* That is, everything in what follows depends on everything else in one relational 

weaving, if each in their ways and to varying extents, and nothing arises from nothing, nor 

changes or dissolves into nothing.lxviii* Whatever prior systems may have seen as being able 

to be taken for granted, as outside the field of play, as going without saying, as prior or more 

fundamental to everything else, as universally beyond relativization in regard to contexts and 

processes of its emergence, up to and including emergence as opening whole or aspect, is 



recast in what follows more openly and relationally as a weaving of its contexts and 

processes.  

 

From such a perspective, it is hoped, much of what follows should seem to follow largely on 

its own. If everything is related to everything else, and there is no form of negation which is 

absolute any more than anything else, then much of the worldview presented here follows 

from such a notion, at least, in regard to how this basic principle intertwines with the worlds in 

which I have found myself, from which such a principle has been abstracted, and in regard to 

the relational intervention I am trying to make in regard to this culture and its current crises, 

impasses, potentials, and world models as I have come to interpret them. With such concerns 

in mind, then, it is possible to now speak more directly of what a relationally networked 

account of experience might look like.  

 

Experience as Opening Networking 

 

What in the world is not experience? Let me take my own experience as a guide and source 

of raw materials. While your experience may differ in various ways, I will do my best to 

abstract generalizations from what I present in ways that seek to make room for opening in 

regard to as many of the ways in which my readers are likely to differ from my own, as I know 

how. That said, it is unlikely that I will be able to account for all of these, and so, please 

rework the descriptions here as need be to fit your situations, and criticize what follows as 

makes sense to you from there, hopefully in ways which seek to foster emergence as well.  

 

In this sense, my descriptions of my own experience here should be taken only as a negative 

example. That is, if I am able to redescribe experience relationally in regard to my own 



experience, then at least this is possible, and the more traditional dualist models, and their 

claims of necessity and universality, should be seen as no longer as necessary or universal 

as they might want to seem. What one does with all this afterwards, of course, is up to you. 

As will become evident, this text will nevertheless seek to build upon this, to show that a more 

relational perspective on the world can grow from its relational approach to experience, and 

its critique of more traditionally dominant dualist forms of experience which grows from this.   

 

With these caveats in mind, let me describe aspects of my world of experience in a relational 

sense. When I walk to the horizon and experience opens ever more, vision opening in 

unfurling waves of experience opening like fractal flowers blooming one inside the next. I run 

my fingers over the bark of a tree with the tips of my fingertips, and feel my skin opening to 

the textures and grooves that reach from the world back towards me as I reach to them, as 

we interpenetrate each other like lovers. I let my ears be enveloped in clouds upon clouds of 

absorbing textures of tones, and gauzy hazes of sonic landscapes which congeal and unfurl, 

slam and disperse, like creatures arising from the primordial waters of some ancient deep in 

which I auditorily swim, only to vanish once again as others take their places.  

 

I take a run in the streets at night when there are no cars present. I feel the my body’s weight 

push and pull away and towards my center of gravity, limbs like pistons and sinews like fjords 

slicing through my worlds of sensation. Back home, I lay still in place on the floor of my room, 

and feel the weight within weight of my body fall deeper into its places, its layers and 

weavings shiftingly settling into ever more richly enfolding rooting into the solidity of the carpet 

below me. As I do, I rest what feels like the weight of the world on my every breath as I 

concentrate the tip of my attention on it as it rises and falls. But then I am distracted, 

remembering how I was running through the streets, diving into action, tense in rhythmic 



movement, losing myself in the moment, becoming one with the galloping, bursting activity 

which has my experiencing as its cutting edge, interpenetrating all its aspects as I ride the 

wave and the wave rides me, but then I remember I was trying to concentrate on my 

breathing. 

 

From distracting reverie to concentrated attention to physical action and deep emotion and 

conceptual thinking and back, I think about all the ways I feel my world. In such moments I 

feel the world contract in such moments and then re-expand, from the smallest and densest 

point to the most unfurled shawl of sensations, moods, emotions, reveries, fragments of the 

past, conceptual meanderings, plans and anticipations, imaginings great and small, flights of 

fancy and pangs of hunger and symphonies of anxiety and release from fears, arising from 

anywhere and everywhere and within and beyond. I can imagine seeing to the edge of the 

world as peer out at the ocean’s horizon, as a boat emerges into sight from the right side, and 

vanishes into the horizon at the left, just as, when I walk down the street, aspects of my world 

unfurl in front of me and vanish behind and to the sides.  

 

I am all of these and none at all and more. Where I you start and where does the world end, 

where does the world end and I begin, and what of the others? If I at what it in the distance, is 

not what you see a part of your experience? My body seems simply my most common 

experience, the experience that I take with me everywhere and everywhere, or vice-versa, 

experience moving around me as my body adjusts itself by walking and moving this way and 

that, morphing around that which we come to know as remaining as much the same as we 

ever get in all of this.  

 



Where are the limits within all this? The world of vision penetrates deep into my eyes, the 

world of sound into my ears, the world of touch and movement into my flesh, the world of 

taste into my tongue, and yet I am fully within what I see, feel, taste, touch, smell, I am as 

much in the world as the world in me. Interpenetrated it all is, of course, by memories, those 

other anchoring centerings within all of this, the thoughts and moods and ways of feeling 

which arise within and from anywhere and everywhere interpenetratingly within among 

alongside and beyond the more localizable experiences.  

 

I close my eyes, and lose myself in thought and emotion, and then I open my eyes again, 

feeling the world of sensation interpenetrated by thoughts and feelings. The more concrete 

world seeming to contain my body from without, while the more abstract world of thoughts 

and feelings containing the world of bodies and things from within, each intercontainingly 

interpenetrating each other, like a dog chasing its tail, each chasing the other, swallowing and 

being swallowed and emerging from each other in turn while interpenetrating each other in 

varied densities and filigrees of weavingly fingered inter-exploration.  

 

From within it can feel at times like it is all aspects of my world of experience from within, and 

yet, from without, others and scientists tell me that we are bodies and nothing else within 

What an affront to the richness of our worlds such a reduction seems. But I know that from 

without, others see me in and through my body, just as I do them, and that just as I try to 

imagine the rich inner world of others and likely fall very far short, so it likely is with others and 

myself in reverse. I know that I carry oceans of stories and anecdotes, moving emotional 

memories, vast dreams dreams and hopes, and that any moment I can stop, focus on one 

experience, and it can take on a vividness, clarity, vibrance, and details profusion of traits 



whose fullness and sheer pleasurefulness of opening feels as if it contains all worlds of 

memory and fantasy and time and space and the cosmos and more all within it.  

 

But if someone walks by and knocks into me while I am so absorbed, and I am suddenly 

jolted back into my more mundane embodiment, and we likely say “excuse me to each other,” 

as I was lost in feeling my brain feel its more wild recesses explore themselves by means of 

its actional feelers from within, and yet, if I am hungry or in pain, the very tone and mood of 

the world seems to contract around this. Am I merely then a body that feels itself feeling what 

is beyond in the world? This feels like a reduction, and yet, as this text will work to show, this 

can be recast as an opening, the opening of emergence of matter opening beyond what is 

merely materials. Still, from the perspective of the reduction, it seems rather depressing. 

There seems, after all, seemingly nothing to see or feel beyond this, simply a body feeling 

other bodies, and yet, there is unimaginable riches in all this as well, the unfolding emergence 

of worlds of networking worlds of experience of the world.  

 

All of this can be seen as networking. When I take a walk in the forest and see a tree, there is 

a networking of colors and shapes, textures and solidities, branches and leaves, supported by 

soil and surrounded by sky and Sun, woven into a landscape, and experienced by my 

experience of my body. All of these are networkings of my world of experience, each weaving 

aspects together to forms networks of nodes, links, grounds, and processes of networking 

shifting and emerging, dissolving and transforming, all in relation to others. Examine any 

aspect of this, and one will find more networks, and all these networks are aspects of the 

world of experience, from that which is experienced to the experiencer to the experience 

which joins these as aspects, to the world as such of which the world of experience is an 



aspect, and the experience of the world which has all of this as an aspect of its experience of 

its body which is itself an aspect of this world of experience in turn.  

 

Such twistings may seem bizarre to those which seek to reduce the world to simplicities 

based on physical models and their limitations. A box cannot contain a smaller one which then 

contains the larger one within itself as well. But the world contains bodies which contain in 

their ways versions of the world which contains their bodies as aspects which contain 

versions of this world each in their ways. Likewise, my world can contain the body of my 

friend which contains their experience of me experiencing their body as an aspect of my world 

in which the body of my friend is contained. Or, peas have the quality of greenness as an 

aspect even as greenness has the quality of pertaining to peas as an aspect.  

 

Now clearly I am playing a bit with how I am using the word “contain” here, but there is 

something more than mere language at stake. The world can twist in ways that simple 

physical matters cannot, and much more will be said about this later in this text. But for now, it 

is enough to say that experience, like networking, is peculiar, and rather than try to condemn 

experience or networking for this, and exalt some limited and limiting set of ideals which are 

held up to these in regard to which they are seen to be lacking, this text will instead flip such 

an approach on its head.  

 

None of which is to say experience is chaotic. Far from it. There are  a wide variety of 

regularities, including those twisty ones of the sort described above. By means of the simpler 

ones, however, I seem to navigate my world of experience by means of these. When I walk 

towards something and it gets bigger, walk away and it gets smaller. There are many such 

patterns which I seem to have learned largely as an infant and then child. By means of these, 



I am able to bring the patterns of regularities and the changes I make in these into sync with 

those around me, and thereby, produce actions which work with others on shared projects.  

 

So it is throughout the world, and scientists tabulate meta-patterns, describing the bodies 

from which our worlds grow like seeds into forests of experiences. But is not this world of 

others and their bodies and the science still not itself an aspect of my world of experience as 

well, and in fact, each of ours, just as our bodies are each aspects of the world of each of our 

experiences as well, with our versions of the world, in a sense, within these feeling bodies? 

Do you experience something similar as well? Perhaps you do. But to the extent to which not, 

I hope that you feel inspired by this text to reframe any of what follows, hopefully in relational 

manner, in a way that fits your own experience more appropriately, as I return to trying to work 

with my own.  

 

And so, if I walk down the street and pick up a stone that was laying on the ground, my hand 

networks with the stone, as does the light that bounces off the stone in networkingly 

intertwining patterns which network with the receptors in my eyes, which network with my 

optic nerve to produce patterns of activation which ripple through my brain. Or so I am told by 

scientists who have studied bodies similar to mine from without, in ways that seem similar 

enough to me that I take this as a description of how my body feels as it does.  

 

But as I pick up the stone, while I may recall such scientific notions, I also feel the stone, in 

the relative concrete immediacy of the here and now, and see it. My feeling of seeing and 

touching come into sync, and these seem to me to be a related sort of feeling of what those 

around me have taught me to call a stone.lxix Focusing on what I see for a moment, I see my 

hand holding the stone, I see a network of textures and shades of color on the stone, and the 



stone itself is linked on all sides to my hand which provides its ground, with my hand being a 

network of fingers that I see splayed before me against a background of other sights. In such 

a networking of experience, there is a shifting networking of nodes of networkings, some 

more and less variantly opening than others, and my world is a networking of these.  

 

There is the world of my vision, the world of my touch, the world of my taste and smell, and 

these localize in regard to how I feel my body feel its organs in more amorphous ways from 

within, all woven together in the general feeling of my embodiment. When I see a tree I the 

distance, this is a networking of networkings. The tree is a networking of branches and 

leaves, bark and color, shape and form, which networks with the soil underneath it, against 

the background of the sky, and all of this plays out in relation to the background of the scene 

behind it. As I walk towards the tree, the entire networking shifts in  relation to how my 

movements shift the networkings involved, as new networks emerge from the grounds into 

view and others fade back into the horizonal openings at the margins in processes of 

emergence and absorption each in their ways.  

 

I feel the stone in my hand, feel its weight, but I also feel that I am thinking about the stone, 

remembering prior stones of this sort, I think of the Rolling Stones, and rock and roll, and 

other such chains of associations spill around how I am thinking and feeling in such a sense. 

My mood becomes more pensive as I let my attention wander a bit from the stone, and so 

while still seeing it, I think of much beyond it, and a wistful mood begins to emerge. My 

feelings and thoughts arise as if in another dimension, yet one fully woven with my experience 

of the stone, one which I recognize as stone-like before I even fully begin to examine it, and 

perhaps I even say the word “stone” silently to myself within, or see the letters of the word 

written in some imagined space “within.” 



 

This too is a networking, but of a different sort. Scientists tell me that my brain feels itself 

feeling maps of my bodily states from within, and this explains why I feel the sensations I do, 

such as seeing and touching the stone in relation to all the other experiences around it.lxx But 

my brain also feels other networkings of patterns of activation within. My brain is composed of 

living wires which pulse in all sorts of ways that they feel, and when patterns of these come 

into sync, this is felt as a coherent feeling of the brain’s aspects by itself, all of which I feel 

within. Some such feelings are distributed and dispersed, such as moods, others are localized 

in regard to various feelings of experiences beyond me, such as wondering what I should do 

with this stone after investigating it. 

 

My feelings of my moods and emotions interpenetrate in a global way how I feel my body and 

its sensations of what is “out there in the world,” even as my body is clearly an aspect of this 

world in turn. My more focused ideas and networkings of thoughts feel as if they arise inside 

my body and my head as well, and scientists have indicated that this is because my thinking 

and feeling is how my brain from within feels my body feel what is beyond it in the world. I 

would not know to think this way were I not told to by others. Then again, I might not even 

know I had a body without others, or to differentiate between inner and outer experiences, or 

to think of my self as “having” a body which “has” experiences. This is something infants 

seem to need to learn, after all, and seems to arise socially in various ways.  

 

For it is only by interpreting how others experience in ways that are beyond my own limits that 

I am able to even see these. Now this is not to say that there are not quite a few hints that my 

world of experience is not the world of experience as such which are aspects of my world of 

experience even when the experience of others is not taken into account. For example, if I 



cover my eyes well, I do not see much, but if I uncover my eyes, I see the world much as I 

had before. The world does not shift wildly while my eyes or covered. Furthermore, when I go 

hiking in the forest, I can find myself back to the same tall maple tree in the same place as 

before, and even leave a stone in front of it so I know that it is the same tree. If I go back to 

the tree a few days later, it seems to still be where it was, with the same stone in front of it.  

 

What is more, no matter how hard I try, I cannot simply shift how the world looks or feels or 

does what it does simply at will, in the way I can move I can change how I feel my 

imaginations, the limbs of my body, or call to mind what I ate for lunch yesterday. It is likewise 

difficult to change my memories at will, for they are so determinately interwoven with each 

other that while I might not realize when I am modifying aspects of what I remember, it seems 

difficult to choose to remember the past differently. I can imagine all sorts of things, of course, 

but I seem only able to make these part of world, beyond how I feel my brain from within as 

various forms of thinking, by producing actions which change the world beyond the limits of 

my body.  

 

There seems every reason to think, in such senses, that my world of experience is an aspect 

of a more encompassing world of which it is an aspect, rather than the reverse, or at least, 

that my world of experience and the world of experience as such are aspects of each other, 

but differently. My body experiences the world as my world of experience, and my body is an 

aspect of the world which is experienced as my world of experience in and through how I feel 

from within my body feeling the world of which it is an aspect in turn as my world.  

 

As a child I likely learned that whatever experiences I have that are not shared by others arise 

from “within my body,” and that these are “mine,” “private,” etc. Like most infants, I likely have 



seen the bodies of others, and at some point come to realize that the experience of those with 

“bodies similar to mine” tend to have such complex ways of responding to indicate that they 

have experiences “inside” them just like I seem to to them. In such ways, I likely learned to 

think of my body as the limit of my “self,” and this gave rise to all sorts of self-imagings I use 

to imagine myself doing this or that, or remembering doing this or that, planning, etc.  

 

In regard to such, the more diffuse yet abstractly complex experiences I have are generally 

labeled with such terms as thinking, feeling, moods, etc., while those experiences which are 

more vivid, determinate, concrete, and obdurate than these, those which do not seem to be 

directly impacted by my desires or will or anything like that, but rather, which arise in tightly 

woven webs which shift in very predictable ways, are those which are described as physical, 

exterior, material, etc. Early on we learn to distinguish in such ways between inner and outer 

experiences, and there is certainly enormous utility to doing so, particularly in social settings.  

 

That said, many philosophers have tried to argue that inner and outer are separate domains 

or composed of completely different sorts of stuff. This takes the abstraction of various poles 

of experiencing to such an extreme that they are seen as all but incommensurable, and even 

as different and barely related sorts of stuff, and even as different sorts of substances. History 

is full of thinkers who argue that subject and object, subjectivity and objectivity, mind and 

body, mind and matter, reality and appearance, and other such dual splittings of the world 

have barely anything in common.  

 

Such thinkers then spend enormous effort to describe how these come together so that our 

sensations and actions can occur at all. All of which seems to want to have things both ways, 

a world radically divided, yet also intertwined in some, if very limited, ways. Thinkers of this 



sort find great comfort in the absolute divisions and reifiying atomizations that such rigid 

boundaries provide, and the certainties they can imagine producing in such ways.   

 

But we only ever encounter inside and outside as aspects of a world of experience. Inside 

and outside are interpretations of this experience, and yet, it is possible to see the inside of 

our feeling as produced by the outside of the physical world, as much as the physical world as 

only ever manifested in our experience. There is no need to choose one or the other or even 

both of these as absolute. Rather, they can be seen as like the front and back of a sheet of 

paper, distinct and different and yet aspects of each other.  

 

When I follow physical experiences enough, I find that I only ever experience them as aspects 

of my experiences, and yet, follow my experiences far enough and I find they are produced by 

a body which is an aspect of the physical world in turn. Like a snake eating its tail, each 

seeming pole of experience swallows the other and is swallowed by the other in turn. If we do 

not try to explain this away, but rather, try to come into sync with it in terms of our actions and 

modes of description, it is possible to avoid many of the logjams and deconstructions that 

more dualist and atomistic sorts of thinking tends to produce.  

 

To return more directly to the issues at hand, when I experience aspects of the experiences of 

others which are in excess to my own, and when I work to understand these, my ability to 

describe, understand, and do things in ways which come into sync with aspects of my world 

of experience only seems to become enriched thereby. For example, when I go walking in the 

forest with Puggle, the dog who lives with me, he can smell odors I cannot, because his body 

differs from mine. Puggle’s world of odors is far more spacious and detailed than mine, and 

yet, I can come into sync with his by following his lead when he smells something I cannot, 



and I find that he leads me to something that shows that he was smelling something that I 

could not sense or interpret in any meaningful ways.  

 

By interpreting his actions, it becomes possible to realize that he likely experiences aspects of 

the world that differ from those I can experience, and that many of his sensory experiences 

are more detailed and rich than mine in particular ways, even indicating entire forms of 

sensation to which I seem to have little access, such as odors I cannot smell. That said, I also 

seem to have forms of experiencing beyond what he has. For example, Puggle and other 

dogs do not seem to plan in the long term, and while they have complex brains, it seems 

unlikely that they have experiences of the sort which make it possible for me to plan, such as 

those of imagining myself doing this or that in complexly nested patterns of anticipated 

behavior, such as occurs when I imagining what it would be like to cook a meal for myself 

later.  

 

By understanding how his experiences exceed the limits of mine, however, I can come into 

sync with more aspects of my world. I cannot smell what Puggle can, but if I follow him when 

he is sniffing something, I can find things in the world that I could not find otherwise. Likewise, 

if I listen to another person describe how their race, gender, sexuality, life history, or other 

experiences differ from mine, I can learn about how others experience in ways which go 

beyond my own experiences, and I can learn how to understand and even do things 

differently. My world becomes enriched in the process, and my capacity for giving rise to 

actions which can enrich the potentials of the world to foster my potentials and that of others 

is enriched in such ways as well.  

 



In many ways, by examining the aspects of my world of experience which seem in various 

ways to exceed beyond my more immediate experiences, but which indicate indirectly that 

some of my experiences likely exceed me and my ability to experience aspects of the world 

relatively directly in various ways, it makes sense to see my world of experience as an aspect 

of a wider world. As scientists inform me that this is all likely how my brain feels my body 

feeling the wider world from within, and there seems no reason to doubt this, it seems that 

this is why I experience as I do, and likely others in their ways, with their differing bodies, 

brains, experiences, histories, perspectives, locations, etc., as well.  

 

Experiencing Worldstructures 

 

There are patterns to experience, and as we learn as infants to recognize these, whether by 

means of our own learning or learning what others teach us are cultural patterns for 

understanding all this, we develop ways of interpreting experience which we apply back to our 

experiences, from abstraction to memory to interpretation, in ways which come to saturate 

how we understand our world. While at some point I know I must have learned to see my self 

as a self, I cannot remember doing so. Likewise with learning to call four legged furry 

creatures that “woof” a “dog.” Such experiences were likely to formative to my becoming who 

I am, that it is difficult to remember before these because it is only through these that I 

became the self I am.  

 

One of the most enduring patterns in any experience I have come to know or heard reported 

is that of a world, and it is for such reason that, in what follows, experiences will be described 

as being aspects of a world which unfold according to worldstructures, which is to say, 

patterns which describe how experience manifests in such a world as aspects of this. A world 



is a domain which has others as aspects which unfold in a networking weaving which is able 

to differentiatingly network with itself and emerge in such a way. My experience, in this sense, 

is a world of experience.  

 

There are openings which are openings, or horizons, from which networks emerge and into 

which they recede, with my body as the primary horizon whereby all the others open, 

including the horizons at the limits of my world, for example, at the limits of my vision, 

memory, touch, etc.lxxi The interplay between what remains the same and what differs makes 

it possible for me to make sense of all of this, and to interpret my experience as a world with 

various structures. My sense of my body, as the basic experience the feeling of which makes 

my experience of  all the others possible, seems to be another such worldstructure, along with 

that of the very structuring of experience into an unfolding of similarities and differences which 

is the opening of the world of experience itself.  

 

There are many sorts of horizonal openings within experience. Whatever experiences feels 

itself feeling the impact of what is beyond it, and in this sense, it is openingly related to this in 

a manner which gives rise to the emerging of their relatedness from what it had been. 

Experiencing occurs in such a way as the opening of the more stable aspects of experiencing 

on to others, with the manner in which bodies feel what is beyond them being an example of 

this. Actions outside of a body impact those within, and the manner in which this occurs is 

described most commonly as how a body feels what is beyond it, even if such determinations 

are relative.  

 

For example, when I see a tree in the distance, this is because the actions of photons impact 

retinal receptors in my eyes, and this leads retinal receptors in my eyes to impact nerves. 



Each impacts the others in particular ways, and yet, all of these are matters. All these feel, in 

the sense described above, the impact of what is beyond them in particular ways, and they 

modulate how they convey these impacts in their ways in turn. There are practically infinite 

boundaries and divisions between inside and outside, at myriad levels of scale, so why 

prioritize any one over any other? Why say that the boundaries of my body are the crucial 

ones, and the others less so?  

 

To do so only makes sense in regard to systems of valuation relative to my organism, and the 

way in which the form of living which I am gives rise to forms of valuation which make it such 

that my body is important to me. The boundaries of what is considered inside and outside in 

such a sense is relative to whatever interpretative model is applied by various interpretative 

systems and the economies of value which give rise to these, but this is getting a bit ahead of 

things. It is enough to simply say then, that what determines the boundaries of within and 

without the body of a given experiencer of an experience is relative to the networking which 

makes the experiencing possible, and the ways in which this is interpreted by other forms of 

networking in turn.  

 

In these senses, worlds of experience are shifting networkings between aspects which remain 

relatively consistent and those which shift. There are analog continuities and digital 

discontinuities, as well as horizons of opening which tend to remain far more open more 

consistently than other aspects of the world. The limits of a field of vision are visual horizons, 

for example, just as is the ability to reach backwards in memory to try to remember one’s own 

prehistory, for example, during the time of one’s birth. The tips of my fingers are tactile 

horizons, just as my ability to feel where my decisions come from within me, or where my 

hunger arises from, or my moods, are others.  



 

Nearly any aspect of the world can open on to a horizon. After all, I can get a microscope, and 

see more experiences emerge from within the leaf of a tree, and with a telescope, see far off 

vistas that were merely potentials within what appeared to me as merely blue sky. There are 

networks of potential experience within the networks we do experience, and these unfold 

dynamically by means of various horizons. Just as this can be seen with simple experiences, 

such as those of a stone, so much more so with that of the body of another experiencer, a 

horizon from which all sorts of actions  might arise, many of which, unlike in regard to a stone, 

I could hardly have predicted beforehand.  

 

The world is in many senses the largest horizon I know, the outer horizon which functions as 

the process and ground from with all other outer experiences emerge, with my body and brain 

as the horizon of all my inner experiences, even as the difference between these are 

relatively determined by my inner feelings in relation to their contexts, inner and outer, each in 

their ways.  

 

My experience is stretched between inner and outer horizons, inner and outer worlds, in a 

sense, even though experiences of thoughts and feelings interpenetrate in various ways. 

Attention may focus on an experience in the world beyond my body or in regard to an inner 

chain of thought. Attention shifts because of movements in my brain, and I feel these as shifts 

in attention, just as I feel various other sorts of movements in my brain as various trains of 

thought.  

 

I feel my brain feeling itself feeling my world from within, and this is experienced as the 

experience of my world of experience outside of me twisting within me, within my body and 



brain, towards a multiplicitous inner horizon from where my most abstractly inner thoughts 

and feelings arise. This is how I feel my body feeling my brain and body from within, and how 

these weave together, or at least, this is how this is understood from without, even if from 

within, this is simply what it feels like to be the experiencer I am continually feeling myself to 

be.  

 

This is what, in this text and other related ones, will be referred to as worldtwisting. My world 

of experience twists within me in regard to how I feel my brain and body feeling it, and I twist 

the world from feeling to action by means of this as well. Experiencers twist the world within 

their bodies as the world twists itself in the body of experiencers to give rise to their worlds of 

experience which are aspects of these as much as experiencers are. Experiencers are in this 

twistings of world, that is, worldtwistings. We are simply highly complex forms of these.  

 

Human brains feel by means of distributed patterns of neural activation in the living wires of 

the brain starting to interfeelingly interact with each other in ways which come into patterns of 

sync. When neurons pulse in sync in such a way, it is felt as a coherent feeling, or 

experience.lxxii There is no form of networking known today, even that of the Internet, which 

has the sort of immense complexity of ways of coming into forms of sync such as that seen in 

living brains, particularly those of experiencers able to read a text such as this.  

 

Because there may be many similar neural patterns which lead to similar outer states in the 

brain, it is even quite possible to think of an apple that is green while thinking of the color 

green which has that apple as an example. Whoever said that sets cannot include 

themselves, or that thinking must always obey the law of the excluded middle, may have 

wanted us to think in particular ways, but our brains have ways of working all their own, and 



thankfully are not limited in such ways.lxxiii This is not to say that such ways of thinking do not 

have their uses, but they are also not the only ways, nor should they be seen as such, for 

other ways have value as well.  

 

The forms of dynamic twisting self-differing networking in the human brain are the most 

complex yet known. And yet, scientists are increasingly coming to understand how various 

sorts of neural networkings can do what they do. There is no need to imagine that there is 

something like a soul or self in a traditionally atomistic sense at play here. We may of course 

have images of what we look like from without, general feelings of being “inside” our bodies, 

maps and feeling states of our bodies which help us localize within them and move them, 

images of our bodies seen as if from without which help us remember and plan, imagine and 

dream, and we tend to make use of these to abstract out images and stories which we apply 

to a sense of self we develop in such a way.  

 

Such self-imagings, however, are not quite selves, for selves are selfings-in-process, and in 

this sense, always exceed whatever imagings are used to partially grasp these. No matter 

how useful such self-imagings may be, they also have powerful limitations, particularly if we 

try to reduce ourselves to these in various ways. There are so many networkings of selfings-

in-process which localize in our brains and bodies, of course, and we are in many senses the 

networkings of these in regard to how these feel our brain feeling our body feeling our world 

from within.lxxiv  

 

How do we know we have bodies? When we move aspects of our brains our thinking shifts, 

and when we move aspects of our bodies, the world moves around us. Still, we generally 

speak more of moving ourselves around in the world. Notions of space and time are 



abstracted from different sorts of patternings within all of this, with each providing differing 

sorts of gradations of relevance and forms of distancing spacing and potential overcomings of 

these between various sorts of experiences in a world. 

 

The world and our bodies are the most invariant worldstructures we have, and everything 

opens from there. We study our worlds, abstract worldstructures from this, apply these back 

to experience as forms of interpretation in order to help us work towards what we value, and 

the modes of interpretation which we seem the most stable emerge, between us and the 

world, as the very structures of our world. Experience is in between us and the world, and in 

this sense, our worlds of experience are aspects of the world of experience of the world of 

which we are aspects in turn.   

 

As an aspect of a philosophy of networking relational emergence, the notions of experience, 

experiencer, experience, and experiencing can be seen as roughly corresponding to that of 

node, link, ground, and process of networking, in regard to the notion of the logic of the node, 

link, ground, and process of networking articulated in other networkological texts. The more 

stable aspects of experience are the worldstructures, while those which open more can be 

understood as the particular sorts of worldstructures which are also horizons. The experience 

of the body experiencing the world beyond from within is the most stable form of experiencing 

which I have encountered described by others, even if this takes a wide variety of forms. The 

shiftingly multiplicitous opening of other sorts of experiencing at horizons in t their many forms 

are at the other extremes.  

 

Horizonal Experiencing and Experiencing Others 

 



When I walk towards the limits of my visual horizons in an open field, new sights emerge from 

my horizons, as others dissolve and disperse at the peripheries of my vision. The furthest I 

can see at the limits of an unobscured vista, such as when I look out at the ocean from the 

seashore, can be understood as a horizon, as can the line where the ocean meets the sky.  

 

When my vision hits an obstacle, however, such as when I stare at a wall in my house, this 

can become a horizon of sorts if I use a microscope to see the microfeatures within the wood 

of the wall. The bodies of other experiencers are horizons, as actions emerge from these 

much as sights do as I walk to the edge of a landscape, and even simpler physical systems 

can be horizons as well. If I boil a pot of  water, the bubbles of steam which emerge as if from 

nowhere in the water arise from the horizon of my experience of the water itself, much as do 

shades of colors  other than blue  emerge in the sky as I watch the sun slowly set.  

 

All experiences are horizons in their ways, even if we often fail to realize this. The simple fact 

that experiences arise from others through various forms of change which displace each other 

from within indicate this in its way. The experience of  time can be understood as a horizon in 

this sense, in that the future opens from the past at the horizonal opening of the present, even 

as past, present, and future  are all horizons in their ways.lxxv 

 

To be an experiencer is to be opening to the world. My eye is able to feel changes in the 

patterns of light which impact it because it is always feeling how it feels the changes in light 

which impact it. Without interfeeling its own aspects, it would not be able to feel the impact of 

what is beyond this in a way that could be passed along to my optic nerve, and without 

resetting itself to its original state, in this sense, so that it could register the next shifting 



pattern of incoming light, it could not continue to feel itself feeling in an continuously opening 

way.   

 

Simple physical systems can feel an imprint of some aspect of the world around it, such as 

can be seen in the example of a footprint on a sandy beach. Other physical systems can even 

pass along how they feel the impacts of others, such as how a stone falling downhill can 

knock into others which push yet others down in turn. More complex systems such as 

whirlpools can continue to do what they are doing in and through how they feel some impacts 

on them, such as can be seen when a whirlpool adjusts its path around that of a stone which 

is placed in such a way as to partially disrupt its whirling around a drain.  

 

In living systems, the continual interfeeling interacting of our sensory organs, as well as the 

continual resetting of them to a state which is able to continuously register what they feel in a 

way they can pass along to others within, requires highly complex systems of interaction 

within our bodies. When aspects of our bodies interact with each other, they feel this, even if 

we do not feel all of this consciously. We only directly feel the actions from without which 

impact the actions within us which lead to large scale changes which are able to enter into our 

awareness at a conscious level. But we indirectly feel much more.  

 

My body feels all sorts of experiences and even manages these in ways that I am not aware 

of. For example, my brain manages my digestion, for example, lowering the release of 

stomach acids when I eat something acidic, and in a way that I only feel when something 

goes wrong with this. The rest of the time, aspects of my body feel this for me and manage 

this without me needing to intervene or feel anything, as they feel what needs to be felt for 



me. I still must be feeling this all in some way, at least, if I am the understood to be the feeling 

of my body.  

 

There are many other sorts of feelings my body has which I am not aware of as well, such as 

feelings that are below my threshold of awareness or discrimination in various ways. For 

example, if I hear a set of similar clicking sounds rapidly fire off from some sort of machine, 

one which makes the burst of clickings more rapidly in succession, at first I may hear the 

individual clicks. But at some point, the clicks will blur, and my brain will not be able to tell 

them apart as distinct clicks, of a strange quality which musicians often create intentionally to 

produce what is called a “flanging” or “chorus” in relation to the sound in question.lxxvi 

 

What I will hear, however, is a single blurred click of  some sort  which seems to have a 

strange moving quality to it, similar to that produced by the continuity of vision which makes 

our eyes see moving images when watching traditional forms of cinema produced by rapidly 

moving static frames. In both the visual and auditory cases, if I didn’t not somehow see or 

hear the differences in question, the desire effect would not be produced, but I am unable to 

hear them as distinct or discrete as I had, as they have fallen below my thresholds of 

discrimination.  

 

How much of our world do we feel in such a way? If a human body is placed in an extremely 

low-pressure situation, the pressure inside will push outwards as if wanting to explode, while if 

placed in a high-pressure situation, the reverse will happen. In most conditions on Earth, I do 

not register the air-pressure pushing on me inside and out, or that of gravity, for the cicadas I 

hear chirping from my window as I type this summer night, my brain often becomes so 

accustomed to them that they become part of the background and I do not even register 



hearing them, even though the sound is still there, and clearly it impacts my ears and auditory 

systems the same way as it does before and after I get so lost in my work that they vanish  

from my awareness.  

 

That said, when ambient noise such as this vanishes, the change is often noticed at some 

point, as some part of me is likely still aware of it even if my upper levels of awareness are 

busy with other matters. So much of what we experience is summed over, with a massive 

number of tiny experiences blurring into a single mass of feeling, a penumbra of horizonal 

feeling of which individual experiences are mere aspects. This can be seen within as well.lxxvii 

 

Various feelings arise and depart my conscious feeling, which is surrounded by a horizon of 

feelings, not only the horizons without, but also horizons within as well. I may search my brain 

for the name of a particular book that I wanted to remind myself to buy, and at some other 

moment, another experience may drag it into my awareness as from a void within. My 

decisions arise from how my brain feels itself feeling itself and my body in various ways, but in 

a manner which is hard to localize, even though scientists seem pretty clear that the notion of 

a “gut feeling” is more than mere turn of phrase, as we do in fact likely consult all the nerve 

endings in our intestines in various ways as part of our feedback loops of feeling through our 

bodies, all of which seems at least partly responsible for how our emotional states rise and 

fall.lxxviii  

 

My experience in this sense is stretched between inner and outer horizons, with the body as 

the horizon between my inner and outer experiences, even if this is merely one horizon 

amongst many others, including that of my conscious awareness, or the limits of my visual 

field, etc. The bodies of other experiencers are particular sorts of horizons, however, in that by 



experiencing these, I can come to learn that not all experiencers experience the world the 

same way as I do. If I see Puggle, the dog I cohabitate with, twitch his nose, sniif the air 

fervently, and then start walking in a new direction, I have learned that this is likely because 

he smelled something which I cannot, such that if I follow him, I will generally see when he 

arrives at his destination what caused him to sniff in this way, perhaps a bit of food that 

someone dropped on the side of the road.   

 

In such a way, I can indirectly come to experience openings in my world beyond my ability to 

directly experience them, and even beyond my ability to experience them in such a way 

through my body, such as can be seen when various unconscious aspects of my brain sense 

something, and in particular, in the way in which I can experience aspects of my world, in  the 

form of actions of other experiencers, which I interpret as due to how they feel aspects of the 

world which I cannot, or which they feel in ways differently from how I do. This seems largely 

from how their bodies differ from mine, and scientists have described how the extended 

olfactory systems of dogs makes it possible for Puggle to smell what I cannot.  

 

In such a way, I can come to indirectly experience aspects of my world which are beyond my 

world in any direct sense. These can be understood as excesses to my world, or world 

excesses. This is the best evidence that I have that my world of experience is not the world of 

experience for all experiencers, and rather, there seems every reason to think, based on such 

and related evidences, that my world of experience is only an aspect of a more encompassing 

world of experience as such.  

 

It makes sense in this way to see each experiencer as having a world of experience, due to 

the way in which the world of experience as such intertwines with their bodies and its 



capacities in a particular spatio-temporal perspectival relation in a way which impacts the way 

the actions within this body occur in a manner which is felt by the experiencer as feeling the 

world as such as their world of experience. And so, if I am walking with a friend in a forest, 

and I say “what a nice tree over there and point,” we both see the tree from a different angle. 

As I am shorter than my friend, I tilt my head upward more than they do to see the squirrel I 

point to and mention next that I see on the tree. 

 

As my friend’s body seems similar enough to mine, including the manner in which we both 

have brains sculpted similarly by the same language, we are able to understand each other 

and coordinate. The similarity of our actions indicates likely similarities between aspects of 

our worlds. When I am with Puggle, our worlds of experience seem less similar, even if we 

can still find ways to coordinate, as there seem more excesses in between our worlds which 

make it harder to come into sync, even if in ways which are able by such means to indirectly 

feel and hence respond to aspects of the world beyond either of our capacities alone if we do 

not try to coordinate.  

 

My experience of the world of experience is of experience, but it is not the same as the world 

of experience as such of which it is an aspect. This is the world of actions which give rise to 

shifts within the actions of the bodies of experiencers from without, in ways which are felt by 

these experiencers within as aspects of their experiences of the world, felt in regard to how 

they experience changes within their body feel those of the changes in the world around it.  

 

Until I experience excesses to my own experience by means of the experience of others  

which indicate how their differing bodies make it possible to experience the world differently, 

even as we  seem to otherwise be able to coordinate in regard to this world, there seems no 



way to feel a difference between my world and the world a s such. What is more, other than  

by reading how others experience aspects of the world that seem in excess to my experience, 

and trying to interpret this in regard to how I experience, there seems not way to get a sense 

of which aspects of my world may be excess to others and how, nor which aspects of their 

worlds may be in excess to mine and in what way.  

 

It can often even be difficult to tell if another experiencer feels a unified object where I feel 

many or vice-versa. When I see a tree in the forest, Puggle may walk towards and then 

around the tree, but does he experience the tree as a unified thing, one which has leaves and 

bark and roots as aspects? He seems to sense an obstacle, to his path, and I can tell this as 

he swerves his pathway of walking around the tree. As he does not understand language, I 

cannot simply ask him if he experiences a tree there.  

 

Some researchers argue that humans would likely be far less able to discriminate many 

aspects of our world without language and its highly developed systems of categorizations 

which we internalize and re-project out on to the world. The reason for this is that our physical 

brains are not radically more developed than that of primates such as chimpanzees, and so 

perhaps the massive cognitive complexities of which humans are able is at least in part due to 

how language sculpts our brains during infancy, even if there are reasons why this alone is 

likely not the sole difference.lxxix 

 

If I can indirectly experience aspects of the world beyond my conscious awareness, and even 

beyond the ability of my body to directly experience these by means of coming into sync with 

the actions of experiencers whose different sorts of bodies expand our collective experiential 

capacities, what are the limits of this? There seem many aspects of the world which I would 



notice if they were not constantly giving rise to aspects of my world of experience around me, 

but which fade into the background of indistinction simply because I experience them 

continually, summed over, and in ways that I am unable to discriminate, but which are still 

ambient  grounds of my world of experience which I experience in an unclear sort of way.lxxx*  

 

For example, I take no notice of gravity from the Earth, but I would notice if I stopped feeling 

this. I would not likely be able to feel directly what would happen if Jupiter suddenly was flung 

out of orbit by some freak astronomical occurrence, but I would likely feel the effects of this 

indirectly as  the Earth would start drifting into a new path in relation to the Sun and other 

planets as well, perhaps even leaving the Sun’s orbit, slowly becoming colder, or who knows 

what else. How much of the world around me do I experience indirectly by means of how it 

serves to keep what I do experience in place as it is doing what it does?  

 

Now the distinction between direct and indirect experience is a relative and fuzzy one. I may 

say that I directly experience seeing a tree in the forest because there is not a person 

standing in the way of my line of sight, or I am not wearing glasses or using a microscope but 

rather seeing the tree unobscured and with my own eyes. But there are layers and layers of 

mediacy and hence indirectness at play. Were the Sun not there sending light towards us 

which could bounce off the tree, I would not see any of this either, and so, indirectly, I see the 

Sun as well, and only in a  manner slightly  more indirect than how I feel how my optic nerve 

feels all of this.  

 

One can take such thinking to an extreme, and at the risk of what may seem far fetched for a 

moment, there are benefits to doing so that will hopefully become apparent. That is, I am only 

able to directly and clearly experience limited aspects of the world as such in as my world of 



experience. But indirectly and in ways that  lack clarity or distinction, I experience a great deal 

more than one might normally imagine, and as the boundary seems to be relative and fuzzy 

between direct and indirect, and between degrees of mediation and levels of scale, how far 

can this lead?  

 

Clearly I would not see a tree in the forest without the light provided by the Sun. And in this  

way, I feel not only the Sun in an indirect way, but also all that the makes it possible for the 

Sun to provide that light, including all the forces which support the Sun doing what it  does to 

provide this light, up  to and including the forces which gave rise to the Sun  in the first place. 

This may seem to take things too far, but scientists will tell you t hat when you peer out into 

the recesses of space, that you not only see far away, but light that comes from bodies that 

are no longer there as they seem. Even the light from the Sun that we see here and now is six 

minutes old.  

 

Cosmologists will therefore tell you that when you look out into deep space, you are not only 

looking far away into the distance, but also seeing backwards in time. In fact, with a powerful 

enough telescope to amplify our powers of discrimination, it is even possible to see the 

cosmic microwave background radiation (CMBR), essentially, the leftovers from the Big Bang. 

If the Big Bang had not happened, of course, I would be able to see none of this, including the 

tree right in front of me. In a sense, then, when I see the tree in front of me, I am indirectly 

seeing the Big Bang, that which gave rise to me as well.lxxxi 

 

Put otherwise, the singularity which gave rise to the Big Bang which produced the physical 

universe and the cosmos of the world of opening emergence of which it is the physical 

aspect, feels itself indirectly through me by means of how I see the tree in front of me. We are 



both, indirectly, aspects of the world of experience which opened in such a way feeling itself 

feeling through us. Now some may imagine this is all a bit much, but as the saying goes, 

though this may seem madness, it is not without method. Early in this section I addressed the 

issue of how we indirectly experience excesses of our world of experience, and now I have 

expanded this to include the physical universe as a whole, but why?  

 

Relationally speaking, there are no aspects of the world we do not experience, no matter how 

faintly, unclearly, or summed over in some way. Perhaps if some distant molecule galaxies 

away moved the tiniest bit we would hardly know, but if everything else were balanced out, 

and everything was on the cusp of decision between radically different pathways, perhaps this 

one tiny shift could lead to a cascade that could shift what is near me one way rather than the 

other and in some powerful ways.  

 

The psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan coins the term “extimacy” to speak about how we search 

and often find our most intimate desires in the stuff of the world outside of us, and find that 

what is seemingly outside us can be what is most intimate to us, such as a lover.lxxxii 

Relationally speaking, what Lacan describes here can be understood in a physical way as 

well.  

 

In this sense, I am how the universe feels itself at a particular location within it. My body is a 

refraction of the interfeeling interaction of the cosmos as a whole at my location within this, 

and it feels itself in part in regard to how I feel it. My ways of feeling are a twisting of the 

feeling of the world in and through itself at the site of my body, which feels the world that feels 

in and through it in its way in turn.lxxxiii*  

 



My world of experience, in this sense, literally is the world of experience as such, stretching to 

the furthest extents of space and time and at every imaginable level of scale, if in its way. For 

the world as such is refracted by my body, spatio-temporal locational relation to the rest of the 

world, and how all of this gives rise to an experience of the world which subtracts away 

whatever its bodily capacities are not specifically attuned to, weaves the what is refracted in 

such ways according to its form, with the rest being summed over in a vague haze of 

indistinction which serves as an opening horizonal ground of this all.  

 

When I experience excesses in my world of experience, I experience aspects of my world 

which I can interpret as indicating some of the limitations of my world of experience which I 

tend otherwise not to really see. As an experiencer with a complex memory system, I am able 

to try to make sense of this, and reintinerpret how I understand the limits of the clarity and 

distinctness of my experience accordingly. This helps explain why it makes sense to say that 

the world of experience of experiencers is the world of experience as such, if in limited ways.  

 

And so, when my friend and I walk in the forest, I see a tree, point it out to my friend, and 

suggest we meet here at 2pm tomorrow for another hike, each of us is an aspect of the world 

of experience experiencing itself through us, feeling us feel from within how our bodies feel 

the rest of the world without, even as our bodies are aspects of this world, as much as our 

limited ways of discriminating the world of experience as our worlds in regard to how we feel 

our bodies feeling from within how our brains feel our bodies feel what is beyond them in the 

world in turn.  

 

Each of us experiences a different cross section of this all, in terms of physical perspective, 

refracted through a different body, which refracts a differently path through this world which 



has lead to various memories sedimenting in our bodies which lead to variances in how we 

experience, in and through similarities in our bodies which likely arise from being raised in a 

similar culture, speaking the same language, with similar genetic makeup, similar epigenetic 

factors from being raised on the same planet, etc.  

 

That said, even though we experience the same world each in our ways as our world, it is 

likely best to not say that we experience “the same thing.”  After all, it is not merely that we 

experience the tree each from different angles. I see one set of photons which bounce off the 

tree, and my friend a different set. The patterns between these are similar, but our eyes quite 

literally see different photons. How then do we see “the same thing”?lxxxiv* Are any set of 

experiences in our shifting world ever “the same”? Even those which may seem identical are 

shifting in molecule, atomic, and sub-atomic ways that tend to go unseen.  

 

What is more, the context of the seeing is always different, for time has passed, the Earth has 

moved its position, and our memories shift, providing a wide variety of differences in between 

what might otherwise seem like “identical”  experiences of the “same” thing.lxxxv To say that 

experiences are indistinguishable, or similar, is perhaps a more apt way of speaking. There is 

no need for us to experience “the same thing” for us to be able to coordinate our efforts, after 

all. And so, if we both meet up at the same tree tomorrow at 2pm, we have likely not only 

experienced something similar enough in our worlds of experience, but in our interpretations 

of this as well. Our language likely helped us coordinate in this sense, despite the differences 

in our experiences.   

 

Emergence is opening. Opening is not a thing, nor is it the same, nor is it able to be easily 

fixed in such ways. Opening is a beyonding, betweening, differencing, and joining, it is of the 



middle, and as with networks and experiencing, it has a way of frustrating attempts to make it 

choose between binary options. Opening is paradoxical, at least according to traditional 

binary notions, and so it is with networking and experiencing. This is precisely what makes 

descriptive models based in such notions able to work around more traditional dualist models 

as they do. When experiencing is seen as a emergences of forms of sync in relationally 

networking processes of emergence, or opening, so many of the traditional issues fall away.  

 

All experiences, in this sense, can be seen as openings whereby the world experiences itself 

in and through us in ways which give rise to our worlds of experience of this world. 

Relationally speaking, as experience is a form of opening, any particular experience is an 

aspect of experience which cannot reductively encompass experience as an opening whole 

beyond such, any more than any experiencer can experience all there is to experience. There 

is always more than any experience, experiencer, or particular experiencing, for experience is  

that which has these as aspects, and is always opening on to more. Any attempt to try to 

reduce this more of opening to this or that experience will produce only more experiences, 

from which more can open in turn.  

 

Particular experiences are always of experience in their ways, but always experiencing as this 

or that sort of experiencing for an experiencer in a particular context, or world of experience. 

Each experiencer has a world of experience, which is an aspect of the world of experience of 

which it is an experience in turn. Experiencers are how the world of experience experiences 

its aspects, and by means of experiencing itself as experiencers experiencing their worlds, 

which are how they experience the world of which theirs are aspects.  

 



Any particular experience can be seen as a grasping of the world of experience by an 

experiencer. If I reach down and pick up a handful of soil, I grasp the soil, carving this handful 

off from the loose soil laying in a mound on the ground as I walk through the forest that day. 

My hand grasps the soil, but the soil also grasps my hand, if less actively and in its way. 

Likewise, if I see a tree in the forest, I visually grasp the tree as it grasp me as well. After all, a 

sight can grab our attention, particularly if it is breathtaking or frightening, and especially if 

urgent action is needed to avoid some danger.  

 

In this sense, my world and I grasp each other through experience, and the world of 

experience grasps us both grasping each other in such ways in turn. No experience seems to 

grasp all of experience, for it keeps opening, after all, and in many ways, but all seem to 

grasp experience in their ways, and there are even ways in which multiple graspers of the 

same experiencer can grasp each other grasping.  

 

After all, if I touch one hand to the other, I am both grasper and grasped from both sides for t 

these are aspects of the mutual interfeeling interacting. If I touch my finger to my tongue, I 

taste my finger and feel its pressure on my tongue as I feel my tongue and its wetness on my 

finger. If I press lightly on my eyeball with my finger, I feel this from both within my eyeball and 

finger, and I see it as well. Each sensory modality backgrounding away all that is not its focus, 

the brain weaving this all together into a relative coherency of a world of experience in its 

way.lxxxvi  

 

While the world can be felt in multiple ways, there is also more to the world than experience. 

Action, for example, is another lens on the world, and one which, like feeling, is relatively 

immediate, direct, and concrete, even if it is crucial to remember that this is only so in a 



relative sense. What is the difference between action and feeling? Actions occur outside my 

body in ways which impact the actions within. All of the actions are shifts within networks of 

quantum phenomena, atoms, molecules, matters, dynamic systems of these, and so on, and 

my body is much like a wave in the ocean of these, a complex pattern of interfeeling 

interacting which endures.  

 

Such endurance occurs in a manner much like that of a whirlpool which feels and reacts to 

shifts in its world to maintain enough of its consistency in its way.lxxxvii The living body of an 

experiencer is a relatively self-perpetuating complex adaptive system. Such a body is all 

actions in its way, as much as is the rest of the world around it. Those actions outside of the 

limits of its body which impact how that body interacts with itself within are actions from 

without which can be said to be felt by that body.  

 

The body always feels all of its actions from within as its actions, each in their ways, even if a 

living  body tends to foreground and amplify the feelings of those aspects of its body which 

are crucial to it and require attention, either continuously  or at a  particular instance of time. 

Genetic systems, nervous systems, and  brains filter out the less  crucial experiences  from 

the more central forms of experiencing, even if the entire body needs to interactingly interfeel  

to some extent, even if some  only interfeel relatively indirectly, at least, in order for the body 

to be able to function as a coherent emergent networkinging system with some degree of 

sync.   

 

Feeling and action, in a sense, can be seen as varying lensings of the same. All aspects of 

our world can be seen as action when we lens them as if they were experienced from outside 

the way we feel out bodies more directly. Feelings, of course, whether those within or those 



within which feel those without, are simply the actions which impact us most directly. As we 

only ever experience actions in regard to how we feel those actions within us which are our 

feelings, feeling and action are each lensings of the world. Actions are aspects of our world of 

feeling, and feeling aspects of the world of action, even if we only experience this as aspects 

of our world of feeling.  

 

Do we ever experience the world of action then? All the feelings in our world of feeling, which 

is to say, our worlds of experience, are nothing but feelings of the world of action. We cannot 

be sure however the extent to which our feelings line up with the world of actions of the world 

as such of which our world of feelings is an aspect. Scientists focus on developing models of 

the world which compile and compare various patterns in experience reported by various 

experiencers in regard to various ways of interacting with the world, often by means of 

specialized procedures and instruments which work to push the limits of our ability to plumb 

the patterns of the world of action, and in this way, scientists have produced complex models 

of the world of action which can we can learn about  as they become aspects of our 

experience in such ways in turn.  

 

To speak in terms of feeling is to emphasize a first-person take on the world, while to speak in 

terms of action is to speak in terms of a more third-person experience. As infants, we likely l 

likely learned about these ways of experiencing in a complex weaving between our 

developing understandings of the world and the ways in which early carve environments 

sculpt us in various culturally and biologically influenced ways in a complex and multifaceted 

weaving.  While we may want to think that we develop a first-person stance on the world first, 

giving birth to our experience of our selves in various ways, many theorists argue it is likely 

that the cultural third-person experience gets there first, as the adults already see us this way, 



and that we likely internalize aspects of this, weave this with our nascent sense of self, and  

our experience of our selves as if from without, our  ego-imaging, is likely produced in such a 

process thereby.lxxxviii  

 

Worldtwisting 

 

The relation between the world of action and experience, both ways of describing the world in 

its relatively concrete immediacy. Each can be seen as lensings of the world of emergence, 

each in their ways. But what can be said of the relations between these? Experiencers can be 

understood as twistings of the world of experience, or worldtwists. Worldtwisting is how the 

world opens itself as experiencing to feel itself opening in such a way. The sort of twisting 

intended here is not of the simple physical sort, such as can be seen when one twists the cap 

off of a jar or bottle. Rather, the sort of twisting described here is paradoxical, at least, 

according to more traditional senses of this, even if this sort of twisting is described according 

to abstract forms of mathematics. It can be seen in curious figures such as that of a Moebius 

strip, or better yet, a Klein bottle. lxxxix  

 

No matter how strange in its way, however, worldtwisting is also the stuff of everyday life for 

experiencers. It can be seen in the way in which the world twists itself as a networking of 

actions in and  through those of the body of an animal with a brain, which twists these actions 

through its brain and body in highly complex and multiply feedbacked ways at multiply nested 

levels of scale as feeling, and in such a way that this feeling is twisted back outward as 

actions which weave together with others to contribute to the weaving of the world of actions  

of the world as such, some of which can be twisted back inward as aspects of the world of 



action which, as  it twists through the body of experiencers, can be twisted within as feeling 

again in turn.   

 

The previous section emphasized the ways in which we are the world of experience each in 

our ways. In the sense  of  worldtwisting, it is now possible to say that the world twists itself 

outwards as action in a  way which does various things to its various aspects, and as these 

feel these actions, they experience aspects of the world as aspects of their worlds of 

experience in  their  ways. The world  twists itself outward as actions which it then feels 

through how these actions arise in experiencers which feel  the actions upon their  bodies in r 

regard to how  they are how  the actions of these bodies are impacted  by the  other  actions 

a round them  which  they can be said to feel as aspects of their world of experience of the 

world in turn.   

 

Each experiencer is in this  sense a twisting of the world  of action within  its body as feeling 

which it  twists  outward as action, and in a sense such that each body is a horizon whereby 

the world  feels  itself  feeling in its  great cosmic body  of which we  are  aspects. This may 

sound mystical or supernatural, but there is nothing here which is beyond needs to be 

interpreted in such a way. To say that we are part of cosmic  body feeling  itself doing does 

not mean we are able to feel in a clear and distinct manner which can be of much use to 

anything beyond what our bodies  make it possible to experience, if in regard to all the ways  

in which  we are able to extend this in piecemeal and relatively indirect ways by learning 

about the experiences of others, developing  science, etc.xc   

 

Why then speak of experience as it has been presented here? As has hopefully have become 

clear, there is no firm distinction between subject and object, subjectivity and objectivity,  mind 



and matter, appearance and reality, truth and falsity, proven and  disproven, primary and 

secondary qualities of experience, essences and accidents, anything like a “thing-in-itself” 

beneath or behind  experience, the world “as it really is,” or the need for a transcendent divine  

to sew a  divided or atomized world back together  again world back together.xci  

 

This does not mean that “anything goes.” I seem unable, no matter how much I try, to see  a  

tree as a cow, or to forget the name of the tallest mountain on Earth, nor to have my 

imaginations plant a garden in front of my house. In place of certainty, there is pragmatic 

relativism of the sort which sees it as likely that gravity will keep my feet on the ground  

tomorrow, and thinks it makes sense to walk across the rooms in my house as if this is likely 

remain the case, as this has always been the case so far, in my experience, and science and 

the reports of others  give me little reason to think it likely this is about to change since the 

last time I checked.   

 

Those who value the attempt to find “objective truth” that is “free from bias” tend to imagine it 

possible to step outside their own biases and limitations to determine what counts as this.  

This tends to lead those in power, who usually  argue that this is possible, to take the most 

common biases, those which they see as “normal,” as being indications of a lack of bias, 

thereby reinforcing whatever biases are those of the dominant status-quo while saying they 

are doing otherwise.  

 

There seems no reason to think it possible to experience as if from anywhere and nowhere, 

or as all possible experiencers experience, or to be able to tell if one could think in such a 

way. Any attempts  to imagine “pure” or “unmediated” experience seem to arise by processes 

of  abstraction from experience as lived, producing  concepts and definitions by means of 



processes of  stripping away aspects of experience to produce new types of experience which 

are framed as more pure and fundamental than the others, when one  could argue that they 

are in fact interpretations which are  derived from experience and produced after the fact, 

often not even by a rigorous process of practice of abstractive meditation, but rather, by 

means of imagining what it is like to experience in an abstract way,  in which it is easy to 

imagine seeing a tree  in the  abstract. 

 

To imagine that a “pure” experience is that which is somehow “unmediated,” and that it occurs 

to a “subject” of an “object,” “here” and “now,” such that by means of synthesizing 

appearances of the object “in itself” it is possible to intuit that object’s “essence,” which is to 

say, that which is invariant over transformation, and distinguish this from its “accidents,” is to 

take a position full of assumptions which this text has worked to set to the side. Such a 

perspective is one which take aspects of the flow of experience and set these up as models 

for experience as a whole, assuming, for example, that there are subjects and objects, 

essence and accidents, and that there are no other ways to describe things, despite the fact 

that authors who speak in such ways seem to imagine that the only alternative to what they 

are presenting is chaos, non-sense, or other similar tropes for a world in which their 

perspective is not seen as ultimate, necessary, or universal.  

 

Now it is one thing to look for relative generalities to describe relative invariances in aspects 

of one’s world of experience, it is quite another to imagine that all experiencers must 

experience these, that one cannot be mistaken about basic physical experiences of extension 

or the unity of an object but one can about less crucial properties, that all aspects of one’s 

experience have unified essences, that these must line up with the experiences of others, and 

other such limited and restrictive ways of understanding things.xcii   



 

Contemporary neuroscience helps to explain why we experience things which  seem to “pop 

out” of our experience as relatively coherent “things,” and in ways which do not require that 

we imagine that  this means that all experiencers need to experience such in “the same”  

ways, or even similarly.xciii Our experience is shot through with our memories, anticipations, 

and plans for action, and  we cannot tell where these end and incoming sensory data 

begins.xciv This does not mean we should imagine that we should separate out my experience 

of a tree into the “appearance” of a tree in my experience,  and  the tree “in itself” as 

experienced by any and all possible experiencers, something which  seems beyond 

experience itself in  many ways.    

 

A dualist might  respond that when I say that I experience seeing a tree, and this is caused by 

seeing photons  bounce off a tree in the world, that  by speaking of the tree on both sides of 

this divide, inside and outside my body, that I  am trying  to have things both ways. To say that 

I see a tree is an oversimplification as much as to say that I do so because photons bounce 

off the tree. These are both partial graspings which, like any nodding of the world, reduce it in 

ways which nevertheless open on to intertwinings of contexts and processes.xcv Even to say 

that “I” see the tree is an oversimplification, for do I mean my conscious awareness, my body, 

my visual cortexes, my ego-imaging? Is the I that sees the tree the same as that remembers 

seeing the tree in the past, and which tries to abstract an ideal essence of this? If so, is the I 

that does the synthesizing the same as any of these?xcvi   

 

To start speaking in such ways it is easy to get caught in all sorts of dualist and atomizing 

games which can only be dealt with at length in future texts.xcvii There is a long history of 

deconstructing the dualistic and atomizing assumptions that underlie such approaches, which 



assume that the world  can be divided into fundamental types of stuff, such as “matter” and  

“mind,”  even if they need to perform various conceptual gymnastics to make it appear that 

they do not  do  the same sorts of things they criticize others for  doing when they try to show  

how these binaries can come together to produce something like  experience.   

 

When the world is divided up into abstractly ideal binaries, giving rise to atomistic notions of 

pure subject and pure objects, it is often the case that it is not explained how this division has 

been produced, and what maintains and potentially transforms this.xcviii Often the divine is 

snuck in, more recently in vaguely secularized sorts of ways, in a manner which often seeks 

to shift the terrain  in ways which obscure the inconsistency of such moves.xcix  Rather than 

see the world as primordially divided, and in ways which are easy to bring into sync with all 

sorts of conservative or neo-conservative socio-political formations, many of which are likely 

the cause of the consistent dominance  of such models, for consistency is certainly not their 

strong point,  this project argues that emergence is a form of opening of which any aspects of 

this are mere partial graspings.  

 

This is not to say that emergence, which is to say, opening, is not paradoxical, at least 

according to dominant atomizing dualist approaches to the world. Whatever is open is more 

than merely itself, for it is related to what is beyond it, and is in a sense an aspect of this 

relation. Whatever is opening is changing, and if you expect the world to fit into rigid ideals, 

air-tight atoms, and presupposed dualistic categories, then you generally try to explain away 

stuff like change and opening, which make atoms and dualisms unstable. This text argues, 

however, that by embracing opening and emergence, in and through what others call  the 

paradoxical aspects of a world of relational opening, it is possible to come into sync with far 

more of the world, with far more potential for emergence, and without so much of the limiting 



and restrictive baggage, much of which seems there to reinforced aspects of the status-quo  

of various systems in dominance anyway.    

 

It is for such reasons that this text puts the notion of sync in place of that of anything like a 

“thing-in-itself” as this is described in more traditionally dualist perspectives on this.c* Rather 

than imagine a tree “in itself” in regard to which  my experience can be judged correct or 

incorrect, there are many experiences of the aspects of the world of experiencers, each 

aspects of the world of experience in turn which manifest this in widely varying ways.ci How 

could I know if there is anything like a tree “in itself” in regard to which any experience could 

“judged” as correct or in error?cii I do not even do this with my own experiences. I may say 

that I  saw something incorrectly, but more precisely framed, as I approached what I saw in 

the distance, I saw things more clearly, and my interpretation of what I was seeing changed. 

Experience cannot be false, only interpretations of it more or less in sync with others in 

varying ways.   

 

The twisting of the way I feel the world within my body is massively complex, and that within 

my brain even more so. There is no system yet known that is more emergently complex than 

living human brains. There are incredibly complex nested levels of feedbacking systems of 

mappings of meta-mapping of meta-mappings of experiences and ways of experiencing the 

body’s actions, and patterns which are abstracted from forms of sync produced between 

these. There are so  many ways of twistingly weaving the mappings of  these in complex 

patterns of activation which interfeelingly interact with each other in widely diverging systems 

which produce sorts of twistings which defy anything like that which can be seen in the 

twisting of a rope or lid of a jar.   

 



Something similar can be said of the world in its way. The twist through the body of 

experiencers and that of the world as such are radical and multiplicitous twistings which turn 

the fabric of the world inside out and multiply its potentials. The very fabric of the world 

becomes multiple and opening in such a way. The world differentiates itself into experiencers 

and these networkingly feel the world in ways which give rise to actions which emerge as 

differences networking which can potentiate this more radically in turn. While in many parts of 

the universe it is simply not possible for much to come about in relation to this,  as energy is 

dissipating, in our little corner of the world, near the Sun, it is possible, and the potential for 

emergence which is the fabric of the stuff of the world is potentiated thereby.    

 

Just as space and time were imagined to be uniform and homogeneous, Albert Einstein 

showed how space and time can differ from this, and how multiple ways of experiencing do 

not even need to line up in regard to various systems of events in any ultimate way.  So it is 

with experience.ciii The fabric of the world is not a one, nor is any one of its aspects. Rather, 

the world and its aspects are aspects of a one-and, for the world and its aspects are 

openings, which is to say, emergences, aspects of the world of emergence as such.civ Any 

aspect of the world is an aspect of the world of emergence, such that emergence is that which 

is carved up through all the world experiences, experiencers, interpretative lensings, and 

much more. Emergence is the fabric of the world, and any aspect of the world is of this fabric, 

even if it not able to grasp this fabric as a whole, for it is radical opening which is always more 

than any attempt to unify it, determine it, or limit it as merely this or that.  

 

Emergence is the excessiveness of which the world and its aspects are aspects, and even 

the concept or word “emergence” is only a means to the end of producing ways of speaking, 

writing, thinking, interpreting, valuing, and  doing which can come into sync with aspects of 



emergence in order to potentiate this, beyond the limitations of any particular grasping, or 

reductive ways of speaking which try to limit the world in such ways. Any grasping of the world 

is a noding of a particular networking, and to overemphasize these is to over-node. This text 

makes use of nodings, but to show how nodes and links are only ever aspects of weavings of 

relations of contexts and processes of emergence of which these are only ever limited 

aspects. Making use of partial and limited graspings to show what is beyond them, the 

opening of emergence of which they are aspects, is what this text, in its way, works to do.  

 

In these senses, the relationally networked perspective on the world presented here is one in 

which there is no need for such binaries or atomisms, nor such rigid, otherworldly, or 

abstractly idealistic ways of thinking. Thinking in terms of atoms and binaries and other rigidly 

exclusive systems, often abstracted from various conservative sorts of social structures, 

including more supply yet only partially relational forms of this as  seen in  contemporary 

capitalism, it is easy for such worldviews to come to be seen as supporting in various ways all 

sorts of  “us versus them” thinking,  or various capitalistically cancerous perspectives  on the 

world, and in ways which  make it seem as if the very stuff of the world  is in support of this.  

There are hundreds of years of Euro-American examples of such.  

 

Euro-American forms of relational theorizing has nevertheless always been a counter-tradition 

to this, as have more relational ways of thinking around the world. This text has used the 

structure of networks to produce a more relational form of thinking in  and through the 

relational forms produced by our contemporary networked age, doing what  relational thinking 

does  best, namely, entering into centralizing forms of  thinking, unraveling  atomistic and 

binary ways of thinking and systems built on these, exploding such to show that more  

relational forms can be built from weavings of the reworked  shards of these with aspects of 



the world which  do not  fit  into such reductions. In such ways, relational critique opens on to 

the production of new relational worldviews, such as can be seen at work in this text. 

   

What then does this text mean by “experience”? Experience can be seen as a way of 

describing a particular sort of opening of the world and its aspects to each other, and in this 

sense, as a form of the emergence of the world. More specifically, experience, understood 

here as feeling, will be seen as simply the way the stuff of the networking world can be 

described when meaning and value and all else are abstracted away, and emphasis is 

placed, for varying reasons, on the relatively concrete immediacy of the here and now, 

emphasizing how a body is impacted by the relatively basic physical aspects of the world 

beyond, and the changes this gives rise to within it, which comprise that body’s feelings of 

how it changes in and beyond its relation to changes in the world beyond this.cv* 

 

Experience understood in such a sense can be seen as a networking of aspects into relatively 

knottings of relatively stable networkings, or particular things, whose qualities are general 

aspects of the world, such as colors or shapes, which I abstract from similar aspects of the 

world by comparing them with others, applying my sense of these generalities back on the 

world to see things as being of particular types with various qualities, and typical forms which 

weave their matters in particular ways, which tend to manifest change in particular sorts of 

generally predictable ways as they unfold potentials, etc.  

 

Ways of understandings which I produce in such ways are formed by weaving networks in my 

brains which were woven from processes of abstracting patterns from those activated by 

incoming sensory data with those of incoming sensory data in turn, and when this gives rise 

to forms of action my brain and body determine as beneficial the networks which produce 



these forms of thinking and doing are reinforced. Reinforcement learning is the result, and 

thinking in this sense is as much a process of networking as the ways in which my body 

weaves with what is around it to sense and do.  

 

In this, I feel the networkings within the current state of my brain and body far more 

immediately, vividly, and powerfully than those of the immediate state of the aspects of the 

world I feel beyond these, which is itself more vivid and powerful feeling than when I stimulate 

my brain from within in a top-down rather than bottom-up manner, such as when I remember 

or fantasize. Still, with some internal movement and effort within my brain, I can devote extra 

attentional resources, which is to say, more internal movement of more neural networkings, to 

bear on this, and thereby, foreground the movements of my brain and how they feel from 

within that those which impact my brain by moving what moves it from without. There is no 

need to imagine thinking as some otherworldly activity, however.  

 

Rather, it can be seen as simply what it is like to feel how my brain’s aspects move in relation 

to each other in chains of intermodulating inter-feeling inter-acting, one which is able to weave 

wide swaths of this together into a multi-level multi-aspects feeling between, one which is 

more than the mere sum of its parts of its whole, in a manner not unlike that seen in a 

whirlpool, but in a far more complex way. Still, the basic idea is not all that dissimilar in its 

way, making it possible to see what has traditionally been understood as “mind” as simply 

how a complex physical networking, of the sort seen in a highly brain in a complex living body 

in a complex physical world, feeling how it feels itself feel its aspects move in regard to shifts 

arising within this brain, body, and world in turn.  

 



Experience is, in a relational sense, then simply how material systems do what they do, 

transforming shifts in their contexts into movements by channeling potentials to unfold in 

particular ways which maximize these potentials in ways described by the laws of physics.cvi 

Feeling, or experience, is how incoming action is transformed into outgoing action by being 

processed, or “felt,” by a system in question, in a manner which is negotiated at multiple 

levels of interfeeling interaction over multiple levels of scale within the system and between it 

and its world. While this is all action when understood from within, when all this occurs 

through something, all these actions are that which the system is said to feel from within.  

 

Now it would be perfectly reasonable to concentrate on action alone, and ignore feeling 

altogether, for why bother with the individual aspects of a complex system such as a world? 

As it turns out, part of what makes emergence what it is is that all its aspects are more than 

the mere sum of their aspects, which is to say, the whole world which influences them, if often 

indirectly, summed over, and at varying removes, each in their way in regard to the 

interweaving patterns of what are traditionally spoken of as space and time. This excess to 

being the simple sum of its aspects seems minimal in what can be understood as simple 

physical systems, such as a molecule of water, but increases with the complexity of the 

networking involved, which is to say, the sorts of networking which tends to emerge and 

potentiate emergence further still, of the sort seen in a whirlpool, for example.  

 

So it is with the sorts which give rise to living systems, living systems with nervous systems 

and even brains, and those with cultural systems beyond this. The more a system emergingly 

complexifies, the more it seems in excess to the mere sum of the aspects which gave rise to 

it, maintain it, and have the potential to transform it in various ways. This excess arises in part 

in the way which rather than simply be determined by what influences it, the more complex a 



system, the more it is able to impact what occurs within it, and increasingly, in the networks 

which are most directly and powerfully interrelated with it.  

 

Basic physical systems are able to maintain their form over time rather than have it 

continually dissolved and reworked by forces around it, and a complex adaptive system like a 

whirlpool can maintain its coherence by dynamically shifting around minor obstacles to its 

path. A living system can repair itself and evolve, becoming able to seek out food, sense more 

aspects of its world, discriminate these better, give rise to new organs and forms of action, 

and even develop nervous systems and brains which can rewire and complexify the ways of 

networking sensations with outer actions by means of inner ones, producing new forms of 

adaptive behaviors in the process. Systems with cultural networkings such as languages are 

able to share and pass down ways of understanding to future generations, giving rise to all 

sorts of new forms of development able to impact their surroundings, such that they are even 

able to build machines that can impact their surroundings to their tastes.  

 

The more complex a system, the more it is able to persist despite changes in its environment, 

change in ways which foster this differencing, develop to give rise to new forms of differencing 

which further potentiate this in turn, and even give rise to amplificatory auxiliary systems 

which can amplify its powers to impact how it emerges from its environment further still. The 

more complex a system, the more agency it has, the more freedom from being simply 

determined by the world around it, and the more able to set the conditions for its own 

emergence. Complexity brings with it freedom from many forms of immediate determinacy, as 

well as the potential to determine other systems around ones by means of these increasingly 

powerful potentials.  

 



Complex systems are able to do this because as they complexify, they produce forms of 

radical differencing within themselves which network with each other to produce yet more, 

and in contrast to simpler forms around them. The more forms of differencing complexly 

networking within a complex system, the more forms of differencing in the world it can sense, 

discriminate, and the more ways it can do things, and to the extent to which it does this in a 

process of adaptive development in relation to the world, which is how this tends to occur, the 

more these new capacities for sensation and action will further adaptation.  

 

Feeling is how systems synthesize the influence of many factors of the world beyond its body 

in and through its body to come up with a local response at the global level of its body. This 

occurs in a way which maximizes the potential for releasing internal and external tension in a 

way which maximizes the retention and complexification of its potentials to do so in the future 

in regard to its complexly emerging dynamic form. More plainly put, feeling is how the world is 

processed into action in order to help a system complexifyingly adapt.  

 

Adaptation is simply a word for how the world is synthesized through bodies to give rise to 

actions in regard to the basic laws of physics. The more complex a system, the more ways it 

can feel, the more ways it can respond, and hence, the more ways it can adapt to more sorts 

of conditions without dissolving, breaking, dying, etc. Complexity is in this sense the intensity 

of differencing networking within a system which allows it to potentiate its potentials to 

emerge in the future.  

 

Feeling is emergence from within a system, and action that without and within a systems and 

between a system and its world which give rise to aspects which can feel this action. Simple 

physical systems are these feelings, complex physical systems are able as a whole to feel the 



actions of their aspects in ways which make it possible to intermodulate these as a whole with 

a coherence beyond that of its individual aspects in turn. Simple physical matters do this more 

simply in regard to their more static physical form in their ways, even if these are dynamic too 

at lower levels of scale. Living systems give rise to even more forms of meta-feeling, and 

systems with nervous systems and brains yet more still.  

 

It should not be thought that what is being said here is that molecules understand they are 

feeling, or that they know they are molecules, and dream of growing up to become living cells, 

or anything like this. Rather, it is simply to shift how the term feeling and related ones are 

used, in order to help relationalize such discourses in such ways. When feeling and matter 

are no longer seen as radically distinct, the entire edifice of “dualist” Euro-American 

philosophy no longer needs to be seen as necessary.  

 

There are many reasons to hope for this which cannot be sketched here. But in a world in 

which artificial neural networks and cognitive neuroscience have shown in their own ways that 

we no longer need to see “thinking” as being anything more than highly complex forms of 

networking, there are many reasons to see the potential for a massive cultural shift away from 

the dualist worldviews which have been abstracted from Euro-American systems of 

domination to further their hold on aspects of the world, and this text works to contribute to 

this effort in its way.  

 

Opening Beyond Mere Experiencing 

 

Experiencers twist the world within as their world through how they feel their bodies feeling 

the world, and they twist this without as action which weave the world which is experienced as 



aspects of worlds of experience of experiencers in turn. Each experiencer is the world twisted 

outside in and the world is the actions of all the agental experiencers twisting their 

experiences into actions which weave with others to weave the world from inside out. 

Experiencers are doers, in this sense, action and feeling are aspects of each other, and in this 

sense, bodies of agent-experiencers are twists within the twisting which is the world. 

Experiencer-agents, in this sense, which is to say, whatever has a body, whether in a 

physical, living, neural, or cultural sense within any world of experience, is a worldtwist.  

 

Worldtwisting is how feeling doing and doing feeling weave the world as they are woven by it 

in a vast threading networking. The world twists itself into aspects by means of actions which 

are how it feels itself, and each of these aspects feel their bodies feeling the world as their 

worlds of experience of the world, and in such a way that the actions within and without are 

feelingly extended into more actions which shift others in turn, shifting the world of actions 

which is felt as the world of experience as the worlds of experiences of the experiencers of 

this world in turn. The world is a multiplicitous twisting of twistings, in such a sense.  

 

Which is more basic here, feeling or doing? First-person and third-person? Relationally 

speaking, it would make sense to say both, or neither, which is to say, relationally speaking, 

the question itself is the problem and needs to be relationally reworked. It is time we moved 

beyond such questions, for they only get us so far. The world can be lensed in so many ways, 

and each foregrounds some aspects of the world over others, and is potentially beneficial in 

various contexts in particular ways.  

 

Experience and action are two ways of lensing the world, and each describes aspects of the 

world in ways which account for so much of it, and as these twistingly sync, experience and 



action can be seen as aspects of the worldtwisting of which emerges in ways which can be 

abstractingly interpreted in terms of lenses such as experience and action and their 

intertwining. The question is not whether or not such interpretation of the world is possible. 

The question is how much this is able to come into sync with the unfolding of potentials which 

can potentiate emergences of various sorts. In order to get a sense of why this is, however, 

the notion of experience and action need to be networked with those of meaning and value.   

 

Complex interweavings of our networks of feeling and doing give rise to complex memory 

systems, such as those in our genetic systems, nervous systems, and brains, building on the 

simpler memory systems in the world, those of physical matter or systems of these which 

retain their form over time, and in such ways, interpretations arise which are able to read the 

meanings stored in memories. All of this plays out in regard to the unfolding of potentials, from 

that of physical energy to other yet often variously related forms, giving rise to economies of 

value and evaluation, all of which describe how various systems do this particular action 

rather than so many other alternatives in regard to the networks of economies of potentials. 

 

Such economies congeal into systems of interpretation, which themselves congeal into the 

very systems whereby we feel aspects of our world, including the very bodies which we are. 

What is thinking but the movement from concrete to abstract and back, from feeling to 

interpreting to evaluating how we feel, how we interpret, how we value, and how we could do 

all these better, including how we interpret how we feel about any of these, in relation to how 

we interpret our relation to our contexts and our potentials, the here and now and the widest 

possible contexts, questioning everything and anything from practical and technical to ethical 

and political concerns, in ever more abstract systems which the feed back into each other at 



complex levels of scale, in ways which can then return to the concrete to give rise to action in 

ever more complex forms in turn?  

 

All of these worlds, the worlds of action, feeling, meaning, value, and thinking, are but lensing 

of the networks of the world, and what are such networkings, but forms of congealing of the 

world in particular ways due to forms of networking which arise from the self-differentiation of 

the basic fabric of the world, a relational mesh of opening emerging, at nested levels of scale 

which seem practically and potentially infinite?  

 

To see the world in such a way is to see the fabric of the world as emergence, emergence 

which is opening, opening which self-differentiates and networks, each potentiating the other, 

and when this happens in a manner which emerges more radically from itself, does so in a 

manner which grows and develops in a sustainable manner, one which those who work in the 

field of “complex systems science” refer to as complexity.  

 

Complexity, or emergence which has already emerged but is now largely dormant, can 

nevertheless begin to open again, differentiating or networking in ways which potentiate the 

other. Giving rise to micro-shifts in structure and function, without over-centralizing or over-

decentralizing, and in response to multi-level feedback from others, in semi-stable forms 

which are “on the edge of chaos,” neither overly stable nor fragmenting and dissolving, self-

organization becomes possible once again, and in such a manner, complexity opens on to 

emergence anew.  

 

Quantum emergences give rise to matter, material emergences to life, living emergences to 

evolution and often by means of neural forms of networking, in the form of nervous systems 



and complex brains, and neural emergences make complex cultural networkings possible, 

including those of externalizations of memory formations, in the mode of gestures, tools, 

images, language, and all that flows from these, such as economies, governments, various 

fields and areas of inquiry, and much, much more.  

 

Emergence is the fabric of the world which emerges in such ways, opening in self-differing 

and networking to deepen in and beyond what it had been, not merely as quantity, not merely 

here or now, not merely for this or that reason, not merely in terms of this or that quality, for 

emergence is radical opening as such, that which emerges the most emergently when it is 

able to emerge more emergently in the future. Such emergence is robust, resilient, 

sustainable, and radical creativity, not of the sort which could be simply enclosed by any mere 

few, whether kings or dictators or capitalist markets or armies or new technologies of various 

forms of social alienation yet unseen.  

 

Emergence is excess, beyond any attempt to pin it down, beyond any grasping of it as this or 

that, it is the world of opening, and it is the opening world. Any aspect of the world is 

emergence, emergence is the world of which such aspects are merely that, and yet, no matter 

how you try to grasp it, emergence is always more, always opening, a non-whole and post-

whole which is excessive to itself as that which is most emerging in such a way. Emergence is 

a post-concept, a post-foundation for a new post-philosophy and worldview, beyond any 

attempt to limit it to any one this or that, for it is always more than any one, for it is one-and.  

 

The one-and of emergence is that which self-differentiates into the aspects of the world which 

network as fabrics which nest as the relatively unified worlds of experiencers, all of which can 

be woven and folded and layered in relation to itself to give rise to systems of memories 



which produce meanings, and which unfold potentials of emergence in this way or that, 

unfolding abstract potentials with concrete networkings in ways which give rise to new 

emergences of complexity, beyond those already in the world, according to economies of 

evaluation of potentials as they unfold.  

 

From the Big Bang to the Sun, from the Sun to our world, from energy in the abstract to work 

and labor in the concrete, to give rise to processes which congeal into contexts, and relations 

within these, and then we grasp a network with our hands, and we call what we grasp a thing, 

but there is always so much more than merely this. From what is a thing but a partial grasping 

of the weavings which gave rise to it and support it and could potentially transform it, 

weavings of networkings within and without, networkings of actions which are felt, interpreted, 

evaluating, and understood in ways which can give rise to actions which weave with others to 

produce and reproduce the world we come to experience in such a way in turn?  

 

What in our world is not experience? In my experience, there are colors and shapes, thoughts 

and feelings, I feel my body and it feels aspects of the world beyond it, and any such aspect, 

the seeming things and qualities, the actions and others, all these are aspects of my world of 

experience. But is not my world of experience an aspect of the world of experience of others? 

Surely it is, and while our actions can come into sync in various ways, we cannot be sure we 

experience the same thing, but so long as we are able to come into sync in various ways in 

regard to various local projects, do we need much more than this?  

 

Beyond sync with other people, however, we need also to be able to come into sync with the 

wider world. If the way I feel the world gives rise to actions which are not in sync with the 

world in which I find myself, the lack of sync can have some rather unpleasant consequences 



indeed, but when I am able to sync up with aspects of my world, my actions are able to 

intertwine with those which manifest in my world of experience in ways which potentiate 

emergence in various ways. If I look in my rearview mirror when I drive, and in such a way 

navigate around cars behind me, this is because scientists have learned how to extend our 

vision with mirrors, using equations of optics, which understand how actions in the world 

occur in systems simpler than our own.  

 

But do these not feel in their ways as well? I feel my world as I do because my brain feels 

itself feel my body feel the world beyond it, all from within, in nested layers of scale, and the 

result is my world of experience, of which I am an aspect and which is an aspect of my 

experiencing, which is to say, the experiencing which I am. What am I, but the feeling of how 

my brain feels my body feel my world all from within? Is not this another world for my body, 

then? For my body is a weaving of actions, quantum actions, atomic actions, molecular 

actions, cellular actions, and so on.  

 

Those which I feel, I feel because my brain feels itself feeling my body. There are the actions 

of my consciousness, modulated by those which extend into my unconscious, into my world 

of sensation, of emotion, of mood, of dispositions, of the physical feelings and actions which 

support all of these, of the influence of all that I feel less strongly yet feel indirectly through 

what I feel more immediately, such as how I feel the pressure of the air around me, even as it 

feels the pressure of the air around it, which feels the pressure of the air around it, and so on, 

in waves upon waves of fuzzy extension up to an including the summed over feeling of the 

actions of the cosmos as a whole.  

 



I am the feeling of the cosmos as a whole, felt from how I feel this, summed up, blurred over 

and limited, in regard to what my body can discern, what my brain can interpret, what my 

value systems can evaluate, and what all these together can come into sync with in ways 

which potentiate emergence, which is to say, in ways that I am able to understand. My body 

understands what it means to walk as evidenced by the form of my legs and how my body 

uses these, just as the form of a hammer shows that those who made it understand what it 

means to use nails, and I understand how hammers nail every time I use these together to 

build something. Does your body do this as well? Based on the patterns in the world I have 

come to know, I suspect that it does.  

 

In this sense, each of us can be seen as how the world feels itself from the body of a 

particular experiencer within this, and any and all aspects of the world have bodies, which are 

networkings of the actions of the rest of the world around it, as contexts and processes, which 

it feels from within. Does not an electron “feel” charge, as evidenced when it swerves this way 

and that in relation to various charges? Do not material bodies “feel” gravity? We may say this 

is only a way of speaking, and yet, when I say that the dog who lives with me, Puggle, seems 

to “feel hungry,” this is because I see him move his bowl with his foot, and when I get him 

food, I see he eats the food with relish, indicating that I was likely right, he was hungry.  

 

To feel, in such a sense, can be seen as action within a body that gives rise to that action. 

When I see a scientific instrument tell me that electrons swerved towards them, how is it 

different then to say that their actions indicate that they likely “feel” charge? I interpret the 

action of the electron by observing how I experience its actions, as I do with my dog’s actions, 

and as I do in relation to how I interpret how I experience the actions of other people. I cannot 

know what other people feel, or dogs, or electrons, but I can assume that they feel their 



bodies from within, if in ways that tend to differ as their bodies differ, as this seems to be the 

pattern with such things.  

 

And I have found that if I adjust my interpretations in such a way, that I can better come into 

sync with aspects of my world as varied as other people, and dogs wanting food, and 

electrons swerving towards and away from various charges. Who am I to say that some of 

these feel and others do not, when they all seem to feel? What would justify dividing up 

matter and feeling in such a radical way? I feel my brain from within, and the complex 

networkings of this are what are generally referred to as forms of thinking, but this is simply 

what it feels like to feel a complex brain of the sort that I have from the inside.  

 

From such a perspective, is there any reason to imagine that an electron does not do what it 

does because of how it feels the influences of the actions of the world impinging on it in a way 

which shift how it feels its world as well? This is not to say that an electron knows that it feels 

as it does, for with a body as simple as an electron has, there seems no way that it could feel 

itself feeling, such as a complex organisms, such as a human with a brain, does at multiple 

levels of scale within a living cell, and with so much more complexity in regard to a living 

brain.  

 

It thereby becomes possible to say that physical networkings are how they feel their bodies 

feeling the world as their world of experience, summed over as the feeling of the world which 

their body incarnates. Living systems, however, are far more complex, for they continually feel 

how their matters feel their worlds, and in such a way that such a complex dynamic 

interfeeling is a continual networking feedback of feelings not only of the physical matters in a 

cell feeling their bodies from within, but in ways which give rise to a meta-networking, a more 



encompassing interacting interfeeling, which is the life of the organism as a whole. This is 

coordinated by the interfeeling interacting which coordinates this, the genetic systems in the 

nucleus, which trace aspects of how the cell was produced in the past, in ways which weave 

this into present actions to perpetuate the networking’s ability to continue networking its 

interacting interfeeling in such a way in the future.  

 

This is opening, this is a new form of opening, this is the emergence of matter from quantum 

nertworkings emerging into new forms of emergence, and in this sense, this is emergence 

emerging from itself far more radically than in other, simpler forms. Such an emergence is one 

which emerges from itself in the future as well as the past and present, and in such a manner 

that, by means of self-differing and renetworking, is able to potentiate life which is not merely 

alive, but also, more than mere life, but the evolutionary emergence of life into greater 

complexity.  

 

Such complexity then has the potential to potentiate emergence more emergently in turn. Life 

is a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts, whereby emergence potentiates itself by leaping into its 

own future to rework the potentials of its past in ways which emerge from the present. For is 

this not what genetic materials do, when they take mere molecules, and weave these in ways 

in which they become able to give rise to forms of interfeeling interactions which weave with 

those of others, to give rise to a call, as if from the future, not an auditory call, but more of a 

pull, a pull within the fabric of the world itself, to express the tendency which weaves potential 

into more complex forms, the potential for the evolution of life as a new form of emergence 

beyond the merely physical?  

 



Emergence is the more, the more which has always shown itself to be radical excess in the 

world, a more beyond sameness and difference, a more which can be grasped in this way or 

that, or carved to produce this distinction or another, and yet, it is that from which these 

emerged, what is lacking from the attempts at closure such may produce, and that which is 

always more and by such means able to exceed the very ways in which it has exceeded itself 

in the past and present.  

 

For emergence is the future, it is that which is enclosed in the past and which is opening in 

the present as that which has the potential to emerge in and as the future in the present which 

reworks the past as the opening of the present. Emergence is how the stuff of the world leaps 

over itself in time-travel, how it gives rise to virtual realities which are beyond the concrete 

realities of the here and now, and in such ways, makes it possible for these to become more 

than they were.  

 

For what is life, but the way in which a molecule of physical matter can become more than 

merely this, which is to say, also and beyond its mere physicality, a form of meaning in a 

code, one able to produce and reproduce that which is more than the mere sum of its parts, 

namely, the life of a cell? One can have all the atoms in a living cell, sorted into piles, one 

right after the next, and yet, one will not have life, for life is not matter. Life is what is more 

than merely matter, that which arises from how matters dynamically network with their 

contexts in particular ways.  

 

Now at the risk of foreshadowing a bit of what is to come, just as life is matter which is not 

merely matter, neutrality is life which is not merely life, but the potential for cells to be more 

than merely cells, but also meanings within systems of patterns of pulsing activation which 



can coordinate aspects of a body, weaving sensing and action, and as these neural systems 

weave with greater complexity, so evolution evolves itself as more than merely that of life, but 

of neurality, which is to say, the complex sort of feeling of our brains which make it possible to 

read a text like this.  

 

And what is culture, but what happened when we began to develop memory systems beyond 

those in our genetic materials, beyond those in our bodies and brains, and begin to trace 

memories in the stuff of the world. A letter on a page is simply a graphic mark, but in a system 

of networking of actions and experiences of sufficient complexity, a new level emergences 

from these which is not merely that of action, nor that of feeling, but that of meaning as well. A 

mark on a page means because I read it as a trace of the past, and this gives rise to actions 

in the future which are based on such an interpretation, and in such a way, the future 

interpretation is like a time traveler, calling the past into meaning, just as the past mark 

opened the future, as past and future interweave in the unfolding of the present.  

 

When physical matter is more than merely that, it is meaning, and when meaning is more 

than merely that, it is value. I evaluate some feelings as better than others, some 

interpretations and systems of interpretation as better than others, according to what I value, 

but evolution and the culture to which it gave rise valued that be formed the way I was, to 

value as I do, through how evolution sculpted my body to value eating and drinking and the 

neuro-chemical rewards I am built to seek, and how my culture has learned to channel such 

valuations in ways which it is able to sync up with its varied games.  

 

My body is a series of economies of value, each of which unfolds limited potentials this way 

and that, and in this sense, I incarnate an intricate network of economies of valuation at 



massively complex levels of scale, and so it is with all matters, bodies, organisms, and 

complex systems of emergence in the world. Meanings and systems of these express the 

values which have determined that these meanings and systems of interpretation be used 

over others, and in this sense, when I interpret some aspect of my world of feeling as I do, I 

do so because my body is the writing of the world, of evolution, of my culture, based on its 

interpretations of the contexts and processes which brought it about, an interpretation whose 

writing as my body expresses what all the economies which brought these about value.  

 

I am an evaluation of networks of networks of economies, a writing of networks of networks of 

systems of meaning, a feeling of networks of networks of feeling, an understanding of 

networks of networks of understand, all of which give rise to networks of networks of actions, 

the network of which I am, I feel, I interpret, I value, I understand, and in ways which make it 

possible for me to feel, interpret, value, understand, and do what I do in turn. My world does 

these through me as I do these through it, and I contribute the varied worlds and forms of 

sync within this, of disrupt this, in ways which are my own yet also far beyond me. I am 

responsible for all these ethically, for I have choices I make, but the terms in which I make 

them are those of the world in which I find myself, and so, mine is always an interfeeling, 

interreading and writing, intervaluing, interunderstanding, and interacting.  

 

To the extent to which you find that such descriptions could be used to describe your situation 

as well, and could be applied to the rest of the world in various ways, is the extent to which 

the necessity of the more limiting, binary, atomistic models of old, or their mere 

deconstructions, are not as necessary as their proponents might want them to seem. We can 

theorize our world differently today, more relationally, and while there are potentially many 

ways in which this can be done, this text will use networks to weave together a worldview as 



much inspired by relational forms of thinking around the world and through the ages, as the 

cutting edge relational science of our day and the potential for more radically relational forms 

of political thinking and organizing.  

 

And to the extent to which such inspires you to think or do differently, or to reweave aspects of 

what follows in ways which lead you to emerge in relation to your contexts as well, the hope is 

that what is presented here can in this sense serve as a seed for more radically opening 

networking emergence beyond its mere limitations, and my own, as well. This book will work 

to show how what is described in brief in this section above can be fleshed out into an entire 

perspective on the world, based in relational networking emergence, with hope of fostering 

the potentials for a less oppressively violent world, and the opening emergence of the world, 

not merely for the benefit of any few, but rather, opening on to any and all.  

 

Experiencing Beyond Rigid Divisions 

 

This section will address some of the concerns which critics may have of the model presented 

here. While everything will be presented in a manner which requires no prior knowledge, and 

the account of experience described in this chapter is filled out to some extent through this 

discussion, those less interest in potential criticisms of the sort which tend to fascinate 

specialists should feel free to skip ahead to the next chapter. 

 

Some may imagine that our media cut us off from what they connect us with. For example, 

some have argued that since our language inflects and shapes how we think about the world, 

whenever we talk about experience or aspects of the world beyond language, we never really  



get beyond how language impacts our ways of thinking and describing what is beyond it, and 

in this  sense, the medium of language  becomes a cage that cuts us off from direct access to 

the world or anything beyond language in such a way.      

 

One can of course say this about language, but why only language? After all, one could say 

that as our modes of access to the world  beyond, the form of our bodies so inflects our  

ability to access the world in  an  unmediated and direct way, that we only ever experience the 

world through our body. Our bodies, in this reductive sense, could be said to “cut us off from 

the world.”  One  could also, however, say this about our personal history and how it shapes 

our psychology, a person’s socio-cultural upbringing, the age in which one lives, one’s 

economic privileges, one’s gender or sexuality, and so much more. In fact, all of these have 

been suggested in their ways as inflecting, influencing, and molding how our world manifests 

to us.  

 

Few, however, has gone as far in such an extreme way, and with such cultural influence, as 

those who fetishize the boundary between what is inside and outside language, perhaps other 

than those who fetishize the boundaries between the limits of the body, or between so-called 

“mind” and “matter.”  The language fetishists are more recent, however, and worth mentioning 

specifically.  For there are so many different ways in which aspects of our world function as 

media, which is to say, mediate our experience as p art of how t hey provide access to this. 

But does it not make more sense to say that each aspect of our experience influences how 

we experience aspects of the world in various ways?   

 

When I see a tree in the forest, photons bounce off the tree and are impacted by this in 

particular patterns, which impact the retinal receptors in my eyes, which impact the cells in my 



optic nerve, which impact those in my visual cortexes in turn. Each of these passes along 

aspects of what impacted them, each in their own ways. Without the medium of the optic 

nerve, my visual cortexes cannot register what my retinal cells do. As with all media, the optic 

nerve connects by separating and separatingly connects, inflecting how it passes along what 

it does in its way.  

 

Where precisely is the seeing in the experience described here? If my retinal sensors are not 

present, I do not see a tree, certainly not as I do, any more than if I take the photons out of 

the equation. If my visual cortexes are not involved, I will see something, but it will likely not 

resemble a tree, and if there is no tree involved, I will see something, but also not a tree.  

Seeing, in this sense, as with all feeling, is between, amongst, and  beyond particular aspects 

which give rise to it as an emergence which is  more than the mere sum of its parts, even as 

these  exceed the seeing as well.  The emergence of the network of seeing a tree, in this 

sense, is one which has aspects of my body and aspects of the world beyond it as aspects.  

 

To experience is this sense is to indirectly feel a network of mediations. And in this sense, if I 

say that I see the tree directly, this is only because I am speaking about this at a sort of 

macro-level of scale and in a coarse-grained sort of way. If I start distinguishing between 

aspects of my body, however, I experience how  my visual cortexes  feel the influence of my 

optic nerve which feels the influence of my retinal sensors which feel the impact of photons 

which feel the influence of the tree.  

 

Each in a sense is the medium whereby the next in the chain indirectly experiences that 

which is beyond it, each passing only a modified version of what it feels to the next each in its 

way.  In this sense, I only experience seeing a tree because of how my optic nerve molds and 



limits how my visual cortexes are able to receive impacts from the photons in the world. I do 

not hear anyone saying, however, that we are cut off from the world of experience due to the 

“iron cage” of the optic nerve. 

 

Now this is not to say that language is not important, nor that we should not understand how it 

influences our ways of experiencing. After all, it  seems as impossible to see a tree in the 

forest without  thinking of the  word tree,  perhaps hearing the world spoken in my head as an 

inner auditory sensation of “inner speech” of a sort, or  even seeing the letters of the world 

spelled out graphically in my thoughts as well.   

 

Now some may imagine that thoughts are ineffable sorts of things, but neuroscience indicates 

they are patterns of sync which arise within various sorts of complex brains  Forms of thinking 

are inner actions which we feel from within because we  are how we feel from within jour  

brains feeling our  bodies  feeling  aspects of the world  beyond. Now language fetishists tend 

to fetishize individual words above all else, and imagine that the word “tree” cuts us off  from  

the concept of tree-ness or  our experience of  trees out in the world, because the word “tree” 

which we learn as infants sculpts even our early experiences of trees, and even perhaps 

rearranges these and molds these according to cultural categories which influence  how  we 

experience going forward.  

 

Now there is clearly something to what is being described here. But each aspect of our world 

which contributes to how we experience shapes how we do so, and when this is relatively 

global in impact in regard to our systems of experiencing, the impact is largely global for us  

as well. This can be seen, as already mentioned, in regard to the influence of factors such as 

gender, history, embodiment, psychology, various socio-cultural factors, etc.  



 

To fetishize language, one needs to come up with argument as to why not also prioritize 

above all else embodiment, the unconscious, race, or economic class. Could these each, and 

perhaps others as well, not each be said to have such an influence on how we experience, 

and to such an extent as to inflect the whole of this? Surely, each in their ways. But this is not  

to say that we  are cut off from the world, but rather, that as with all media, connected to it in 

regard to forms of mediation which  connecting separate and separatingly connect, in many 

ways and levels of  scale, in ways which need to be understood.   

 

Much of the language fetishists’ arguments, however, rest on a particular binary and atomistic  

conception of language, in which individual words such as “tree” are singled out, seen as  

opposed to the concept or idea of tree-ness, and how neither of these are much like trees in 

the world. To do so prioritizes individual words over language understood more relationally in 

terms of ways of speaking and writing which are able to come into sync in various ways with 

aspects of the world.   

 

Language in this sense does not have to be seen as an atomized assemblage of individual 

words and binary relations between these. Rather, it can be seen as a set of actions which, 

like others, come into sync in varying extents and ways. When I say to my friend “let’s meet at 

the same tree tomorrow at 2pm,” I am making a move within various sorts of language  

games. Scientists have performed many clever experiments which show that we do not  

experience each word separately,  but  rather, chunks of them which compose utterances  in 

relation  to how we read contexts.   

 



Rather than see words as semi-sacred entities which incarnate essences of meaning which 

are like Plato’s famed ideas, written words were likely first abstracted in early cultures  from 

patterns of spoken linguistic performance, and while  such may have been very basic at first,  

even simple cries, and written language likely reworked much of this, each time we  write, this  

too can  be  seen as a complex performance of composing utterances. Not all languages 

even have spaces between written words, after all, with Sanskrit as a classic example.   

 

We may at times teach children individual words, but mostly, this is when we teach written 

language. Mostly children learn how to imitate entire ways of doing and speaking, abstracting 

aspects retroactively. We may abstract out words and definitions as thing-like a spects of 

language, and we may fetishize this in various ways. But the meanings of words as fixed in 

dictionaries and such only seems to arise as all conventions for ways of speaking and writing 

do, namely, as abstractions from patterns of action in lived practice. Linguistic meanings, in 

this sense, can be seen as conventionalized ways of understanding ways in which we speak 

and write, and these are forms of doing. We abstract out ideals from this in ways which 

influence this, but this does not mean the abstract ideals somehow come first or are 

fundamental.   

 

Just as ways of speaking and writing can be understood as ways of doing, so it is with 

thinking. Our thoughts arise by means of patterns of sync which occur between the pulsations 

of the living wires which are the neurons in our brains. When a populations of neurons fires in 

a roughly synchronized manner, this distinguishes itself from the otherwise more dispersed 

“neural chatter” around it. Scientists think that conscious awareness is likely the largest 

pattern of sync at any moment in our brains, which is to say, our most encompassingly 

shifting idea or way of thinking.   



 

Thoughts in this sense do not need to be understood as ineffable things. Rather, they can be 

seen as patterns of action which come into sync with each other. Sync is neither sameness 

nor differing. Rather, much like the sync which arises within a school of fish which emerges 

from more dispersed ways of swimming when a predator arises, thoughts emerge in brains as 

patterns of actions which come into sync with each other. And as our brains are part of us, we 

feel this as aspects of how we experience. The thinking, however, is not within any individual 

nerve cell, which is so simple as to not be able to understand much of anything. As with 

various sorts of feeling, thinking is between, a pattern of sync, of networking emergence.   

 

Language clearly influences how we think, but cultural understandings of language, as seen 

in dictionaries and grammar books, often present abstract modelings which interpret and 

sometimes even try to standardize or control our ways of doing what we do with language. 

Logicians often try to do this with ways of thinking as well. As useful as dictionaries, grammar 

books, and treatises on logic can be in their ways, from a relational perspective, there are 

dangers which attend these as well.  

 

As with all our actions, there are varying potentials for sync. The thoughts in brains come into 

sync with bodily actions, some of which can be understood as forms of speaking and writing, 

and in ways which can often potentiate sync. Language often makes it more likely that I can 

come into sync with others who understand it, aspects of the world described, and make it 

possible to give rise to forms of sync between these, and often in powerful ways. Language 

can be understood more relationally in regard to such concerns.  

 



Let us say, for example, I am with a friend at their home, and they offer to make me a cup of 

coffee. If they say to me “can you please hand me the green cup over there,” and I do this, I 

might expect all will go as it tends to in such situations. But if they reply back, “no, please 

hand me the other cup, the tall one with the fancy handle - the one you handed me needs to 

be washed,” I am likely to surprised. As I notice that the cup I handed my friend seems quite 

green to me, I express my curiosity, and my friend tells me that they experience colors in a 

way that is relatively uncommon, due to a non-standard set of formations in their eyes. This is 

why they spoke differently about the cup to me the second time. 

 

The reason why this text dispenses with the need for anything like a “thing-in-itself” that is 

somehow “behind” our experiences is that sync can do all the work this notion does, without 

the drawbacks. Speaking is a form of doing, and when I interpret my friend’s words and 

actions, I first hand them one cup, realize there was a misunderstanding, and then hand the 

other one. Our worlds experience the color of the cup differently, because our bodies differ in 

particular ways that I did not realize, and beyond the differences in our physical perspective, 

this lead me to have expectations out of sync with those of my friend. Now expectations are 

how I feel the action of patterns of neural activation in my brain, ones which activate in this 

situation as they do because these connections have been rewarded for giving rise to what 

my brain has interpreted as beneficial forms of sync in the past. Here I had to modify my 

understanding, and we were able to bring our understanding, in the form of neural patterns of 

activation, and our more basic bodily forms of action into sync in the manner described 

above.  

 

Is there a “true” color to the cup? Of course not. Color only arises as we feel it due to how 

particular frequencies of light interact with our eyes, visual systems, and visual cortexes. Our 



sensations of color are relative to a radical extent, such that the frequencies of light that 

bounce off a given substance may be seen as different colors in regard to issues such as 

angle, what colors surround them, etc.cvii  

 

It would be ridiculous to ask what any possible experiencer would experience as the color of 

the cup. It is questionable whether or not there is a cup at all in the world as experienced by 

my dog, and certainly not one that is much like how I experience the cup. Is there a cup for 

the fly which flies through the open window, buzzes by the cup, and then zooms off? It is 

unlikely the fly experiences the cup as anything unified, unless the cup is moving and hence 

manifests as a sort of moving obstacle, or arises as a perch to possibly land upon for a 

momentary rest. In this sense, it is probably experienced as something more akin to how I 

perceive a ledge when I am hiking, not so much as a thing, but as a large scale feature of the 

landscape with borders that unfold into horizons in fuzzy ways. What about to an electron, or 

a microorganism?  

 

How could I possibly know all the ways in which any and all possible experiencers could 

experience what I call the cup, to even know what “all possible experiencers” could 

experience to be able to determine what these might have in common? In fact, I cannot even 

seem to experience how my friend, with whom I share so much in common, experiences, 

though if we bring our understandings of what is going on into sync by means of our 

language, we are able to bring our actions into sync, despite differences in our worlds. What 

is more, if I introduce a scientific instrument, we can both measure the weight of the cup on a 

scale, for example, and bring our understanding and actions into sync in regard to such an 

instrument reading, in ways which are able to sync up with all sorts of scientific 

understandings of things.  



There is no need to theorize a “cup-in-itself” to make any of this work. I cannot be sure that 

the cup will still weigh the same amount tomorrow, but there is also no need for this, as cups 

don’t generally tend to change their weights unpredictably, and navigating a world with 

worldstructures, and theorizing patterns that generally arise in ways that can be coordinated 

in and through the cultural formations of science, still works nevertheless. So long as my 

measurements of the weight of the cup are able to sync up with those of others who weigh 

the cup, there is no need to imagine a “cup-in-itself,” but only the ability to bring into sync our 

experiences of the reading of the scale in regard to the cup, and our experience of being able 

to come into sync with the actions of each other in regard to this.  

 

There is, in this sense, the experience of the cup in various ways for us, and while these may 

not line up fully and completely, they do not have to, any more than there needs to be 

anything like a unified “cup” in the world of a fly I buzz away from what I experience as a 

unified cup for us to come into sync, even if in the form of shooing the fly away, as we do in 

relation to what I at least experience as a cup, and who knows for the fly. It is easier of course 

to speak of the cup, and whatever the fly experiences in regard to their world of experience 

that they land on which manifests in my world as the cup, but that is quite long winded. 

Practically speaking, it makes more sense to speak of the cup, keeping in mind the caveat 

that even in regard to my own experience, to say I experience a cup is a massive 

oversimplification.  

 

After all, I experience a cup, composed of colors and shapes and against a background and 

full of various feeling tones and associations, but I why do I not mention all of these, and 

reductively oversimplify and say I experience a cup? Because practically speaking, this is 

easier. We just need to remember not to imagine that our ways of speaking are not 



oversimplifications, any more than our experiences are, and limited ones at that. What is 

more, we need to always keep in mind that our way of experiencing the world may not be the 

same as others. It may be useful to do things in ways which function as if we experienced the 

same thing, but we need to keep in mind that we can always be surprised in this, and we 

should not be surprised to be surprised in such ways.  

 

Expeirencer’s bodies differ, their perspectives differ, and so their worlds and aspects differ, 

and no matter how similar an experiencer may seem to another, one cannot be sure any of 

how they experience is the same without being them. And when experiencers have 

differences that are evident due to clear differences in body structure, how much more so. 

There is no need to change how we speak about such issues in the everyday, so long as we 

are not surprised to be surprised when excesses arise between how we experience worlds, 

reminding us of the more of the opening fabric of our world of experience, that of which our 

world of experience is but an aspect, beyond the seeming naturalness of the fit between our 

worlds of experience in and through our weaving of actions in various ways.  

 

Just as there is no need to change how we speak about this, so long as we remember that 

the world is opening and our experiences merely aspects of this, something we need to 

remember more powerfully the more the powerful try to close down experience to match their 

ways of experiencing the world, there is also no need to imagine that there is anything like a 

thing-in-itself anchoring our experiences together, for all the reasons already indicated.  

 

 

 

 



Chapter Three: Beyond Mere Experience, Or Networks of Action, Meaning, and Value 

 

Feeling, or experiencing, is fundamentally related to doing, and often the only difference is a 

matter of perspective. My body feels something because of actions which impact it from 

without, and when my body impacts what is beyond it, this leads to ripples of actions which 

can be felt in turn. A body is a capacity and localization for affection, the ability to be impacted 

via feeling and impact other as action, within a world. A body can affect aspects of the world 

around it by impacting these, taking on the role of an agent, or it can be affected by aspects of 

the world around it by being impacted by these, taking on the role of an experiencer or 

feeler.cviii  

 

Networking Actions and Feelings 

 

When action is understood in a more diffuse and decentralized sense, it is simply action. 

When action is understood in regard to how it changes a relative centering within this, from 

outside in, it is understood as experience, or feeling, and the action which often flows from 

these changes, from inside out, is understood as the action of that experiencer, as agent, 

upon what is beyond it, understood as a world. And when actions cohere to produce a relative 

sameness which can be changed by a world beyond it, it can be understood as a body which 

feels the way in which the world impacts it, and hence, to experience. Anything which feels 

has a body, and any body can be understood as a self, or experiencer, which feels.cix* 

 

What is provided here is a general model for feeling and doing in regard to which nearly any 

aspect of the world, composed of experiencing agents, or bodies, can be understood. While 

this text will emphasize experience, and particularly, what it is like to experience within a 



world, it should be understood that experience is simply action localized in regard to a body. 

To be a self, then, is to be an experiencer, and this term will have a wide range of meanings in 

what follows. Anything and everything which impacts and is impacted can be understood to 

be a body which feels like a self from within, a self which experiences the actions within it 

which are impacted those without, with the very difference between inside and out being 

relative to the ways in which these actions give rise to a sameness which can be affected by a 

world in such a way.  

 

From such a perspective, experiencers, which is to say, bodies, experience experiences in 

their worlds of experience, which are experiencings of the world of which all worlds of 

experience of experiencers are aspects. Experiencers, or selves, experience, or feel, their 

primary experience, their bodies, as these feel the world around them, giving rise to their 

world and the experiences in this, which they can weave together with those of others in 

various forms of action which reproduce the world as such of which their world is an 

experiencing. The world is twisted into experiencers in experience in this way, and they twist 

this outwards as action, remaking the world of which their world and its aspects are aspects, 

the world twisting actions back into potential experiences by means of how it weaves with the 

body of the experiencer from without which it is from within.  

 

What then is not an experiencer? Certainly humans are selves, but in this sense, so much 

more as well. Animals and plants of course, but also ecosystems and galaxies, languages 

and economies, anything in our world which is sensitive and responds to change or has the 

potential to, and from such a perspective, what does not feel or have the capacity to do so in 

some way? A molecule, after all, is impacted by various actions and forces, and when these 

impact it in particular ways, it may transform. Is it not possible to say that it changed because 



it felt the impact of the changes around it, and that prior, it remained as it was because the 

forces keeping it the same within were felt to be stronger than those without? Can we not say 

that those aspect which remain the same during a transformation feel the changes which 

occur? Does it not make sense to speak of social phenomena, such as economies or social 

trends, in similar ways?   

 

Scientists speak in such ways all the time, of course, and some may argue that this is simply 

attributing human-like or life-like characteristics to aspects of the world which are less so. And 

yet, human and life-like aspects of our selves did not arise from nowhere, but rather, from a 

world which feels as well. Our capacity to feel as selves arose from the capacity of the world 

to feel, even if human forms of feelings are often particularly complex, due largely to the 

complex capacities for genetic, neural, and social forms of feeling which the world evolved us 

to feel. Understanding the differences between forms of feeling and selves will be crucial to 

what follows, as they will take this perspective and help flesh it out into a worldview able to 

take account and explain the complexities of the world around us, in ways which, it is hoped, 

can provide as much traction on the world as prior models, but without so much of their 

limitations.  

 

As should already be apparent, however, the perspective described here is far more open and 

opening on to the world in its diversity than so many of the more limited and limiting models of 

the past. For in this sense, there are as many types of selves as there are experiencers, and 

the world is a networking of worldtwistings within worldtwistings, which is to say, selfings in 

process of twisting the world within which is compose of how it does what it does networkingly 

with others from without.  

 



Inside and out are in this sense merely a shift of perspective, as action received by a body is 

felt as experience within, while action leaving is that which reweaves the world which can then 

be experienced twistingly from without back to within in turn. All is networkings of actions of 

matter or feelings of experience, depending on if one experiences this from without, or within, 

respectively, and each is simply the same looked at from the perspective of the differing 

lenses such notions provide. 

 

Twisting the World  

 

Where does feeling become action, or action feeling? Actions ripple inwards from the world 

beyond, intertwine with aspects of the actions which are the body, influencing the forms of 

interaction and systems of feedback within these, shifting various aspects of such systems in 

turn. When I see a tree in the forest, the action of the photons is felt by the retinal sensors, 

which feel these impacts, leading them to impact the optic nerve in particular ways which are 

analogous to how the photons impacted them, and as the chain of analogous feelings and 

actions work their way along, from photons to retinal receptors to optic nerve to visual cortex, 

a weaving of analogies is produced.  

 

Do I feel all of these? No, rather, I feel the sync between outgoing predictions and incoming 

information forming a looping  between these at multiple levels of scale, and in multiple 

directions in my brain at once, which give rise to the experience of seeing a tree. In one 

sense, these are all actions, but in another sense, they are all feelings. The photons feel the 

impact of the form of the tree, and some of this impacts how I feel the form of the tree as this 

is passed along. Each aspect of the system feels and does, and at multiple potential levels of 

scale, and in many directions at once. Even if I am only describing what I have chosen to 



emphasize here, namely, seeing a tree, if I didn’t see the tree against the background of 

forest, air, soil, and such,  or something similar, this would not be seeing a tree in any sense  I 

have known.  

 

All of the feelings of aspects of the world that in some way contribute to my feeling of the tree 

in context are aspects of this feeling, and all of these are actions in their ways. Feelings are 

only mine to the extent I feel them, but then again, while I feel deep into the fabric of the 

world, I do so only fuzzily and with lacking clarity and resolution. I cannot distinguish all the 

other trees and leaves around the tree at once, and yet, they contribute to what I call seeing a 

tree, and I would likely notice their absence in some way. Now at some point, the feelings 

within my brain may lead me to perform actions, for example, telling my friend  “let’s meet a t 

2pm tomorrow at the same tree.” Clearly my experience of seeing the tree lead in part to me  

saying this, but at what point did the transition from feeling to action occur?  

 

The transition is fuzzy, smooth, relative, and nearly impossible to notice, as what is feeling in 

one context is action in another, as these are differing ways of speaking of networking  

emergence which can be understood as feeling in one sense and action in another.cx  Each 

neuron  feels the impact of the others upon it, and sends  out impacts which are actions felt 

by other neurons in turn. At a macro-level this might occur in  my visual cortexes sending 

sensory data upwards as part of a form of “feeling,” but nearly identical processes  in nearly 

identical neurons  in other  parts of my brain could give rise to various neural processes that 

eventually give rise to bodily action at a macro-level of scale, such as walking over to the tree, 

stopping  to look at it, and remarking about it to my friend.  

 



Incoming feelings are actions which influence bodily systems of interfeeling interacting, and 

these refract outwards as macro-level actions in turn, but each of the incoming feelings and 

outgoing  actions are composed of networks of actions and feelings twisting into each other 

and back out as the other in turn. For within each neuron,  actions upon it from without give 

rise to feelings and actions within, in networks of micro- and super-micro-levels of scale 

within, in ways which eventually lead the entire neuron as a system to create a global 

outgoing action. Just as within the body there are incoming feelings and outgoing actions due 

to networks of interfeerling interactions of all sorts of at varying levels of scale, so it is within 

each sub-network within the body.  

 

What is more, so much of what happens in the brain involves  aspects of the brain acting on 

others acting, feeling others feeling, and in ways which blur the very distinction between 

feeling and acting in ways which show that such notions only make sense really relatively, for 

purposes of explanation in various contexts. While it may make sense to speak of aspects of 

the nervous system or even the brain, for example, which focus on feeling and others on 

doing, at more fine-grained levels of scale, the picture is far more complex.  

 

Beyond this, as each aspect of the world, as described earlier, can be seen as an 

experiencer, this so it is with the world. An atom of water moves one way rather than another 

in an ocean because it how it feels the contexts within and without come into balance at its 

location in spacetime relevant to these. A shift within how  it feels its  contexts is an action, 

and that action is felt by the water, so it moves in a particular way within the field of forces in 

regard to which it is a pattern of balance or form of symmetry.  

 



Such a molecule of water is only able to remain coherent because it continually feels the 

pressures of the forces within its contexts within and without come into balance as they do. If 

the forces pressing on it from without ceased to do so, the internal forces would explode the 

molecule from within, just as if the inner forces ceased to push outward,  the molecule would 

implode on itself from without.cxi A molecule of water only remains one as it continues to feel 

water-maintaining contexts within and without coming into balance as it is, for the molecule of 

water is nothing else but this continuing feeling of the world in such a way in regard to its 

positioning within this.  

 

The molecule of water feels shifts within its contexts, and it moves, or breaks  apart, or 

combines with other molecules. Whatever actions give rise to an action of the molecule of 

water shifting itself or how it does what it does can be understood as a feeling. Feeling, in this 

sense, is simply a particular way of speaking about actions, just as actions are all extensions 

of feelings which are only ever experienced as others in turn.   

 

Each experience is a worldtwisting. The world in this sense can be seen as a fractal and 

holographic fabric of opening worldtwistings of emergence weaving with those around them. 

Feeling becomes action becomes feeling in a twisting beyond each other in multiplicitous 

ways. When I see a tree in the forest, it is an aspect of my world of experience. The world as 

such networks with my body and this twists the world into my world of experience with a tree 

as an aspect of this,  and  my brain feelingly twists this outward into action in relation to this 

tree in a way which impacts the world beyond it in various ways which weave my actions with 

those of others  to give rise to the world which twists itself into t he world of experiencers  

which twist feelings into actions in turn.   

 



Where are the  limits of my world  in relation to the world as such then,  if all aspects of my 

world are also worldtwists who twist the world in their ways, each having worlds of experience 

of the world which give rise to actions which contribute to the  weaving of the world as such in 

turn? One might imagine that a form of dualism has remained in this text, in the very 

distinction between my world of experience and the world as such, a dualism which manifests 

in regard to each and every experiencer in such a worldview.   

 

But now that this text has gone as far as it has, it is possible to take things a bit further. 

According to the worldview presented here, the world as such and the world of an experiencer 

are in fact the same, even if they are not felt the same. The world is the world of action, while 

the world of an experiencer is how it feels this. The networkings in question are the same, and 

this is why the world as such is the same as the world of the experiencer in its way. The 

difference in the feeling, however, which shows the world of the experiencer is also not the 

same as that of the world as such, arises from the fact that bodies may seem to be 

experiencing the same aspects of the world, but their spatiotemporal perspective  on these,  

the networks  between a body and what they are experiencing, and the differences of their 

bodies all play a role in transforming the actions of the world as such into how this is felt by 

the experiencer in question.  

 

In the example in which my friend is making me coffee, asks me for a cup of coffee based on 

color, I misunderstand, then they clarify and redescribe the cup, we both experience the world 

as such. Each of us, however, feels the incoming action of different photons,  bouncing off 

overlapping yet non-identical aspects of the cup, at a slightly different angle, shifting all the 

background relationships behind the cup which ground it in the scene, and as the different 

photons carry analogous yet still different aspects of the cup in similar yet different enough 



relations to what is around it, this weaves with our similar yet different enough bodies. The 

physical differences in our retinal receptors make it such that we see the cup as different 

colors than each other, but the similarities between our interpretations of our experiences in 

regard to actions are similar enough so that, after a short  clarification, we  can bring our 

actions into sync.  

 

To say that my friend and I see “the  same” cup is a massive oversimplification, as much as to 

say that we both experience the “cup,” as each of us experiences seeing an entire complex 

scene, more than merely a cup, and even the  cup that we see is at different angles and a 

different color.  All of these oversimplifying ways of interpreting, speaking, and writing about 

this have practical uses, of course. We should not  stop speaking  in ways that are practical.  

But so many philosophers have taken this further, saying that we experience a cup “in  itself” 

or “the same” cup or “the same” experience, all of which massively reduce the complexity of 

the networkings at stake. When these are made the bases of whole systems of thinking,  all 

sorts of potentials for producing rigid worldsystms which can give rise to all sorts of 

underminings of sync in regard to the wider world become possible.   

 

Similarly, if I look out into the blue sky on a  sunny day, I do not notice that there I am seeing 

countless stars. This is because the resolution of my eyes does not permit me to discriminate 

between such minute differences in the intensity of brightness at stake. I still see light from 

these  stars, at the level of action at least, in that some of the photons that hit my eyes do not 

arrive from the Sun, but a distant star. The actions are still there in the world  as such, even if 

they do not give rise to distinct feelings within my world of experience. My brain tends to 

background out whatever it has difficulty discriminating, and so much of what reach es my 

brain is summed over due to the low resolution of my bodily sensory capabilities, and how 



these are woven together to produce a relatively coherent sense of world from the relatively 

coherent sense of world which my body carves and reassembles in such ways.   

 

My world and the world of my experience are the same world, however, simply understood 

differently, not only by my body and  its networking with the world, but in the interpretations 

presented here,  as such notions are useful in their ways. But it should not be thought that the 

distinction between my world and the world as such is an ultimate or rigid binary any more 

than others in this text. For there to be a binary in a networked sense, there need to be two 

nodes that are separated by a link in relation to a contextualizing ground which produced, 

maintains, and could transform or dissolve this binary in a continual process. No binary is in 

this sense ultimate in any way, any more than any aspect of such a networked worldview.  

 

It still makes sense, however, to say that the world as such networks with the bodies of 

experiencers to give rise to their worlds of experience which are twistings of this world within 

which are then twisted outwards as actions which weave with those of the others around them 

to give rise to the world as such which is experienced by experiencers in turn.  The meanings 

of the terms in question, however, have been clarified, showing that they are far less  

restrictive as even these may have seemed earlier in the text.   

 

Networks of Memory, Or Meaning from Matter to Life and Beyond 

 

Experience is one way of interpreting this world, of lensing it to foreground some aspects over 

others, in particular, those of relatively concrete immediacy of the here and now. But then 

there are also patterns and attempts to read meaning in these in the mode of interpretation. 

All actions are interpretations in their way, as are all feelings. To see action and feeling as 



aspects of interpretation is to see them as part of systems, and to begin to feel the world in 

ways which go beyond feeling in the relatively immediate here and now, but also the there 

and then and perhaps, opening on to similar or different, usual or unusual, and even being a 

type of this or that, and so on.  

 

All experience is meaning in its way. When I see a tree, I can only speak of this as experience 

by bracketing off all the meanings which are always already there. Experience is not more 

fundamental than meaning, for my experiences interpretations of my world of meaning in 

ways which reduce it in various ways. Just as the world can be understood in terms of agents 

and their actions, within contexts of actions in regard to action-process in regard to the world 

of action as such, and similarly in regard to the world of experience, such that experience and 

action can be understood as aspects of each other, different lensings of the world, so it is 

when the world is understood relationally in terms of the world of meaning. Each lensing 

provides a different perspective, and is part of how a relational perspective can be 

constructed from such weavings.  

 

Whenever we do something, that action is not merely an action, but also, an interpretation. If I 

walk across the street to go to a store to buy food, this action is a reading of the contexts in 

which it arises. I felt hungry, noticed little food in my house, have experienced how my hunger 

has been sated in the past by tasty meals, and so I proceeded to the store to buy some food. 

Even if I do not think through my action as an explicit interpretation, it is a multi-layered and 

multi-valent interpretation. It shows, for example, that I believe that food will sate my hunger 

as it did in previous times, that the store on the corner is likely to have food as it did in the 

past, that I expect that walking will get me places, that I expect the street will support my 

weight as in the past, etc. None of this needs to be thematized as such, and I do not need to 



consciously think about any of this, but if the contexts around me were different, it is quite 

likely I would have chosen a different course of action. If I knew the store was closed on this 

particular day, I would have, for example, gone elsewhere to get this food. 

 

All actions can be understood as interpretations in this way, with interpretation providing a 

less immediate form of explanation of an action. When I perform an action, such as eating 

food, I do this because I am hungry, but this relies upon networks of actions which gave rise 

to it, such as those within the patterns of activation within my brain which channel my 

recognition of my hunger to trigger associations that I saw some tasty sandwiches at the store 

yesterday, and should go get them. The action of walking to the store is my interpretation of 

how to get from my present hunger to the desired state of satiety, and the sub-goal of getting 

to the store is interposed between these by my memory of something like this having worked 

in the past. The action of walking to the store only occurs because the actions conveying 

hunger to my brain triggered others which gave rise to goals and sub-goals in relation to this, 

all of which gave rise to my action, an interpretation of the best way to make the hunger go 

away. 

 

So it is with simpler systems. My dog will step on his bowl to make noise with it when he is 

hungry and there is no food in there, because he has learned that this summons me to get 

food for him. He reads the situation, and writes back on the world by means of his actions. 

Simpler organisms often cannot learn so easily, but the genetic materials in their cells can. 

The shape of any organism's body is in many senses an interpretation made by evolution, in a 

sense, of what form is most likely to be fit in a given circumstance. The organism essential is 

the writing of its genetic code as it interacts with its environment through the medium of the 

body, its body a text of the writing whereby evolution produced an interpretory action. 



 

Even physical systems can be understood this way, for through they neural memory systems 

which allow animals to make highly complex forms of interpretation in regard to how to move 

their bodies, and they lack the genetic materials that make it possible for evolution to write its 

readings of various contexts upon the bodily form of various individual organisms, physical 

systems do have some way to store memory, namely, their basic physical form. A whirlpool 

forms because the molecules in a pool of water dance together in particular ways in response 

to changes in their surroundings.
cxii

 Forces and pressures operate upon this or that individual 

molecule, and the collective emergence of a new form, one in excess of the mere sum of its 

parts, one which does not resemble its parts, which is to say, a new complexity or complex 

system, emerges. Such a system is able to adapt dynamically to various aspects of its 

environment because its form channels the unfolding of potentials within it in relation to its 

contexts. 

 

When a stone falls off the side of a mountain, this too is an interpretation. A variety of forces 

find a new balance, and a bit of rock falls off a larger chunk, and a stone emerges in this way. 

The side of the stone that was connected to the mountainside bears the jaggedly inverse 

shape of the stone from which it detached, just as the side that was facing the world is 

smooth from being worn down by wind and rain. The form of the stone is an imprint of the 

forces which come to a symmetry, a balance, within, without, and between, and the stone is 

the balance which is produced by means of this. The form the stone takes is an interpretation 

of its contexts, not a conscious one of course. But it is a reading of the contexts, an action 

which occurs in networks of actions, and can be seen as the result of the shifts within the 

differential relations within these. 

 



Physical systems bear the memory of shifts in the balance of forces within and without them 

in their material form, living systems do so at more complex levels by means of the meta-

memory systems of genetic systems, neural organisms do this at more complex meta-levels 

still by means of networks within their brains, and cultural organisms extend this by means of 

imitation, tools, images, gestures, languages, and other such formations which, as forms of 

“wideware” extend memory and the interpretations and meta-interpretations they potentiate 

even more complexly into the world.
cxiii

 

 

Taken relatively immediately, an action is simply this, that which happens, and if it happens 

inside of my body, I will feel it. But any and all actions, when interpreted in regard to more 

encompassing frames, are interpretations of the contexts bearing upon them. They are 

actions, but ones which could have played out differently, and as such, when they go one way 

and not according to a myriad of potential other paths, this is a minor emergence, it is 

something new, a bit of information, in all the senses of this word.
cxiv

 

All of this is nested in 

networks within itself. Each action, for example, is of course composed of networks of sub-

actions, and so, when I walk across the street, there are the actions of my muscle and nerve 

cells within me, and those of the molecules involved, all of which make this possible. Each of 

these is also an interpretation in its way, and each opens on to wider and wider contexts of 

interpretation.  

 

When I walk across the street, each step interprets the world as being similar enough to how 

it was in the past to make taking the next step an advisable move, but if I see a fire, I may 

walk instead the other way. The interpretation of the advisability of each next step occurs, 

however, nested within the more encompassing reading of my situation to indicate that going 



to the store is a good way to get food. By means of performing this action, I write my 

interpretation of the nested stakes upon the world by my actions, leaving various traces which 

can be read in turn. The shop keeper, for example, may order more of the foods I have 

purchased, because they read my purchase, in relation to others, as indicating this particular 

type of food as popular. 

 

All aspects of the world can then be seen as a reading of their inner micro-contexts and outer 

macro-contexts, with the networking of their bodies as a meso-networking between these, a 

writing which reads how these readings of their contexts interpret them so as to write upon its 

body in turn. The body of any experiencer is the writing of its contexts upon it, and such a 

body may change in various ways, or hold the imprint of this writing over time as memory, and 

memory takes many forms.  

 

When a molecule of water forms from two molecules of hydrogen and one of oxygen, these 

aspects weave together into a single molecule because the contexts within and without them 

weave them into a molecular networking. The physical form of this molecule is a text, one 

which can be read as showing that this molecule has been in contexts of the water producing 

type which wove its hydrogen and oxygen aspects in such a way, the form of each of which is 

also a text in turn. The molecule will continue to hold this meaning in its memory as a text to 

be read by all around it until it leaves contexts which are water maintaining. If such a molecule 

of water and another are in contexts which are water freezing, they may bind together as ice, 

and in this way, they read the compatibility of each other in regard to these contexts, writing 

this reading into memory in the way they freezingly intertwine with each other as ice.  

 



Living material systems carry their memory inside of them as genetic materials. Genetic 

materials are matters which become more than merely matters, they are matters in systems 

of processes which read and write in patterned habits which weave actions together in 

particular ways. In such ways, genetic materials produce writings which they write and rewrite 

in similar ways over time and these are the body of an organism. The body reads the writings 

of the world, and it reacts, and it does so in ways which occur because of how the genetic 

networkings read changing aspects of the world presented to them and this leads to them to 

particular writings which may not only give rise to its continual rewriting of the body, but also, 

to more dynamic reactions such as the creation of various hormones in particular 

circumstances.  

 

Living systems have freedoms which materials systems do not, and this is because their 

memory systems are more complex than physical systems. A physical systems memory is 

limited to that of how it feels its physical form, and the meaning this has for it and its contexts. 

A physical matter can only feel its world in regard to how its physical form allows it to. Most 

physical matters cannot alter their bodies except by combining them with others, or breaking 

apart, and while the forces within them may be refracted by this form in ways which intertwine 

with others, such as how molecules of water may exhibit various weak attractive and 

repulsive forces between each other and what is around them, physical networkings are 

rather limited in these senses.  

 

Some physical networkings are able to weave in dynamic ways, such as whirlpools, and this 

makes it possible for them to respond to changing circumstances, but they read their contexts 

in a manner which they interpret by how they write their their form on how they weave their 

bodies with each other in movement, the movement of whirling as a whirlpool. But such a 



memory is short term, and for there is not physical or dynamic form which sustains it. Living 

systems, on the contrary, combine the stability of materially physical forms of networking with 

those of dynamically physical networkings. This occurs most simply in various dynamic 

networkings which gave rise to life, but with living organisms, this because relatively self-

sustaining.  

 

Genetic materials rewrite themselves, and they did this before they rewrote the bodies their 

produce or the reactions of these bodies to various changing circumstances around them. 

Genetic materials are composed of chains of residues which various chemical processes 

leave connected to each other in particular ways. The meaning of a particular bit of genetic 

material is relative to its position in regard to those around it, and in this, it is like writing on a 

piece of paper. There are many different possibilities in regard to what sort of markings one 

can put on a piece of paper. If one selects those known as letters, and puts them in a 

particular order, this can be understood by a reader who knows how to read such a text, and 

this can lead to an interpretative action which writes a response to this.  

 

When I see a sentence on a page, I recognize this as meaningful, and I can respond 

accordingly. So it is with simpler forms of meaning. A molecule of water freezes with those 

around it into a chunk of ice. The molecule writes its understanding of those around it and its 

contexts by how it freezes with these others in such a way. Water can only read a few forms 

of writing, and only interpret these in a very limited set of ways. When water freezes, it shows 

that it has read its contexts, and rewritten its form in response to this, showing it understood 

the meaning of its contexts in such a way. I can then come along and read the frozen water 

as having a meaning, namely, that the temperature went below freezing that night. But I can 

also interpret what I am seeing as a beautiful if cold winter day. The more interpretory frames, 



the more ways a reader can interpret the world, and the more ways it can write its response in 

interpretation by means of how it gives rise to actions from how it interprets what it feels.  

 

Physical systems read their world in relative immediacy. Water reads its feelings in regard to 

how it feels its immediate contexts. These contexts are readings of more distant ones in turn, 

but the water does not read this, it only reads the relative immediacy, and it does this in 

regard to how it feels these contexts. Its actions are limited, namely, moving this way or that, 

changing phase by freezing, boiling, melting, or subliming, breaking apart into separate 

chemicals or entering chemical reactions with other chemicals, or perhaps some other 

responses to more extreme circumstances which may occur in conditions rather unlike those I 

generally encounter or have read or heard about.  

 

Feeling is a form of reading the world which emphasizes relative concrete immediacy in the 

here and now. But living systems have more complex forms of interpreting. We can feel in 

more ways, and respond in more ways, and even, interpret in ways which link feelings and 

responses in ways which vary in regard to various internal shifts between inner frames of 

interpretation. All these are interpretations of feelings which then result in actions, and are 

meaningful in their ways, and physical in themselves. But when physical networkings weave 

in particular ways, they mean differently, in living ways.  

 

Genetic materials are still physical material networkings. Genetic materials used by humans 

are made of particular sorts of molecules. These molecules only mean what they do in 

genetic systems. Taken outside of these dynamic networkings, they are just molecules, if of a 

particular sort. This particular sort is particularly suited for weaving in genetic sorts of ways, 

but only within a living organism which weaves them genetically do they have the meaning 



they do. A single meaningful unit of genetic material on its own can still be recognized by a 

human as having a potential meaning, just as I can write a single letter on a blank page, and 

know that if I write other letters around it, that letter can become part of a word. But on its 

own, a letter is merely a letter and a molecule of genetic material simply that.  

 

Meaning is a form of networking in systems which go beyond relative concrete immediacy. 

When I read a word I wrote on a page, I know that I could have written a different word, or 

different sets of letters, or a full sentence or group of them. To read meaning is to read that 

this or that has happened here and that something else did not, and to write is to choose to 

do this and not that in response. Physical networkings do this very simply. A pool of water 

freezes because its contexts wrote this upon its body and it read these contexts as having the 

meaning that it should freeze, and so, it wrote this interpretation on its body. These are two 

different ways of saying the same thing. But not all situations are this simple. A mountain 

covered in snow may collapse in an avalanche in one of several ways, depending on which 

side it is disturbed. If it collapses on one side, this can be read as a writing whose meaning is 

that the mountain was perturbed from the side on which it collapsed, from within or without, or 

something equivalent. There is more than one response which tends to occur in such 

circumstances.  

 

In a genetic system, the molecules are woven in a way which excludes other molecules to 

weave with them as they are woven in particular ways. The pattern in a chain is written by 

enzymatic molecules are processes which record their interpretation of their contexts by 

means of their actions, actions which weave the genetic material as they do. Each aspect 

could have been written differently, but it wasn't. When a genetic script of this sort is read, 

other molecules “feel” the a given genetic writing by matching with it, one after the next, and 



in this way, the genetic code is read, not unlike words on a page. As the code is read, it 

produces actions which weave amino-acid chains in particular ways, and these are the writing 

that results from how the genetic materials are ready by dynamic processes of reading in the 

cell. Each reading is a feeling, and each writing an action, but feeling and action are 

abstractions from the ways these are aspects of networks of meaning.  

 

Molecules in genetic systems are still physical materials, and their networkings dynamic 

physical networkings, but there is now a meta-layer at play. Genetic matters are matters that 

are in excess to being merely matters, for they are also meaningful interpretations, readings 

and writings, and their feelings and actions are in excess to being merely feelings or actions, 

for they are also readings and writings, interpretations within a language, which is to say, a 

networking of meaning.cxv The excess which is that of meaning arises from a processes which 

is able to weave feelings and actions in ways that are not merely those of the relatively 

concrete immediacy of the here and now.  

 

The writing in genetic systems rewrites itself as that which regulates the processes which 

allow it to rewrite itself and the body which maintains its ability to do so. There is an 

understanding of the world here, one which makes it possible for dynamics to perpetuate 

themselves in structures which potentiate the continuing dynamic unfolding of these 

dynamics. Material physical networking is a form of memory which feels the actions of various 

contexts and holds the memory of these by reading what it feels and writing this on its body in 

physical form. Dynamic physical networking is a form of memory which feels its contexts in a 

way which writes this in memory which is dynamic, which is a way of doing things which 

weaves past action and future action through present action in a pattern which perpetuates 



itself and tends to do so as long as it can unless disturbed, for this releases tension and 

conserved physical form.  

 

Genetic writing releases tension as well, for living systems require energy to maintain their 

rewriting of themselves, more energy than most other physical systems of their size, for they 

are continually rewriting themselves. Much more tension in the environment is relieved in this 

way, by way of internalizing tension as various metabolic processes of energy management 

which keep the system rewriting its dynamics and preserving its physical form. Errors in 

copying of course occur, and this produces mutations, changes in the genetic writing and how 

this wires and rewrites living bodies. As genetic writing extends past dynamic to future ones 

by means of how it interprets the writings of the past to give rise to its writings and rewritings 

in the present, it unfolds energetic potentials in some ways rather than others, and in this, 

produces actions which are meaningful to those who can read them.  

 

Genetic readers in the cell, the enzymatic networks of molecules which weave and unweave 

genetic materials with others, reading and writing as they go, are able to read the writings of 

the past as meaning. They feel what they read, but they also understand these feelings as 

more than merely feelings, but as meanings that could have been otherwise. In this way, they 

extend the past into the future by means of meaningful actions in the present, and in ways 

which could have been otherwise. Genetic materials do not merely follow basic physical rules, 

though they clearly do this. But as molecules which have many options of potential 

combination, like a side of a mountain which could collapse this way or that, they can be 

combined this way or that, and this can lead to actions which write in this way or that. Living 

organisms have a history, and can extend this history, writing and rewriting it.  

 



But because dynamics are more deeply intertwined than they are with physical form, there is 

also more freedom. For errors can arise, mutations can form, and as writing can record 

bodies and their processes, so this recording can be rewritten differently, giving rise to new 

sorts of bodies, new sorts of meanings. Matter which is meaning is not merely matter. It is 

matter which, as it loops through the world of other matters dynamically in a meaningful way, 

in processes of reading and writing, becomes more than merely matter. It becomes meta-

matter, and in this way, in this manner of networking, matter is release into meaning, just as 

action had been released into feeling by material bodies by the determinacy that quantum 

phenomena give rise to when they knot this way rather than that as matters.  

 

Genetic materials leap over themselves from past to future in the meaning of the present, and 

in this way, they free themselves from the tyranny of the present and open up the potential of 

differing in the future. By means of the actions of mis-writing, matter frees itself into the 

freedom to mean, and in this way, mean more than mere matter, to mean as life. This is not to 

say that there was no meaning in the world before life. It is merely to say that life is how 

matter becomes able to read its own meanings and rewrite them differently, just as feeling is 

how emergence emerged from the relative indeterminacy of the quantum to  its capacity to 

refract its potentials more radically in feeling as matter.  

 

Life is how matter becomes a virtual reality to itself. Life is the dream of matter, in a sense, a 

potential which matter unleashes from itself, not by being something different, but by weaving 

in networks of actions differently. The same matters in genetic materials exist in others in the 

world, but they are not woven in ways which can mean in a living way. A living system can be 

selective about how it feels, and can select how it interprets and responds to its contexts. 

Living systems produce sense organs which specialize in feeling only this or that type of 



action, and muscles which respond in only one way or another, or neurons which meta-mean 

in regard to how they interpret how other aspects of the body feel and do what they do. All of 

this occurs in regard to how physical networkings relieve tension by following the pathway of 

least action, and yet, in this way, least action is release from merely conserving physical form, 

from merely perpetuating dynamic patterns, and into the desire to keep on living and doing so 

in a way which grows, adapts, evolves, and even learns and develops in other ways.  

 

Meaning is the excess of matter which releases matter from the chains of what it was into the 

freedom of being meaningfully in excess to mere matter. A molecule of RNA is not merely 

matter, it is meaningful matter, is matter which can be read, but this only in regard to matters 

which weave dynamically in meaningful ways, in systems of meaningful feeling and doing, the 

patterns of which are like that of the form of a whirlpool, the writings of which are like that 

whereby a context writes itself on the physical form of a molecule forming out of a set of 

atoms, but at a meta-level of scale. Genetic matters are still matters. But they are matters 

which are not merely physical, but what is beyond is not merely physical, it is a virtual reality, 

one which can only be made actual by how such a matter dynamically networks with others in 

genetic processes in a living cell.  

 

It should not be thought that matter is not meaningful before meta-matters arise in genetic 

systems. The world is always full of meaning, always a reading and writing of text, and yet, 

only when this folds back upon itself in complex systems of meta-meaning does it become 

possible for material meanings to read themselves meaningfully in such ways. In this way, not 

only are matters the writings of the ways in which their contexts read the shifts within them, 

but they can give rise, in living systems, to systems within these systems which are able to 



read these writings and interpret them in ways which go beyond their more immediate 

meanings. 

 

Evolution is the process whereby writing becomes meta-writing, life liberates itself from 

simpler forms of life by emerging from itself, bodies become complex meta-texts, able to 

rewrite how they hold their forms in memory by means of limbs which can be positioned this 

way or that in response to organs which feel this way or that in regard to a world which feels 

this way or that. Mobile organisms can move themselves in the world here or there, and they 

can interpret these patterns by means of brains which were able to coordinate feelings of this 

or that with movements of this or that to get more food to release tensions within which 

release even more without.  

 

Multicellcular organisms arose as organisms began to selectively activate what was written in 

the genetic writings within them. Rather than read a book from start to finish, why not only 

read the chapter in the book of being a dog on being a fur cell and become a fur cell, or a 

bone cell and become a bone cell, or a neuron and become a neuron. Each cell does their 

task, and in their networking, life became liberated from the limitations of single-celled form. A 

living cell could now live many ways, and an organism could live its aspects each in their 

ways as they lived in and through it.  

 

Brains made it possible to take this further. Each reader can only read the world as its 

physical form allows. A molecule of water could only read its contexts in terms of what writings 

its body could produce, such as breaking apart, combining with others in chemical reactions, 

boiling, freezing, etc. A living cell could read various feelings of its contexts by reading various 

relevant parts of its genetic code to produce various enzymes which respond to this. Evolution 



wove populations together such that those which survived would be those which bodies which 

were best able to relieve their inner tensions in ways which synced with how the contexts 

relieved theirs, adapting to changes within these. Bodies which were too specialized were 

unable to persist over time, those which were too general couldn't work with various 

opportunities, but those which were the most able to flexibly switch to one degree or another 

remained. Bodies which could move in many ways were selected, but these required complex 

brains to manage them.  

 

With brains, however, networks of neurons wove together, and just as they woven in 

particularly limited ways in simple organisms, often hard-coded for specific purposes, as more 

complex bodies required more neurons, more neurons were able to be mis-wired by mistake, 

and in the process, re-interpret aspects of how the body felt and the way such a body 

responded. Bodies became liberated from mere physical reaction, and began to exhibit the 

rudiments of what become the freedom to interpret feelings as various sensations which could 

lead to a variety fo potential responses. Humans can examine a feeling, and explore various 

neural pathways, to interpret what they feel this way or that, and to respond with their bodies 

in varying ways in turn.  

 

To experience a scene and interpret it in various ways is simply to feel various neural actions 

within the brain as they shift their networkings around, and ultimately, to link them in various 

ways with muscles which position the body this way or that. One pathway through the brain, 

one interpretation, much as reading one segment of genetic code or another leads to one 

response or another. Genetic code, however, is quite mechanical, only certain chemicals can 

trigger certain readings and writings, and while these regulate each other in complex 



networks of feedback, this is only one step at a remove from more rigidly determined sorts of 

physical networking.  

 

As brains evolved, however, they evolved more general purposes weavings between the 

more hard-wired nodes, and these “extra” connections made new forms of excess of meaning 

possible. New ways of interpreting things, multiple pathways to between sensory inputs and 

motor outputs, and complex weavings of feedback between these which, like a whirlpool, 

could be tipped this way and that. Such whirlings become forms of interfeeling much like that 

of life, a feeling of all the aspects of a cell which is more than the mere sum of its parts. For in 

a living cell, each molecule's way of doing in response to how it feels its context is modulated 

by how the cell as a whole feels its aspects in relation to how it and its genetic materials feel 

each other in processes which interfeelingly network all these together.  

 

So it is with a brain. Brains interfeel the whole body's modes of feeling. And they feel their 

aspects in waves of feedback, continually trying to guess what neural groupings within them 

will do next, guessing how those which feel sensors or muscles will feel next, giving rise to 

forms of monitoring and anticipation and looking for matches and mismatches and extracting 

patterns and meta-patterns and planning and selectively attending and so on. A brain is in 

many senses a relatively general interfeeler of a body and how it feels its world, much as 

genetic networks are to a cell.  

 

The more ways a brain can reinterpret how it feels its body, the more ways it can reinterpret 

its world through different ways of moving its body in relation to these. Feelings and actions 

gain new meanings, such that a movement of the mouth to produce sound can become more 

than merely that, but a gesture which is understood as a form of speaking in a language. A 



sound is still a sound, simply a form of moving air, but it is release into meaning by means of 

how we weave and reweave our actions in meaningful ways.  

 

We can abstract patterns from these, and reify language into words which we write in books, 

giving definitions to these and particularly crucial meta-words whose dynamic functioning 

modulating the others in languages we refer to as making them “parts of speech.” But our 

languages are habits of doing which are also meaningful in ways which we layer on top of 

other sorts of meanings, in networks of meta-meaningful readings and writings. When I say to 

my friend “meet me at that tree over there,” and they understand me, the meaning of my 

request is layer of meaning which is intertwined with those at work in the languages of our 

brains, bodies, genetic codes, physical world, as well as cultural languages of gestures, 

images, tools, and languages that we weave with these.  

 

Studying how infants acquire meaning can be helpful to getting a sense of how meaning 

moves from simple to complex, in a manner different from that of studying meaning in simpler 

living systems Before they are born, embryos are enmeshed in their mother's bodies. 

Separated out from most other potential stimuli in the cocoon of the mother's body, and 

having its body's needs largely met by the placenta in a relatively continuous way, a fetus's 

basic senses of the difference between similar and dissimilar states likely begin in terms of its 

slowly opening awareness of the starting and stopping of the mother's speech as heard 

within, the occasional movement of the mother's body in a way which is unusual, or rhythms 

of the body which may be impacted by patterns of eating or sleeping.cxvi 

 

It seems that infants only slowly become aware that they “have” bodies which are “distinct” 

from that of the world around them, abstracting the pattern of what is relatively common to all 



of these and similar to itself more than what is differing around it, coming to an understanding 

of its body as a body different from its world in such a way. This understanding is of course 

met gleefully by a social structure which has been trying to call the infant into understanding 

itself as a self in such a way, and as an infant learns to see itself as a body which has feelings 

and potentials for movement within, and everything else as occurring by means of incoming 

or outgoing modification of this body, all meaning builds from there. Attentional weaving 

between caregivers and child proceed, the child's weavings of interpretational writing and 

reading are woven by those of the culture of others in turn.  

 

Meanings of this sort are acquired by children, of course, because if a child does not acquire 

such a system of meanings, there is great distress in the caregivers, the child feels this, and 

as it is completely dependent on its caregivers and likely at first does not even distinguish 

itself from such a care environment, any tension in such a space is its tension which it seeks 

to relieve. Why does the infant want to relieve tension? Evolution sculpted its body, but 

according to structures at work in the physical world, economies which relieve tension as part 

of what matter does, according to the economics of the principle of least action, whereby 

water flows downhill, fire burns unless extinguished to ash and smoke and not the reverse, 

and all other energetic processes proceed as they do. Human economies of value arise from 

such related economies in their ways in turn.  

 

Grounding Meaning in Value 

 

Systems of meaning function as they do because some meanings, however, are more valued 

by us than others, and this allows them to organize our interpretations into systems. In the 

English language, for example, terms such as “I,” “you,” “they,” “is,” “go,” “have,” “do,” “what,” 



“who,” “where,” “how,” “why,” “and,” “with,” “good,” “bad,” “one,” “many,” “of,” “in,” and others 

like these indicate entire categories of this language. These are words, or perhaps more 

relationally, wordings, which function as meta-words, and while words are reifications of 

processes of speaking and writing in relation to intonation and gesturing, which is to say, 

languaging understood as complex process, speaking in terms of these as words can help 

understand what is being done when modes of languaging language as they do in such ways.  

 

Forms of meaning are dominated by terms which represent the basic structure of the 

interpretive system. These can be understood as “grounding” formations or grounding 

interpretations, and when these are understood more reifiedly in terms of words, in a sense 

which makes them easier to discuss, as “grounding terms.”cxvii The most crucial grounding 

terms of a language are those which represent its grammar, many of which were mentioned 

above. Less central grounding terms are those such as “truth,” “God,” “love,” “freedom,” ”art,” 

“cool,” “fuck” or other such terms which have multiple, sometimes contradictory or 

inconsistent uses and meanings, even if they are central to entire ways of meaning and doing, 

and have a more performative role in ways of speaking than a descriptive one.cxviii Grounding 

terms tend to regulate meanings in entire ways of speaking, and the modes of doing 

intertwined with these in various social formations.  

 

It is relatively easy to tell if one is dealing with a grounding term, for it is difficult to describe 

what it means in the system in question. The system hits its limits, and to describe the 

meaning of a grounding term, it is often necessary to go beyond the system, limit one's 

attempt to describe it, or otherwise, describe this in a circular, inconsistent, or incoherent way. 

Within a system, all meanings and none can often be ascribed to grounding terms to varying 



degrees, and if a term is the single most important grounding term in a system, this is often 

the case in an extreme form.  

 

The term “dog,” for example, is clearly not a grounding term, as it is easy to describe how 

people use this word differently that of “horse,” “cat,” “duck,” or in relation to others such as 

“animal,” “vegetable,” “machine,” etc. A dog is generally seen as a type of animal, for 

example, and an animal a living organism. But if one tries to define “life,” the situation 

becomes complex, and this is because the meaning of this term is contested, as it is 

understood as the meaning which provides a grounding for the entire field of meanings and 

practices generally called “biology.” The same could be said in regard to the attempt to 

describe the term “freedom” in the realm of “democratic” politics.  

 

To speak of “grounding terms” in language is an oversimplification, however, of the ways in 

which language is grounded in our world. We have been trained, by means of reifying forms 

of thinking about language, to imagine that the meaningful unit of language is the word, or 

perhaps sentence. And yet, in everyday speech, learned before written language, it is often 

difficult to determine, particularly if one is not a native speaker, where one word starts and 

others end, or where sentences start or end, for in fact, such notions are only imposed after 

the fact, at least for those learning a new language as infants, by written language, which 

carves up speaking into chunks, codifying and organizing it in such a way with massive 

feedback effects in turn.  

 

Many theorists have argued that written language is what helps us determine which aspects 

of our spoken utterances are meaningful in particular ways, and there is a great deal to such 

an approach, but this has lead some rather reifying theorists of language to argue that writing 



is in some ways prior to speech, and while such theorists sought to undercut the binary 

division between meaning and world, this had the unfortunate effect of leading some to 

imagine that language cuts us off from the world in the process, and that we can know 

nothing beyond it, all binary divisions of a sort which this text will work to show are no longer 

needed.cxix  

 

More relationally framed, human infants learn language by means of joining their attention 

with others, looking at what others look at, reading tone of voice, and watching the index 

finger as it points at various aspects of the world to join them with speech and tone and 

gesture. Infants do not need to be taught what it means to point with a finger, this seems 

potentially inborn, or learned with incredible rapidity from other inborn capacities for entraining 

attention.cxx It may seem that we could learn language without entraining attention, and yet, 

children make the complex cognitive leaps to language acquisition far more rapidly than they 

learn other rather basic cognitive skills, in ways that have perplexed researchers.cxxi  

 

One more relational solution to this seeming conundrum, as described by Merlin Donald, is 

that children arrive in a world full of meaning, particularly today when we have so many 

utensils, buildings, vehicles, screens, furniture, and various devices which are sculpted 

around us in meaningful ways, that so much of the patterning and meta-patterning a child 

needs to learn is part of the very fabric of their worlds. Evolution simply needed to select for 

those traits which made it more likely for infants to entrain their attention with that of their 

caretakers, and their contexts would do much of the work for them.cxxii  

 

After all, if one is sitting outside one's house with a child, sees a dog pass by, and says the 

word “dog” to try to teach them that this word names the dog, the child can pick up on the way 



one's gaze or even pointing finger indicates the dog, an entity which just appeared and then 

leaves, apart from all other aspects of the environment. If the child then opens a book and 

points to a picture of a dog, and the caretaker expresses happiness, the child is likely to 

understand that it was not the color of the dog's coat, the texture of their hair, their size, the 

person walking along with them, or some other notion that was intended. So much of the 

learning is supported and “scaffolded” by a network of affective, gestural, and situational 

supports whose meanings the child has already learned by means of learning to focus on 

what caretakers select from a wide range of experiences, indicate as intended by means of 

their attention, and wait to get a response of praise or refocusing.cxxiii  

 

Attention points, fingers point, we learn language by means of indicating beyond language, 

and yet, we acquire language in a world we have already saturated with meanings in how we 

design aspects of our environments, and in which tone of voice, bodily gesture, and relational 

affective cueing such as turn-taking play crucial roles. As Donald argues, without the 

meanings a child learns early on as support, and interlocking attention as guide, language 

learners would have far more difficulty learning their way into the labyrinths of meaning that 

adult language users navigate every day.  

 

But what is this pointing, intending, indicating? It is using meaning to go outside of itself into 

the world which is more than merely meaningful.cxxiv The world of meaning does not float in 

some ideal, otherworldly domain in the ether somewhere, and it does not cut us off from the 

world or connect us to it. Language arises from a world which provides us with contexts that 

are always already saturated with meanings, and it builds upon these, but to what end? 

Whenever I say something, I respond to an inner need to speak, and the same with writing. 

Each of us feels impelled to produce a meaning which rises to meet the world, but we do not 



meet the world with merely a word or even sentence, but rather, with a gesture, a gesture of 

the body as a whole, full of intonation and facial expression and bodily postures and often so 

much more.  

 

Speaking and writing are processes which occur in webs of meaningful contexts of unfolding 

processes. Our meaningful utterances are complex processes, gestures which are aspects of 

networks of gestures, in which we use or vocal apparatus or hands to speak or write, and 

which can be interpreted in complexly meaningful ways by other such gestures in ways we 

tend to describe as linguistic. It is our interpretations which retroactively determine the relative 

meaning of an utterance in context, even if never fully. For example, when I say “meet me at 

the tall oak in the center of the park” to my friend, and they do, and we are able to hike 

together, it is clear to me after the fact that they understood to meet me at that tree.  

 

But my tone of voice may have been angry, and I may have wanted to also communicate in 

and through this a secondary meaning, that I wanted them to ask me if I had something else 

that was bothering me when I said this. As we are hiking, I search for subtle clues in my 

friends behavior. Did they understand that I intended something else as well? Are they waiting 

for the right time to ask me if everything is ok? Or did they not understand my secondary 

meaning?  

 

If I then say to my friend, “I think you are ignoring the problems we need to talk about,” and 

my friend is surprised, and says “I didn't realize we needed to talk,” I might then say, “couldn't 

you tell something was bothering me when I asked you to meet me at the tree yesterday?,” 

and they say, “no, I had no idea,” I realize that my meaning had not been understood. Or had 

it? Is my friend being open with me about this? Or themselves? I cannot really be sure what 



my utterance was interpreted as meaning, though I can try to interpret this further. There is 

always an excess and a lack, but the boundaries of this are fuzzy in regard to context.  

 

For the meaning is not merely not even necessarily primarily that of words, or even 

sentences, but also context, and all the meanings embedded in these, not merely in terms of 

intonation, but facial expression and bodily comportment, as well as circumstances.cxxv To 

paraphrase an example used by Mikhail Bakhtin, let us say two people are standing in front of 

a window, and one says to the other “look, it is snowing.”cxxvi If the context was simply that 

they came to the window to look at the weather, perhaps the meaning of this statement is 

simply to indicate a change in the weather. But perhaps they agreed beforehand that if one of 

them mentions to the other at a particular time and place something about the weather, then 

this means that a particular deed one of them had agreed to do in secret, hidden from the 

others in the room, had been accomplished. Now the meaning of this utterance has 

completely changed, not due to the words being any different, but because of the context 

having shifted.  

 

Meaning is not contained merely in individual words, assembled in sentences whose 

meanings are merely the sums of the words, each of whose definitions are like ideal 

essences.cxxvii We can try to reify language into words with definitions, and this can have 

feedback effects in regard to how we say and do things with language and related meaningful 

approaches to the world. But language is a set of processes, a set of utterances, of moves in 

games of meaning which play out in all sorts of complex ways. To provide the definition of the 

word “dog” is to reify a particular types of performance from the complex flow of networks of 

linguistic performances which make use of certain types of sonic movements or movements 

which leave marks on pages, signs, or screens in various ways, and which interpret these to 



give rise to meaningful actions of various sorts, including those within our brains, often termed 

ideas, or others, some of which are often termed linguistic, in turn.  

 

There are many uses to reifying such networks of linguistic processes, for after all, it is only 

by separating off an utterance from the other aspects of the meaningful world that its 

meaningful relation to these others can become meaningfully established. Only by grasping 

an aspect of the world, tearing a bit of sound or image away from the flux, and linking it up to 

another aspect of the world, can the basic process of meaning making begin. Such a 

discreteness is a basic digitality which emerges from the basic digitality whereby hands grasp 

and bodies grasp and matter grasp the more continuous aspects of the world in semi-

discontinuous ways to give rise to new sorts of continuities and discontinuities.  

 

Relative determinacy makes it possible for relative indeterminacy to complexify, in such ways, 

after all, and so it is with our world, from quantum indeterminacy to material determinacy, from 

materially indeterminate meaning to determinate meaning in physical systems, and then 

genetic systems, and from there to more complex determinacies still. The interplay of 

discretely determinate and fuzzy indeterminacy is one of the ways in which our world 

emerges and complexifies in all sorts of complex ways.  

 

Returning to language, there are many ways in which speaking of words, and structures such 

as “grounding terms” are useful, particularly because such reifications tend to feed-back into 

how we do what we do with language, but when these notions become over-reified, they tend 

to produce entire ways of thinking about meaning that have over-reifying effects. The very 

notion of grounding meaning should, it is hoped, show that language is always grounded by 

means of contexts and processes which only weave in ways which can be described as local 



enucleations and linkages as sedimentations of ways in which these processes and contexts 

could be woven differently.  

 

When our approach to language is over-reified, including by speaking of it as language 

separately from other forms of meaning with which it is woven, we often tend to forget about 

all the ways in which language and meaning are simply lenses which help us to see aspects 

of our world in process, but can obscure others when we forget that these are lenses, and 

that notions such as words and language are some more reifying approach to such concerns, 

and so, should be used cautiously, lest we forget their capacity for easily obscuring so much 

else that is more open about meaning in the world.  

 

The same could be said in regard to value and many other lenses employed in this text, even 

as we return to grounding terms, and how such notions can be understood as opening up 

meaning in human systems to those of relatively reified systems of value, which this text will 

work to open in its way in turn. And so, in what follows, when I speak of currencies or capital, 

ideas or thoughts, and other such more reifying ways of speaking that have uses for their 

efficiency, that such ways of speaking should be seen as shorthand of sorts, in that a currency 

is a process of valuing an aspect of the world in a currency-like manner, a capital is a way of 

valuing in a capital-like manner, an knowledge is a form of thinking in a knowledge-type 

manner, etc.  

 

Unfolding Potentials in Relational Economies of Value 

 

The closer one gets to an aspect of a meaningful system which grounds it, namely, a 

grounding process, one which can be somewhat reifyingly understood as a use of a 



“grounding term,” the less one will be able to provide a simple and stable meaning for what 

one is doing, while the further away, the more this will be a relatively straightforward task, 

even if, however, taken on its own, the meaning of any isolated term tends to refract beyond 

itself to the system of meaning in which it emerges as a whole. Take the case of paper money. 

Within monetary systems, paper money means what it does because it represents within the 

monetary value of anything and everything, but it means nothing itself, it has no content within 

the system's meanings, other than to represent the meaning of others as such. Money is the 

form of all content within the language of monetary economies.  

 

Monetary systems are however not merely systems of meaning. They are also economies of 

value. Systems of meaning are ways of doing which make use of various grounding terms to 

organize their relation to the world. Each of these can be understood as systems of meaning 

in terms of how one aspect of such a system relates to others within the same system, 

organized by the ways of doing things which grounding terms represent in the system. 

Grounding terms, however, represent the values of the systems which gave rise to the 

systems of meanings at work in it, grounding systems of meanings in economies of value. All 

of these are ways of doing things, even if economies are in many senses meta- systems in 

relation to those of meaning.  

 

In living cells, for example, there are many systems of meaning, beyond the language of the 

genome. Chemical messengers of all sorts arrive at various specialized sensors related to 

these, and these give rise to all sorts of reactions and processes in the cell, even if the 

genome regulates all of these. In this way, the genome's system of meanings expresses the 

values of the economy of the cell, from the more general value of the continuance and growth 



of the organism in relation to the continuance and development into greater complexity of the 

population as that which will allow it to continue and grow in its way.  

 

The basic chemicals needed to live, including water, various components of the structures 

built by the cell such as amino acids which make proteins, along with various minerals 

needed to keep certain chemical reactions going, each of these are valued by the genome, 

for it organizes its actions around obtaining these in the cell. These processes structure the 

way in which the cells makes meaning of what is around it by means of sensors which read its 

environment in various ways, and respond thereto. The ways the cells interprets various 

chemical messages is a system of meaning, and yet, the categories around which it functions, 

such as those of water balance, amino acid or mineral acquisition, are determined by the 

value systems at work in the cell.  

 

All of this would grind to a halt, however, if the cell did not have energy, which in most living 

organisms, operates in regard to the currency which captures energy derived from 

metabolizing glucose, which it stores, transports, and releases to perform various sorts of 

work, namely, ATP.cxxviii Glucose is read as the potential to produce ATP by the cell, and this is 

because the cell values ATP. ATP is the ultimate grounding term of the cell, one which is more 

than merely this. It is the grounding term which organizes all the other grounding terms, in 

hierarchies of rank as to their relative worth, and so ATP is more than merely a grounding 

term, but also, the primary currency of the cell, that which is invested in various activities and 

projects in various ways. That said, while ATP may be a first among equals and as close as 

life gets to something like a 'general equivalent' of value, life remains a distributed form of 

networking, a point emphasized, for example, by Barbási in regard to how ATP needs to share 



the stage with several other crucial compounds of life which dynamically inter-regulate cell 

function.cxxix  

 

Our forms of language express our values. The categories of our grammar sediment the 

primary values around which all our other ways of making meaning through language swirl. 

We represent the categories of our language in our language by means of quasi-grammatical 

grounding terms such as “I” or “”it” or “is,” and in less central, more vocabulary-centered 

grounding terms such as “life” or “freedom.” The more abstract a system of meaning, the 

more it is able to regulate the relative value of others. “I” is a grounding term which is also a 

currency and capital in the economics of how we produce meanings in language, for whatever 

I associate with myself in my systems of meaning, I tend to value over that which I do not. Our 

systems of meanings express our values in how they not only produce meanings relative to 

each other in systems of relative placement, of substitution, similarity, difference, and 

exchange, but also, how we use to rank these in various economies and sub-economies.  

 

All systems of meaning are systems of value and vice-versa, the difference is merely how 

these are lensed.cxxx To view a system in terms of meaning is to emphasize a system as a 

relatively coherent whole, and to isolate it from wider contexts and processes in the world 

beyond those of meaning. Genetic materials, after all, do not merely open matter to meaning, 

and make it possible for living organisms to read the writings of the world around them, to see 

the patterns, and develop patterns of interpretation and meta-patterns of their own which they 

abstract from these and apply back to them. Genetic materials express the values which 

unfold in and through them, for they unfold potentials in dynamic processes which make use 

of scarce resources to make choices which can be understood as evaluations. Economies of 

paper money are merely highly abstract, quantitative, and centralizing economies, even if all 



other systems in the world can be seen as economies, often of far less centralized sorts, each 

in their ways.  

 

An object in a cultural economy, for example, can be meaningful in many ways. A small 

ornament on my shelf may remind me of where I bought it while I was traveling. I personally 

value it more than some others in my house because it reminds me of a part of world to which 

I have only travelled that once, and in this way, it represents to me in its way my time 

travelling to that part of the world, representing in a sense the distance covered, the time 

spent, and my experience of the people I met and the things I did. This set of meanings is 

difficult to impart to others, as is its value. I may look up the value of the ornament online, and 

find it to be worth little. But perhaps I find that these are no longer made, and now people 

have started to collect them, for they are made from a material that has recently become 

prized. All of a sudden, the value for others has increased. Does the monetary value I could 

get in a process of exchange overcome the symbolic value the ornament has for me?  

 

Gold was the material used as money for much of the world though its history, if often in 

locally minted forms. Gold could be worn or displayed as much as hoarded, exchanged, or 

invested. When exchanged for a good or service, gold becomes money, just as when 

invested in materials or processes which can give rise to more money, it becomes capital. 

Gold is as much the grounding term of the language of money and financial investment, as 

currency or capital, respectively, but it was also the primary token of value in various world 

cultural economies. Today we have replaced this by paper and virtual currencies, but in all 

such systems, money and capital unfold potentials of the world, relatively encapsulated as 

physical potentials, or “goods,” or more dynamically unfolding by means of labor of living 

organisms, or “services,” the latter including in its way the service of labor to produce more 



goods, such as commodities, or more laborers, in the form of helping to birth, care for, and 

otherwise enculturate people to play role in various economies of meaning and meaningful 

economies as they do.  

 

To think in terms of interpretation and meaning is to think of patterns of similarity and 

difference, and inclusion and exclusion in various contexts, such as those of the meaning of a 

particular term, or a system of such terms, such as a code or language. To think in terms of 

value is to think in terms of flows of potentials able to produce actions whose meanings can 

be interpreted and experienced, and which can solidify into these and forms of them, but 

which are more openingly dynamic in wider ways.  

 

Experience tends to emphasize the here and now, and meaning to put this into systems which 

are themselves relatively ideal and reifying. If I see a furry barking four-legged creature and 

say to my friend, “look at that dog over there,” the term “dog” obscures whatever differences 

there might be between this dog and others, in space and time, and all sorts of particularities 

such as size, weight, color, texture of fur, etc. To say “dog” is in a sense to emphasize its 

relation to “not-cat” and “not-horse” in the way that to say “animal” instead is to emphasize its 

relation to “not-plant” and “not-mineral.”  

 

Some words, however, show value more than others. If my friend and I are hungry, we may 

look through the kitchen for something to eat, and if I find something hidden that I didn't see 

before, I may say, “look, there's some food here.” Food here does not merely indicate 

meaning, but the value of what I found in regard to the needs of our bodily nutritive 

economies. Lensing the world as action, experience, meaning, and value, one may not 

always see things in the same way, and in fact, the very boundaries of what comprises “a/an” 



action, experience, meaning, or value might not even line up fully, even if, at least in human 

cultural worlds, we often strive to make this as much the case as possible, at least for 

pragmatic reasons.  

 

How does meaning differ from value? Experience abstracts away nearly anything but the here 

and now as it feels, and in this way, it produces what we generally think of as concreteness, 

even if this very concreteness is produced by a radical abstraction from so much else in the 

world. To think in terms of meaning is to abstract away all but how an aspect of the world is 

able to link to others in patterns of similarity and difference in very restrictedly abstract ways, 

bracketing all the rest.  

 

The more complex a system of meaning, of course, the more it can restore the complexity of 

what simpler forms of meaning lose in their abstractness, similar to how complex bodies can 

feel in increasingly complex ways that compensate, in part, for the ways in which their 

relatively bounded bodies cut themselves off from the rest of the world, much as increasingly 

complex material systems are able to compensate for the loss of freedom which quantum 

phenomena lose when they take on the relative fixity of determinate matter and occupy 

particular states in space and time. To think in terms of value is to think in terms of the 

unfolding of potentials, and as these are often the very engines of how change occurs, these 

open on to others which open in and through them in turn, solidifying and separating out in 

their ways.  

 

But each opens on to opening in their ways. Cultural economies, such as those of human 

money and finance, open on to biological economies, such as those of glucose and ATP, and 

these open on to physical economies of energy. This is not to say that systems of meaning, 



experience, and action are not similarly nested, but because of their abstraction into 

concretion, so to speak, the relation to opening is more immediately abstracted away. With 

economies, the relation to opening is right there, even if complicated human economies and 

systems of meaning wrapped around these try to obscure this. It is relatively easy to feel the 

taste of salt on one's tongue without being pulled beyond this, and to recognize this as salt, 

one is perhaps only pulled to think of how this is not the taste of sugar or spice.  

 

To value salt, for example, is to value its ability to unfold the taste of saltiness, or perhaps if 

salt is scarce, to value it because others value it and so one may not always be able to get it. 

Monetary and financial economies are so difficult to define because they are so open to 

worlds of meaning and experiencing and action, as well as biological and physical economies. 

Our planet, after all, opens on to the light of the sun which opens on to us, and all that we 

value emerges from the unfolding of this flow of potential. To think in terms of value, it is 

nearly impossible but to think in terms of unfolding, the unfolding of potential, but also that of 

need, want, or desire, various forms of tension in need of release to maintain our inner meta-

stabilities and those of our contexts.  

 

To get a sense of how meaning differs from value, to think in terms of questions can be 

helpful. To ask “what?” is to ask the meaning of something, and in many senses, to ask this in 

a less reductive way, one needs to also ask “how?”. But to ask “to what end?” is to question 

why something happens as it does, and this opens on to the question of value. Why do we do 

anything over anything else? And in terms of meaning, why interpret anything one way, rather 

than another?  

 



For example, if I say to my friend to “meet me at the tree,” I do this because I value that my 

friend does this. Otherwise, I would not have expended energy to do this, and energy is 

limited. My bodily energy I derive from food I eat, and this is managed by economies in my 

body which unfold energetic potentials this way or that. Every action I choose is not only 

meaningful, but valuable, an evaluation of the various options, and when I choose one action 

over others, it is because I calculated that this action was more likely to lead to success than 

others. Those neural patterns which lead to success most often are rewarded, grown in 

strength, and in this way, become more likely to be used in the future, showing in this way 

how my brain values their contributions.cxxxi  

 

Values link past and futures in complex ways. I interpret the pains in my stomach as hunger, 

but unless I value this hunger going away, I will not interpret the ramifications of this 

interpretation as indicating that I need to get food. When I interpret my hunger this way, I 

express my value of not being hungry in this way, and going to get food is an interpretory 

action which expresses my values, and those of the networks which produced me to value in 

this way. Culture arose as a by-product of biological evolution, and biological evolution from 

physical evolution, which is to say, the tendency of physical matter to complexify in meta-

stable conditions such as those on our planet. Physical systems evolve in order to relieve 

tension, which is to say, to maintain their current material form, their complexity.  

 

All physical systems and their meanings unfold as they do due to how economies of value 

unfold various potentials. Physical potential was unfolded by the singularity which gave rise to 

the Big Bang, and this refracted in various ways to give rise to knottings of quantum 

phenomena which are the basic building blocks of matter and energetically moving matters, 

the forces and force carriers whose intertwinings give rise to the atoms and molecules of our 



world, the matters and energetically moving matters which impart forces between these, 

binding them together or tearing them apart of dynamically weaving or otherwise transforming 

them. The sheer expenditure of the Big Bang did not fully unfold, it folded some aspects back 

on themselves, and these refracted those less folded aspects, and in this way, matters 

congealed and turned energetic into new forms of potentials. Purely abstract energy became 

the force to do this or that concrete thing.  

 

My body is a complex economy of economies. The matters are energies bound in packets, 

and some of these tear apart others to release energy which they bind in other forms, 

channeling these, building various structures, producing various processes, all according to 

how my genetic code is written to make me feel in certain ways when certain things happen 

so that I come to value some aspects of my world over others, and respond accordingly. My 

genetic code has made me to feel hungry if I do not eat, and as this is painful, and I feel that 

pain relieved when I eat, I come to value food. My body rewards and punishes my various 

actions, and this leads my brain to reward and punish various neural populations by making 

them stronger or less so in relation to those around them.cxxxii  

 

But why have I been produced to value in such a way? Evolution, a distributed, multi-agent 

search algorithm, is a game which is structured so as to value the survival of evolutionary 

populations. In this sense, evolution valued – not in a self-aware, intentional, or specifically 

goal-directed manner, but rather, it is this system of valuing – that I survive, and grow, and 

thrive, and this is due to what it values. Such values are inscribed in the very form of how it 

created the genetic codes whose meanings sediment its values in their very form, which they 

express not only in what they say, but how they are able to say what they do, the form of their 

content, the grammar of their vocabulary, and in such a way, the language of life expresses 



the values of what gave rise to it, namely, the evaluative economy of evolution in regard to 

how it evaluated the potentials of its world and expressed this in how it gave rise to evaluating 

organisms. Networks of economies of unfolding potentials within others, each with their 

currencies, such as the energy carrier ATP used by many living systems, or the capitals which 

put this currency to work so it can channel more energy, whether in stored form as fat 

deposits, or dynamic form as various life-processes, or fixed form as various parts of the body 

produced by these.cxxxiii  

 

My body invests energy, speculates as to the best investment, strategizes and plans, saves 

and scrimps, and yet, always in excess to merely trying to do this or that, because life is more 

than mere valuation of any matter or process or even organism taken as end in itself. Life is 

about what is more than mere life, life that continues but also grows, develops, learning, 

evolves, and creates beyond mere life, as cooperation, as community, and potentially much 

more, as the evolution of love, solidarity, curiosity, compassion, and empathy, that most 

opening of cultural openings, that which can give rise to actions with others to help make our 

world more emergent for any and all, shows. When life over-reifies, it values one of its 

aspects over others. If my body does this, it will die, neglecting the other parts. When one 

aspect of the body values its reproduction above all the others, this is cancer, life liberated 

from any body to become abstract, and in this way, not for intensifying the further emergence 

of life, but rather, becoming reproduction of the same for its own sake, undermining itself and 

its contexts in such a way.  

 

Systems of meanings sediment values, and the form of bodies is the way meanings write 

these values on our bodies. The bodies of organisms are sculpted by how evolution valued 

they take a particular form, but evolution is not an organism, but rather, a distributed social 



networking, a sort of quasi-living networking, but one which is an evaluative economy 

nevertheless. Evolution may not be alive per se, but as with any system, when its actions are 

read as evaluations based on limited potentials to unfold in meaningful ways this way versus 

that, everything shifts. Just as action, feeling, and meaning are lensings of the world, so is 

value. Any action occurs because it was valued in a given economy based on how it unfolds 

its potentials, and any aspect of the world is congealed value, with physical matters 

congealings of physical energy, biological organisms congealings of genetic potentials in 

ways which expend physical energies of their own, and social networkings as economies from 

there.  

 

Economies value by means of their actions.cxxxiv When I prepare a sort of food, this action can 

read as meaning that I value eating this sort of food, because I have expended some of my 

potentials in such a way rather than others. If I make a particular object, I valued doing this, 

and if I did this to sell it, this is because I value the money society provides that I can exchane 

for other goods or services. Goods and services are evaluated by how we buy and sell, and in 

non-monetary economies, what we do represents other sorts of values in various ways. When 

a particular thing is valued for its ability to represent value in an economy more generally, it 

can be understood as currency, and amounts of currency can be used to rank or otherwise 

evaluate various aspects of the world. When currencies are put to work to acquire more 

currency or otherwise transform currencies or other aspects of the world which are valued in 

various ways by an economy, this currency functions as a form of capital.  

 

When my friend sees that I prepared a particular meal over others, this is an experience that 

is felt, but also an interpretation, one which manifests what I valued doing at that time. The 

food is still matter, it still has meaning, but such lensings abstract away how such networkings 



always arise within economies of value which give rise to them. Physical matter arose as it 

did because of how energetic economies come into balance and shift, and the dynamics in 

our changing universe rise and fall as they do as various potentials unfold in economies 

various ways. Abstract energy was refracted by matter to become water-power and air-

pressure, chemical energy and heat, chemicals which could perform certain reactions when 

they folded together with the unfolding of heat to unleash new potentials from energy and 

matter, and life was the result.  

 

It would be reductive to think of this only in terms of monetary economies, which are highly 

centralized and restricted forms of evaluation, but there are so many others, and in 

economies which operate to varying degrees of centralization. After all, according to Karl 

Marx, “Value is the way in which an individual actor's actions take on meaning, for the actor 

themself, by being incorporated into a larger social whole.”cxxxv Monetary value is derived from 

value in a more encompassing sense, not vice versa. Marx, however, limits value to that 

produced by human labor, the famous “labor theory of value.”  

 

But we value far more than merely what is produced by human hands, but various natural 

resources and the energies and potentials these can unleash as well. What is more, that 

which gives rise to what we value seems to have economies of their own at work within their 

systems, measuring out and conserving value in various ways, in ways which have 

complexified to give rise to life, and even human life, of the sort which could value in relation 

to such economies which, in a less restrictive sense of such notions, value in and through 

them. One could argue, after all, that had evolution, as a distributed non-human agent, not 

valued that humans value as they do, we could not do so.  

 



Is it possible to think of value in a more encompassingly relational sense, one which takes 

into account not only human forms of valuing, or living forms of valuing, but the economic 

structures from which these emerged and which these complexify? Such a position is put 

forward, for example, by Michel Serres:   

 What is capital? It is the reservoir above the dam, an iron mine ... a gold mine. An oil well. It is 
 a stock of energy and of primary material … What is capital? A city, a class, a group, a nation. 
 Us ... a treasure, a wad of bills, a bank ... a sign: paper money, checks, credit cards ... an 
 engraved number ... information ... Large enough for a pile, a stockpile, an accumulation ... a 
 well supplied account, but also large enough to be able to designate an individual: every object 
 has its register …  The real ultimate capital is the sun ... only the sun creates and transforms … 

 our inventive works have never done anything but imitate the sun …”cxxxvi 
 

Such an approach sees human forms of valuation in context, namely, that of the world of 

valuation, which is to say, the intertwining networks of valuing economies of living and 

physical systems of which human economies are only the most complexly recent 

emergences.  

 

Physical networkings value what all matter does, the conservation of energy and the 

expenditure of the least of it possible while relieving tension according to the principle of least 

action.cxxxvii Material physical networking express this in the way they seek to conserve their 

form through changes in their environments, but dynamic complex adaptive systems like 

whirlpools seek to maintain their dynamic form, even if they lack the structure which physical 

form provides which could protect it, or a sufficient steady supply of energy to keep it going.  

 

Life weaves these together, and turns the conservative inertia of matter and the conservative 

dynamism of complex adaptive systems into the genetic code's desire to keep on replicating, 

metabolic networkings’ desire to keep dynamically relieving tension, the structural 

networkings’ desire to take on particular shapes, along with the contributions of a few others, 

and weaves these all together to give rise to a desire to live which is more than the mere sum 



of its aspects’ contributions. Life is the complexly emerging desire to do all of these and more, 

for life does not merely desire to replicate or do so within boundaries, but to grow, and to grow 

not merely in size as an individual but in numbers as a group, and not merely as a group 

which is quantitatively more but also qualitatively deeper. Life evolves, and in doing so, values 

its own excess, being more than mere life, but life which flourishes and in a manner which can 

continue to do so, and it will adapt and change to do so.  

 

But there is a catch. The individual organism values whatever it thinks will allow it to live, 

grow, and increase its ability to do so, while the social networking of the group and its 

environment through evolution values the sustainable continuance and adaptive 

complexification of the group as a whole. Evolution values complexity and its growth, and the 

organism its own sustainability, and these two purposes are not always consonant. Together, 

they value emergence at its most emergent, emergence in the mode of the emergence of 

robustness, which is to say, robust emergence. This is emergence in the most emergent form 

we know. But while evolution values some of this, and organisms others, these are often out 

of sync.  

 

The intertwining of these, however, has given rise to neural networkings and these have given 

rise to cultural networkings, including social networkings beyond those of evolution, and 

externalizations of forms of memory, various quasi-living wideware networkings, which 

potentiated socio-cultural networkings in incredibly powerful ways. And yet, our modes of 

valuing remain relatively the same as before. We value whatever we think will help us 

continue living and grow and become stronger and faster and better, and various extensions 

of this, forms of power and accumulation and control. So does the collective organism which 

arises in our social networking, if in its way. But the collective process of evolution which 



emergingly weaves these levels, and which emerges as a collectively distributed agency in 

the process, is a quasi-living formation which has actions which can be seen as evaluative as 

well. And what evolution values that we learn and develop and emerge, and do so more 

emergently, with greater complexity.  

 

Our biological evolution has produced bodies which evolve slower than our cultural evolution, 

which is not evolving so rapidly, that our wideware is shifting nearly anything and everything 

about our physical, meaningful, and evaluative networking. But towards what end? To ask the 

question of ends is to question values, and to question our ends, we need to ask what we 

value, and what we want to value, and why. To understand why we value, however, we need 

to be able to ask how we came to value as we do, and how such conditions condition our 

ability to ask such a question, and in ways which impact our abilities to impact what we value, 

how, and how we might be able to shift this.  

 

We value as we do because evolution sculpted us to do so by means of various economies of 

reward and punishment within us.cxxxviii We have channeled these into various cultural 

economies of value, meaning, experiencing, and doing, and yet, these have tended 

repeatedly to get stuck in ruts of short-sightedness which value the here and now, the 

concrete and relatively immediate, and get stuck at the paranoidly conservative reactionary 

formations, or the neo-conservatism of runaway growth of cancerous capitalism. These are 

the contexts which describe how our world gave rise to the forms of valuing which we 

currently express.  

 

The life from which we emerged, however, does nothing of the sort, and this is part of what 

makes it distributedly robust. While life makes use of ATP as its primary energetic currency, 



there are other currencies at work as well, such as water, or various minerals. All of these are 

valued by life, and keep the valuation of ATP and its precursor glucose from overwhelming the 

system. For if a living system were merely to prioritize its valuation of ATP at the expense of 

all others, it would not drink water, or search for minerals or amino acids. It would die. No 

matter how much ATP functions as the most abstract currency at work in a cell, it is 

nevertheless not the only one. The varied currencies at work in a cell, and their related 

capitals, form a distributed networking of currencies and capitals, each of which keeps any of 

the others from dominating the living system fully, and it is precisely this meta-stably 

distributed intertwining which keeps life emergingly evolving as it does.cxxxix  

 

Evolution has managed to make us conscious, and even self-conscious, at least as 

individuals. We have come to learn about evolution, and how it sculpts us to value in 

particular ways over others. And we can even see how evolution tends to think in the far 

longer term than individuals or groups of us. What would bring this together would be if we 

began to consciously and self-consciously value the emergence of our emergence into robust 

emerging. This would be to think of how our valuing economies emerged, understand the 

meaning and value of these, and try to understand the limits of these, so as to better emerge 

from them.  

 

But we are able to impact our own systems of valuation, to question the meaning and values 

of our values, and in the process, give rise to forms of thinking which can re-lens aspects of 

the world so we can see ways to do things differently, and as this leads to shifts in the 

contexts which value in and through us, we could come to value differently as well. In order to 

this, however, we need to begin to think about what we should value, what sort of valuing we 

should value valuing in regard to how we form our selves as selves, and more importantly, 



how we give rise to the structures which form younger generations as selves, it is crucial see 

such questions in regard to how we came to value as we do, and why, and the limitations of 

this, and the potentials for emergence in regard to this.  

 

This is an interpretive project, one in which we need to question the meanings and values of 

the lenses we employ in the process. We need to understand how our current forms of 

valuation were produced, how these limit us, and how we could come to produce ourselves 

differently to value in less destructive ways. This would be an attempt to think ethically in 

regard to our systems of valuation, to question whether or not it may make sense to value in 

better ways, framing the question of “the better” in terms of what sort of world we imagine 

could come to be in and through how we remake aspects of our world by means of collective 

action, in ways which, at least in terms of the hopes of this project, would be in ways which 

foster emergence.  

 

Learning to understand how we have come to interpret and evaluate the world as we do, and 

learning to question it, is a first step to imagining the sorts of collective actions which could 

lead us to rework how we form ourselves to value, interpret, feel, and do as we currently do. 

Learning to stop our selves from doing the same old things, repeating the same old ways, 

new lenses make it possible to see ways to rework our performances, divide up how we 

experience differently, interpret differently, divide up our actions and how we weave them with 

each other differently, and in the process, we can begin to reshape the very parameters of the 

worlds which twist within and without us refractingly in turn.  

 

If we value emergence, we are more likely to help potentiate this in our world. To do so would 

be to come into sync with the tendencies at work within the world which have given rise to the 



physical, biological, neural, and cultural evolutions in which we find ourselves.cxl* It should not 

be thought here that the notion of cultural evolution is one which indicates, as such notions 

past, something like a social Darwinism of sorts, on the contrary. It is one which values the 

maximum sustainable meta-stable differencing which could potentiate emergence, a form 

which in our world would take the form of our cultural world would take the form of something 

like radical democratic socialism. Such would be a cultural formation which values the 

fostering of the maximum sustainable emergence of any and all in relation to the contexts in 

which we find ourselves. 

 

We form our selves, of course, according to our systems of media, our educational systems, 

our economies and political institutions, and if we want to shift how we mean and value, and 

learn to do this more emergently, it is not enough to merely see the limitations of how we do 

this in the present. Rather, it is to try to think of ways to self ourselves to more self-

consciously value robust emerging in ways which potentiate this. Not as a sort of collective 

brainwashing, but rather, as a processes of finally learning to think self-consciously into 

emerging in ways which can help us choose how we want to become our selves, and not 

merely allow whoever inherited the most money or power from the past to determine this for 

us, if often indirectly.  

 

The hope here is in fact to try to find ways to deepen our capacity for creative development 

for any and all, something which requires thinking our ways to forms of collective action which 

can help us remove the ways in which we continually restrict ourselves  in ways which give 

rise to massive forms of suffering in the process. To do so, however, we need to try to learn 

how to leap over our current social limitations, from past to future and future to past beyond 

the present, and in ways which can liberate it from its current limitations, in terms of individual, 



collective, and trans-individual selfings at work in our societies, and the processes which give 

rise to all of us in and through how we network with each other.  

 

Networking Thinking: From Knowledge to Understanding 

 

To question values, meanings, feelings, actions, and how these weave together in ways which 

are more than the sum of their parts is a form of networking which goes beyond any of these, 

yet manifests in its way in and through all of these in their ways. If values are less abstractly 

concrete than meanings, in that values open on to openings in the form of unfoldings of 

potentials and economies of tension and release, supply and demand, labor and production, 

consumption and exchange, which arise in regard to these, to think in terms of thinking is to 

question the intertwining of all of these in a way which also goes beyond these. It is to do, 

feel, interpret, and value in excess of any of these in particular, in a manner which is beyond 

the mere sum of these, that of which these are aspects. It is to question these and their 

relative meaning and value, the meaning of their values and values of their meanings, in 

regard to aspects and contexts and beyonds.  

 

It is excess itself, but as excess to its excessiveness, it is that which becomes determinately 

this or that to become excessive to any mere indeterminateness, so as to be able to feel itself, 

interpret itself, value itself, and more, for it is this more as it comes to experience itself and not 

merely experience, mean to itself but not merely mean, value itself but not merely value, 

matter to itself but be more than mere matter, live itself but be more than mere life, and more 

than any of these. It is that which abstracts from itself to concretize itself in excess to how it 

had, refracting itself in new ways by pulling back from itself to intertwine. It is networking 

which emerges as emergence from itself in and beyond the ways we know.  



 

But what does it mean to think? Relationally speaking, we should not think of thinking in terms 

of how thinking as a process is reified into particular thoughts, utterances, or mere forms of 

“knowledge” of this or that, whether in terms of “facts” or fixed bodies of knowledge. Thinking 

may give rise to these, and they may potentiate various forms of thinking when they feed back 

into it, but taken on their own, removed from the contexts and processes which gave rise to 

these, they are nodings of thinking which over-node it. Far closer to thinking in a relational 

sense is the practice of giving rise to new ways of doing things, including new ways of 

knowing things and forms of thinking more opening than this.  

 

Knowing how to do things is a practical potential for sync which can be put into practice, 

which is to say, understanding. For example, if I say that I know “what it means” to be able to  

whistle, I am saying that I know the meaning of the words or concepts involved, perhaps from 

reading about them in a book somewhere, or seeing video-clips of people doing this. This 

does not mean, however, that I “know how” to whistle. Such a skill is not a skill one can learn 

how to do in books. Rather, one needs to look at how others do this, break it down into 

aspects, try to curve one's mouth the right way, an effort which often takes practice, and 

ultimately, learn to feel around one's body in a new sort of way, then can one try to assemble 

the other parts of this complex gestural activity, but only after practice do all the parts flow 

together into the seamless whole, more than the mere sum of its parts, which seem to flow 

effortlessly from those who “know how to whistle” in any but the most basic sense, and even 

that takes a bit of getting used to.   

 

So it is with most complex forms of human procedural knowledge, such as playing a musical 

instrument, or driving a car, or learning how to speak a foreign language, or learning as an 



infant to walk. The human brain even stores memory of knowing how to do things, or 

procedural knowledge, in other places than it stores knowledge of or about things or events, 

often described as declarative and episodic forms of explicit memory.cxli Much of procedural 

memory is unconscious. For example, I may decide to walk across the room, a conscious 

decision, but all the careful work of doing this, including managing the intricate interplay of the 

movements of individuals and groups of muscles, and modulating these in regard to shifts in 

incoming sensation, is not handled consciously.  

 

This may seem a simple feat, but infants expend a great deal of time and energy learning this 

task. Only when such a task is mastered in the slow process of learning, with all the 

resources of the highly parallel, slow yet creative cerebral cortex, with all its processing power 

for adaptive learning, can this understanding of knowing how to walk be largely transferred to 

the more serial procedural storehouse for automating such tasks in the cerebellum. From 

here, as an adult, one can simply decide to walk, and most of the details are handled “off-line” 

by unconscious parts of one's brain, freeing up the limited capacity for concentrating on 

multiple things at once in the conscious parts of the brain to focus on other things. I can 

therefore focus on what was planning on doing when I got to the other side of the room, rather 

than the mechanics of getting there.cxlii  

 

I can of course chose to focus on my actions as I walk, but if I focus too much on any 

particular aspect of doing this, there is a tendency to lose the “flow” of what is being done, 

and in this way, cease to be able to do the procedure in an effortless sort of way. Review, 

rehearsal, and trying to do it differently is all possible, as athletes, musicians, and performers 

of all sorts of know well, but to maintain flow while trying to shift how one does something 

without interrupting it midway, a sort of “even hovering attention” is required, one which is 



aware of how the unconscious brain does what it does, modulating this consciously with a 

light touch, without being so focused on with one's attention on any aspect of what is being 

done so as to interrupt the flow.cxliii*  

 

Learning to ride a bicycle, often learned by children but sometimes also adults, is a motor skill 

similar to that of learning to walk, but more complex. One can read books on this, but this will 

only ever get one so far with this. The way to learn to ride a bicycle is to fail and doing so, and 

iterate one's attempts, feeding back what one learns each time, until one learns to do this 

better. Such a learning process is not of reified facts, or an additive placing of these one after 

the next, or even an additive networking of these. Rather, it is a multidirectional, parallel 

processes of embodied doing, a complex form of networking, such that “knowing how” to ride 

a bicycle emerges in one, at first in fits and starts, until then, all of a sudden, it comes into its 

own. In this, it is not unlike the way in which a group of birds, all flying in various directions, 

starts developing minor flocking behaviors which quickly disperse, then a few more, until a 

moment arrives in which the tensions within and without come into balance and congeal, and 

all at once, a flock emerges.  

  

What is happening within the brain is in fact something similar. The human cerebral cortex is 

massively parallel, and when we learn new to produce new patterns of activation within this, 

we are learning how to neurally “flock” in a new way. It is not enough to merely learn any of 

the parts, but how to give rise to a whole, a gestalt, which is more than the mere additive sum 

of these. Another example can be seen in the process of learning to play a musical 

instrument. As a musician who plays piano, I know that I do know explicitly all the micro-

movements my hands make, but I know my hands understand how to play, and by means of 

this, I can focus on choosing various chords, moods, and feeling states that I want to evoke 



through my instrument as I improvise, without having to concentrate on the distinct micro-

aspects.  

 

None of this would be possible if I had not spent years practicing far more tedious and 

mechanical sets of movements, nor learned various sorts of abstract music theory, but these 

on their own only do so much. The abstract knowledge of scales and chords and voicings and 

variations, along with the ability to coordinate distinct movements and groupings of these 

produced by my fingers and hands, each on their own, is not enough to produce the fluid 

ways in which I am able to concentrate on how I want to shift the moods within a given style 

as I do, and let my fingers do all the rest.  

 

Such ability to play the piano feels as if it is not located in the brain, but rather, in the body. It 

feels as if my ability to pull emotional moods and tone colors from a keyboard instrument 

when I improvise is because my hands do things of which my conscious awareness is 

unaware. That said, it is not my hands that do this, but rather, the unconscious parts of my 

brain which my conscious awareness merely directs by selecting tone color and feeling states 

it wants to evoke, while the unconscious parts of my brain, those which know how to execute 

these, largely do the rest. In such a mode, it even feels as if the keyboard is an extension of 

my body that I feel to explore its colors, and the playing happens through me.  

 

Something similar is described by Maurice Merleau-Ponty, when he speaks of “learning in the 

hand” and “in the body” in regard to several experiences of such sorts. When one “knows how 

to draw,” the pen feels as if it is part of one's hand, and the drawing occurs through one as 

much as by one. These are more than mere metaphors, in some sense at least, for 

neurologically speaking, when people learn to use prosthetic extensions of their bodies, such 



as baseball bats or bicycles and such, when they are using these, the pattern of activation in 

their brains of their body images is extended to include these into the sense of embodied 

“mineness” experienced by the person in question.cxliv  

 

And as much as the brain tends to off-load much of what it has learned procedurally into the 

unconscious, it is also not merely a metaphor to say that the playing of piano, or drawing, or 

other motor skill occurs “through” one in regard to an extension of one's body. One's 

conscious awareness, in some sense, becomes a passenger, able to focus on other more 

pressing things, and as such, people can have conversations while driving, and so long as 

nothing unusual happens, one's unconscious procedural memory can drive for one, and one's 

involvement in the conversation will not get in the way, at least, so long as nothing unusual 

occurs while driving, and one does not get overly absorbed in the conversation, for some of 

one's consciousness must still make sure that the unconscious control of the driving process 

is doing well, and that nothing unusual is occurring that would require conscious attention to 

take over.  

 

For example, if an obstacle suddenly falls onto the road in front of me, I will need to abruptly 

stop talking, and consciously make the driving the sole focus of my attention. In such a 

moment, the unconscious processes do what they need to, working through me in ways 

which are far more fluid than if I concentrated to much on each aspect. But I can interrupt 

these, or weave them differently than as I would if they were just operating on autopilot, so to 

speak.  

 

A more subtle example of this can be seen when performing a musical instrument. If one lets 

one's unconscious take over on its own, and one's conscious mind wanders completely, the 



unconscious will often simply stop playing, or at best, play in a manner which does not 

cohere, even if its aspects do. When I am “in the zone” while playing, so to speak, my 

conscious brain still chooses the general direction and makes the larger scale choices, 

leaving the details to the unconscious brain. But the movement needs to be initiated and 

directed by conscious awareness to some degree, and if this gets too weak of vague, 

everything starts to lose focus and fall apart.  

 

Between over-attention to any aspect and under-attending the direction of the whole, there is 

the meta-stable sweet spot, in which one can focus less on what is happening to the point of 

multi-tasking at the risk of distraction, or, in moments of focus, modulate one's performance in 

various ways. In such examples it becomes possible to see how our the interacting 

interfeeling which occurs in our neural networkings is neither merely conscious nor 

unconscious, but rather, has these as aspects, and can even at times meta-stably mediate 

between these.  

 

In these senses and more, dynamic understanding, reified as knowledge which can then be 

woven to produce more complex forms of understanding, gives rise to a ratchet mechanism, 

one which makes all sorts of meta-complexification possible. Once one such skill is produced, 

I can stop focusing on it, and work on another, and then weave these together in turn. While 

this can perhaps be seen most obviously in regard to learning new motor routines, something 

similar happens in more abstract forms as well, with the acquisition of a new language, both a 

motor and abstract skill, being somewhere in between.  

 

It is one thing, after all, to have a large vocabulary in such a language, or to be conjugate 

verbs and adjectives and the like, or proper word order or case declension. But if one cannot 



produce viable language on the fly, rapidly and fluidly, in the heat of the moment when it is 

needed for this or that situation, one may know a lot about a language, but it does not speak 

through you, and in this sense, you do not “know how” to speak the language, but only know 

about it in a book-learning sort of way.  

 

More abstractly, however, I find that when I research a new field of study, a process that I 

learned, as I think many do, when one needs to teach oneself how to research to produce a 

dissertation, something similar happens, and I suspect others may find something similar with 

themselves. When I approach a new field or sub-field which I want to study, as much as I read 

up on this area, at first all the parts of it seem like disconnected bits that do not cohere, and 

yet, when I read an overview, I can understand what it saying, but it is often unclear how all 

the parts “hang together” in such a way that this overview was the result. And so, I need to 

swim in the waters longer, and often, I will read many introductory texts to a new field I want 

to study, a practice which works best if these approach the field from different angles.  

 

Only after doing this several times and from different approaches does it generally start to 

happen that I start to have an intuitive feel for how the parts of the field cohere into a whole, 

one which speaks through its aspects, so to speak. Only when I feel like I can anticipate what 

overview writers are going to say relatively consistently, when I am reading another such 

overview and what is being said does not surprise me, do I tend to feel like, if the field is a 

difficult one, I should increase the level of difficulty and depth of the texts I am reading on the 

subject, and move to more advanced levels, taking a similar approach at the next level, until I 

reach a point at which I am no longer surprised by what I am reading. While some fields are 

rich enough that new details or approaches may continue to surprise, at some point, there is 

an intuitive feeling for the sorts of things which are likely to be said, and it is only at this point 



that I feel confident in being able to teach anyone else the sort of intuitive feeling for the whole 

which I have gotten in regard to more basic levels.  

 

Often one learns in these many senses to do so by means of using the knowledge and 

guiding-principles as stepping stones, or by breaking up the complex and fluid weaving of 

gestures one sees bicycle riders do as if naturally into graspable components that one can 

imitate in piecemeal fashion. But without the complexly interfeeling, interacting whole, the 

component gestures and movements do not cohere into the seemingly effortless and 

unthinking ability to balance and move with curves and turns that one sees at work with those 

who “know how” to ride a bike, and which is missing with those in the process of learning.  

 

If I say that I “know how” to ride a bicycle, I understand the potential of my body to come into 

sync with bicycles to ride through my word, and this understanding becomes part of my 

capacity for syncing with aspects of my world in various ways. This occurs because I modify 

the strengths of patterns of connection in my brain. In organisms which cannot learn in such a 

way, adaptation occurs more slowly, as evolution sculpts the physical bodies of organisms to 

adapt to various circumstances.  

 

If a body is too specialized in how it sculpts, it will adapt to a particular environmental niche, 

but not be flexible enough to survive if its environment changes, while if it does not specialize 

to some degree, its body will be unable to make the most of its chances to survive in a given 

environment. The evolution of bodies with mobile appendages, specialized sense organs, and 

brains which could learn complex ways of interpreting sensations and producing complex 

sequences of multiply nested actions, often between organisms by cooperating and 

communicating, was a way of getting beyond such limitations. But simple organisms adapted 



with their entire physical form, this is all they had to better come into sync with the 

opportunities around them by various forms of understanding. In such a sense, the body of a 

fish understands the challenges and potentials of its watery environment, as it shows by its 

ability to swim in various forms of it, and how fish are able to thrive in such ways.cxlv   

 

Humans have created tools for specific purposes, overspecializing our objects in various 

ways, for we are able to switch off which ones we use for various tasks. My hand can extend 

its capacity with a pen or brush or hammer or screwdriver, and in this way, my body is able to 

understand how to work with all sorts of things it could not otherwise. Such tools concretize in 

their physical form the ways in which people have learned how to make them and use them. 

Hammers understand nails in and through us, showing our understanding of hammering nails, 

an understanding which we concretize in part in the physical memory stored in the shape of 

the hammer, a partial reification of our understanding of hammering nails.  

 

Humans know how to hammer nails to build various things, and how to make hammers, and 

this understanding, or knowing how, is grasped and partially reified, made determinate and 

concrete in the physical form of a hammer. The hammer is a reification of the understandings 

it grasps, as much as a fact is a reification of the forms of learning and knowledge production 

whose dynamics is reifies in the production of such a result. For example, scientists may 

produce elaborate procedures to learn that a particular molecule does this or that in particular 

extreme conditions. But a student does not need to reproduce these complex procedures, or 

invent them themselves, only learn the results of this, perhaps by memorizing this as a fact. In 

this way, understanding becomes reduced to mere knowledge.  

 



But what is understanding? It is not mere rote procedure. To learn how to conduct the 

particular scientific experiment described above is quite possible, and if one learns this as 

mere rote technique, one has only learned this experiment as a bit of rote knowledge. More 

than a mere fact, such a procedural form of knowledge is still merely that. But the scientists 

who invented the experimental procedure were presented with an understanding of a problem 

needing a solution. They tried many different possibilities, and questioned why each did not 

succeed in producing the understanding of the situation they desired. Finally, they were able 

to produced a set of procedures which were able to show what this particular molecule would 

do in these particular extreme conditions, in a way that could record this and show it to others 

who could reproduce this experiment on their own.  

 

The scientific method described here is a specific procedure used for concrete physical sorts 

of learning, but we perform more openly general forms of this all the time. For example, if I 

meet a new group of people, I may want to learn how to interact with them well. I may try 

different ways of speaking or doing, body language or forms of humor, telling certain 

anecdotes or stories, etc. Learning how to have a certain social chemistry with a group of 

people is like learning to compose music, it is improvisation, with fuzzy goals and objectives, 

partial information and unclear feedback, and requires guesses and creative responses of 

sometimes the most unusual sorts. I may need to keep in mind all sorts of knowledge to 

modulate what I do, such as that this person does not like jokes about their height while that 

person will joke about anything, this person prefers not to discuss politics but they all like to 

discuss music, and all this must be kept in mind to help guide improvisations.  

 

There is no simple way of ascertaining success or degrees of it, rather, I may take away an 

entire sense that the interaction with the group and its members went well, something I feel in 



a more global way. I may not be able to pick out a particular thing said or done as evidence of 

success or a particular degree of this, but rather, feel that, more than the sum of its parts, I got 

on well with these people, and this may lead me to feeling a mild sense of well being and 

accomplishment, likely triggering my brain to release serotonin and dopamine as rewards, 

and in the process, my brain will mildly reinforce whatever pathways lead me to do what I did.  

 

Such a set of circumstances may seem relatively trivial compared to that of producing a new 

scientific discovery. And yet, while scientists believe that self-consciousness arose in large 

part due to the evolutionary benefits of being able to imagine one's self doing various things in 

the future to help plan multi-stage actions, scientists also have largely come to believe that it 

is the managing of complex forms of social networking which likely pushed the brains of 

primates to complexify from that of monkeys with less developed brains, and the brains of 

humans to complexify from those of other primates.cxlvi  

 

Social networking is a far more complex sort of procedural understanding than anything that 

can be learned by rote. Social networking requires dealing with massive amounts of ambiguity 

at multiple levels of scale, and in terms of goals which guide the process and the resources 

which help one achieve these, including assessments of one's partial failures or successes or 

those of others and the feed back provided by each or any. What is more, in such situations, 

one is not merely assessing how one is doing in relation to each individual separately, but the 

chemistry of the group, one which arises from how each intermodulates the others around 

them in regard to how the group intermodulates these relations in ways which are more than 

the mere sum of these. A group may feel elated or depressed or excited or creative as a 

whole in ways which produce a teamwork-like synergy which is difficult to describe, precisely 

because it is emergent.  



 

Much of what occurs in social networking is nevertheless unconscious, for as with many sorts 

of actions, very often we do what we do while barely thinking about this, with driving as a 

classic example of this. We may listen to music, have conversations, and drive largely non-

consciously, only truly paying attention to driving to deal with something unexpected.cxlvii So 

much of what occurs is intuitive and based on global sorts of feeling in the body, much of 

which operates in ways which are on the fuzzy border between explicit consciousness and 

unconscious doing, the brain's reading of the body and the body's feelings extending through 

the brain's ways of doing things, through hormones and in the ways the body modulates brain 

functioning in and through the brain's monitoring of body positioning.cxlviii  

 

Learning to find chemistry with others in groups is what made humans able to become the 

dominate species on our planet, for it is our ability to cooperate, more than anything else, in 

relation to our capacities to communicate to potentiate this, which made humans able to hunt 

in groups, and in this way, make up for the lack of speed, strength, claws, and related 

evolutionary advantages which many other species have over us. In order to be able to 

cooperate, one needs to know one's group, to be able to read subtle cues, and to have the 

sort of group synergy that makes the group able to function not merely as the sum of separate 

individuals, but rather, as a distributedly collective organism of sorts. While this sort of 

chemistry can emerge on its own in particular circumstances, it tends to emerge most 

consistently and effectively when those in the group are already able to read each other's 

signals and respond to them, individually but synergistically as a group as well.  

 

“Making friends,” and doing so with groups as much as individuals, is thus one of the most 

important skills humans ever developed, even if it is one of the most difficult to describe.  



Early humans of course most likely hunted with extended kin groups, each child learning to 

play a role in the collective organism of the group slowly as they emerge within this, with little 

distinction between the role the group develops for an individual, and the individual's sense of 

themself in this way. Some are slotted into particular roles due to gender, or their particularly 

strong body, or fast legs, or skills making tools, or keen eyesight. Some specialize in social 

rituals and relations with spirits, while others lead hunts, or teach children how to deal with 

crops.  

 

But in various circumstances, humans will generally need to learn to cooperate with those 

they might not at first have known. Being able to do this is part of what has made it possible 

for groups to learn to work together, or for individuals separated from groups to integrate into 

them, or for groups of those isolated by various circumstances to develop new ones. One 

needs to be able to find new roles, adapt, and learn to cooperate, and often this is done best 

informally, before crucial tasks in which it is necessary to perform well in the moment. “Making 

friends” is in this sense a form of play. Those who have studied the origin of play in animals 

indicate that it often arises as a way for young members of a species to try out skills in 

relatively safe environments with fewer consequences, doing things with friends who may 

often pretend to be adversaries or prey, and even adults may continue to play to keep their 

skills in top form or improve them.cxlix  

 

Hunting animals in particular make extensive use of not merely imitative learning followed by 

rehearsal for mastery, a cognitive skill set possessed only by a rare few in the animal world, 

but also, imaginative play with oneself and others as a way to develop understanding which 

becomes a part of one's automatic capacities, as a sort of “muscle memory” whereby the 

body understands what to do, in and through the cerebellum, of course.cl Learning to 



cooperate with each other, we become each other's prostheses, and those of the collective 

social organisms which emerge in and through us in the process.  

 

What makes us able to understand as we do? John Dewey's approach to such concerns can 

be helpful in thinking relationally about such issues.cli Dewey describes such a process as that 

of feeling tension in regard to one's environment, and feeling this to be a problem. For 

example, if I feel hungry, I will think about ways to solve this, and look to the world around me 

for ways to relieve the tension within. In this way, I project this tension without, looking for 

solutions to the question of what I should eat. I may try to prepare a meal from the food in my 

kitchen, but realize I do not really know how to make the food I am trying to, and so, use my 

computer to look up the recipe online, and refine my technique. I can then finish my 

preparation, eat the food, and feel satisfied.  

 

When I do this, I try to understand the potentials of my world to help relieve the tension I feel, 

which I have now projected into the world in terms of the task of “making a meal.” I may use 

my knowledge of facts, but also employ my understanding of how food can be made into a 

meal by cooking. But I am also assessing and reassessing what I am doing, and in this way, I 

transform the procedure of cooking this meal, which I may have learned in rather rote sort of 

way, into a practice of learning how to cook it better, by examining the results-in-process, 

assessing them in regard to my expectations and hopes, and shifting my performances to 

improve my understanding of the potentials at play in regard to the anticipated goals which 

guide this. I can then learn from the entire process, refining my understanding of cooking in a 

more general way in the process.  

 

Self-ings and Social Thinking 



 

Most human sorts of knowledge are of the sort which could be put into declarative 

statements, of the sort “I know that x,” “I think y,” “I believe that z.” Belief is a strange sort of 

declaration, for it describes a feeling state, an emotion of security with a way of doing things, 

including that of stating such a declaration, one which, if a person is pushed to change, tends 

to lead to various defensive behaviors, and likely states of anxiety or anger, as an attempt to 

change a declaration of belief is an attack on a way of doing things, including that of adhering 

to a certain type of knowledge, such as a viewpoint or worldview, which provides a degree of 

emotional comfort.  

 

We may at times explicitly say to others or silently to ourselves that we believe this or that, 

and yet, belief is not merely to be found in such declarations. Whenever we do something and 

feel confident in what we have done, we clearly believed in what we were doing. When I walk 

across my room to get something, this shows that I believe that the floor will support me as I 

walk. Belief is an incarnation of a sort of basic confidence in things which manifests as one 

does them. Anything one does shows that one believes that action is likely to help accomplish 

one's goals, no matter how inexplicit or unconscious any or all of this may be. 

 

After all, humans are not the ones believing in things. When Puggle, the dog I cohabitate with, 

comes up next to me to sleep at night, he shows that he believes that being near me is a 

good thing, and in this sense, that I am unlikely to attach him, and more likely to protect him, 

all of which is clearly the case. He likely thinks none of this through, but his action would 

make little sense unless this way of understanding the world were implied by his actions. 

Belief, in this sense, is a congealing of a way of understanding things which manifests as a 



disposition, a habitual way of doing things, which can be expressed in a conscious statement, 

but which does not need to be.  

 

This is why to say that one “believes in evolution” rather than divine creation is in many ways 

a form of speaking. We tend to think that belief is voluntary, that we choose our beliefs. But I 

cannot not believe in evolution. In some senses, it feels like such a belief has chosen me! 

This is of course over-simplifying. But while I can say I “believe in evolution,” it does not feel 

that I chose this in a conscious way, or did at any particular point, even though rarely, I may 

arrive at a belief which is explicit and stated after careful deliberation. More often, I find myself 

committed to a way of doing in the world which implies a way of thinking about things and 

vice-versa. These reinforce each other.  

 

The world presents itself in a particular way because my ways of categorizing my 

experiences, abstracted from patterns in my experience in the past, carve up the world into 

carvings which rise to meet me from the world before I feel like I even get a say. Often I can 

only influence this in a strange sort of time-loop, whereby I interrupt how I think about 

something, and try to think about it differently. This tends to feel unreal in the present.  

 

But if I keep using such a new way of thinking, and this leads to new ways of doing things, 

this takes on the weight of habit, and I will start to see the world in such terms. The very fabric 

of my sensory world will adjust around this, as the neural patterns which pre-package my 

world of experience for me begin to shift around this. All of this is unlikely to happen, of 

course, if the world around me goes in the opposite direction, and other people or the physical 

world does things in ways which make such a shift difficult. But if they support my shift, or are 



indifferent to it, I can influence my own ways of thinking, as if from the future to the past and 

back, in a sort of leaping over myself.clii  

 

For a trivial sort of example of this, if one which sets the stage for weighty concerns, I am not 

someone who normally wears hats. Some people love hats, some people rarely wear them, 

and I fall in the latter category, to the extent to which it comes to seem like I am almost a not-

hat-wearing-type-of-person, whatever that might even mean. Perhaps it is because I think of 

myself as having a head which is a poor fit for many hats, such that when I wear them, I feel a 

bit silly. Whenever I put on a hat, I tend to feel unlike myself. And so, I rarely do so, as it feels 

so odd when I have a hat on, to the point that I become self-conscious and awkward. This 

results in an odd sort of leaping over itself: wearing hats feels unusual to me, so I feel 

awkward and self-conscious when I wear hats, so I avoid wearing hats, so that I can avoid 

feeling awkward and self-conscious, which makes my wearing of hats very unusual. This is 

clearly a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts.  

 

But if I decided one day to change this, the physical world would not stop me, nor the people 

around me. People might even like how this looked. And while at first I would feel awkward 

and self-conscious, the more I wore hats, the more I would find myself in situations in which I 

forgot I was wearing a hat, did what I did well, had fun, or otherwise forgot to feel 

uncomfortable. I would no longer constantly feel the presence of the hat, and in this way, my 

sensory awareness would literally shift. The hat simply fades into the background, being 

categorized by the unconscious parts of my brain as simply normal. In such a way, I would 

have influenced not only my conscious way of thinking about hats. I would, in fact, have 

argued with my own unconscious feelings about wearing hats, and how they influence my 



ability to wear a hat without constantly feeling its presence, one which makes me awkward 

and self-conscious.  

 

This is the basic point of materialism, as argued by Marx. For Marx, thinking is basically a 

form of doing, and change what a person does, and it will likely shift how they think.cliii When 

doing becomes habitual, the ways in which our habits make and remake so much of the world 

around us makes it so that this world seems alien, as if made by others rather than ourselves, 

as if it had to be this way, as necessary or inevitable.cliv Jean-Paul Sartre built upon this in his 

notion that if we let them, our habits of repeated actions tend to petrify the world around us so 

that we forget our own agency, and Judith Butler extended this further still with her notion that 

even our very sense of who we “are,” our sense of identity, including that of gender and 

sexual identities but not limited to this, are produced by repeated performances which, in 

hindsight, take on the weight of necessity, even if performing differently, while at first feeling 

odd, will acquire the feeling and weight of normalcy if we do this over time, particularly with 

others.clv  

 

This occurs on an individual level, of course, but also transpersonally. Between individuals 

and groups of them, such as crowds or nations, we give rise to various social phenomena 

which are formed of how our aspects interact to give rise to social developments which take 

on a life of their own between what are most often understood as the levels of individuals and 

groups of them. A flock of birds is precisely this, for while a flock of birds is a collective group 

of individual birds, the complex characteristic pattern of flocking movement itself is neither 

bird nor group of birds, but something in between such levels. Likewise, with social 

phenomena such as capitalism, the Women's liberation movement, Protestantism, medieval 



millenarianism, etc. Like memes online, such social formations emerge in a relatively 

spontaneous way, have life-cycles, mutate, etc.  

 

While a particular event may get the ball rolling, or a particular innovator may kick off or even 

dominate such a movement in the right conditions, many have failed at such attempts. In 

many cases they would likely have been unable to become the face of the movement they did 

were they not riding a wave already in waiting for a tipping point to start it going, a wave which 

is more than the mere sum of its parts, or the result of any of them in particular, in a manner 

not unlike that of how birds emerge into flocking.  

 

Those who use network tools to study the use of trends and innovations have patterns in the 

emergence of new social forms of flocking, so to speak, lend credence to the notion that 

individuals are able to make history when they are in the right place and time, and tap into 

social forces beyond them which, like those poised on the cusp of alternatives like the snow 

on the side of a mountain balanced yet in tension, simply need a pebble to fall this way or that 

to bring an entire mountain crashing down on a particular side versus others. While a boulder 

might get similar results from a mountain not so poised, the situation is likely similar in regard 

to transpersonal social change, which is to say, that while a particularly strong, charismatic, 

wealthy, powerful, or influential person can occasionally produce social change on their own, 

this seems by and large the exception rather than norm.clvi  

 

Building on this, it is likely, according to many theorists, that much of our thinking is implicit, 

unconscious or semi-conscious, and it is worth understanding what is meant by this, and its 

potential implications. Very often we do things without giving them much thought, often 

because we were raised to do them by our families, societies, etc. We may not even 



remember how or when we learned to do such things, or even realize we are doing them. Our 

conscious awareness may be able to intervene, but with many behaviors, particularly if we 

are not aware we are doing them, we may be more like a passenger of sorts, along for the 

ride. This is why, as Pierre Bourdieu has often argued, we often have implicit understanding 

about how to play various often quite complex and nuanced social games, many of which play 

themselves through us as their pieces in various ways, even if it would be difficult for us to 

explicitly describe what we are doing, if we are even aware that we are doing such things.clvii  

 

For example, some people may know instinctually how to navigate various webs of social 

intrigue or climb ladders of social status, or buy and sell and invest in various markets, but 

when asked to describe what they are in words in the form of guidelines, habits, or rules for 

action, such experts will often fail to capture in words the complexity of what they are doing. In 

this sense, while they understand how to do what they are doing, they cannot produce an 

elucidation of this in the form of declarative statements, in the form of knowledge “of” this or 

that pattern in what they are doing. For what they would be trying to describe is a complex 

sort of understanding which is often described as in the gut, the bones, etc.  

 

Bodily Thinking  

 

In this sense, when we want to think about how to shift how we do things, we should not 

forget just how much of our thinking is within how we feel our bodies, and how our bodies 

sculpt the way our brains think.clviii For as researchers in various fields are increasingly 

arguing, the notion that “thinking” and “Reason” should be seen as disembodied, in a dualist 

sense which perpetuates the mind/body split of Descartes, is problematic for all sorts of 



reasons, many of them based in cutting edge science which is finally taking a plunge beyond 

the biases of Euro-American, Cartesian inspired perspectives on this.  

 

While Cartesian mind/body and mind/matter thinking had a revival during the Cold War, in 

which so much of the world was divided between the American capitalists and the Soviet and 

Chinese communists, also the heyday of traditional binary computers, all of which lead many 

to theorize that language and in fact thinking were necessarily binary, today, with the rise of 

the networked Internet, non-dualist advances in neuroscience, and the artificial neural 

networks which are leapfrogging forward in the field of artificial intelligence, fewer researchers 

seem to find mind/body dualism makes sense, even if few seem willing to explore the bigger-

picture implications of this.clix  

 

Neuroscientists increasingly have worked to show that to think of “mind” as something 

immaterial makes little sense as we increasingly understand how brains do what they do, 

producing patterns of sync in living wires, patterns not radically unlike that of the flocking of 

birds, yet in complex weaves of networking of startling complexity, massive recursion and 

levels of scale. What is more, neuroscientists have come to reason the role that emotion and 

the body play in all of this. By examining humans who have had damage to parts of the brain 

responsible for emotion, it has become clear that much of what we consider “rational” forms of 

human thinking require the emotional parts of our brains to function properly. And as scientists 

have come to realize, emotions and feelings, taken in this more restricted sense, occur in a 

feedback loop through our bodies.  

 

For example, if I am crossing a busy intersection by foot, and see that a motorcycle is moving 

swiftly towards me from a direction I had not seen previously, my reaction starts when my 



brain’s perceptual circuits recognize this and link this up with projections of danger, which 

initiate a bodily response that is near instantaneous, a reflex of moving in the other direction. 

But as this happens, I realize that I am not moving fast enough to avoid being hit by what 

seems like a distracted motorcyclist. Luckily, as soon as my reflex of moving away from the 

motorcycle began, parts of my brain’s maps of my body’s musculature recognize that I have 

gone into an instinctual reflex movement pattern of “escape from danger,” and this leads to an 

associative triggering of a release of adrenaline into my bloodstream. My heartbeat quickens, 

I breathe more quickly, and a cascade of chemicals are released in brain and body which 

make it such that I experience what is generally understood to be fear in a variety of ways.  

 

Some of these chemicals increase the way in which my neural networks do what they do, 

making it more difficult for random associations to arise in such a moment, such that multi-

tasking and creative thinking becomes difficult, but focus on a single problems, such as that of 

avoiding getting hit by the motorcycle, is much easier. The motorcycle seems like it is headed 

right for me, and my brain recognizes this and my continued running away from the 

motorcycle, releasing more chemicals along the way, until I feel what is often described as a 

“pit in the bottom of my stomach.” I need to do something more drastic, and fast, but why? I 

recognize that my body is telling me that the situation has become more urgent, and that my 

body is deeply concerned. Recognizing this, I stop crossing the street, and jump to the 

nearest curb for safety. Rapidly my brain realizes that I have stopped moving, that the 

motorcycle has passed me by, and while I may release chemicals associated with anger at 

the driver, mostly my brain now rewards itself and my body for a job well done, releasing a 

group of chemicals which feel like well-being and reward.  

 



In this anecdote, my brain released various neurochemicals, such as dopamine, the chemical 

precursors to adrenaline, serotonin, or noradrenaline, which impact the brain in relatively 

large-scale ways. These arise in the brain’s “limbic” system, so named because those who 

discovered it felt it was in some senses at the limit between brain and body, not unlike a 

doorway is between rooms.clx Some of these chemicals triggered the release of others 

throughout the body, which is the case with adrenaline, while others, like serotonin, impact the 

“second brain” of neural receptors in our “gut” which give rise to various forms of “gut feeling,” 

and other more distributed responses through the body. The brain makes extensive use of the 

body for feedback in regard to the world. Some have even postulated that the primary reason 

that our faces display emotions is that they are part of our body’s way of integrating feedback 

responses from the body, such that our faces show what we are feeling because they are 

integral in helping us learn this our selves.  

 

What is clear in the anecdote above is that at a point of danger, I realized I needed to interrupt 

what I was doing, and take a more drastic action to save myself from danger. But why do I 

care to save myself in this way? All living systems seem to want to continue living, down to 

the simplest ones, and even single-celled organisms, without nervous system or brain, will 

react by moving away when poked.clxi Just as a whirlpool adapts to having a stone put in its 

path into order to best relieve tension, so living beings seem to seek to persist in their own 

dissipations of tension in the form of adapting to continue doing so through massively meta-

stable feedbacked interfeeling and interacting we call living.  

 

Simple living systems generally avoid whatever causes them pain, and pursue whatever 

avoids this, and what likely seems to produce some simple form of what humans would call 

“pleasure,” while in more complex neural systems, such as humans, evolution has provided a 



series of reward and punishment chemicals, which some researchers have called our body’s 

“value systems,” which modulate our moods, emotions, and feelings, in ways which keep us 

avoiding circumstances we deem threatening, and pursuing goals and trees of sub-goals in 

relation to these to try to maximize our feelings of pleasure, success, and well-being.clxii  

 

This is not to say that neuroscientists have a sense of “why” serotonin feels like well-being, or 

dopamine like reward, or the activation of a cortico-adrenal system as anxiety, fear, and 

danger. These molecules are simply molecules, after all, and one can isolate them in a lab, 

and they don’t seem to feel or think anything on their own. Only in the complex meaningful 

networking of a human body do they trigger the sort of neural and physiological responses, 

such as rapid breathing and heartbeat, or relaxed muscle tone and more free-associative 

thinking, which we tend to associate with stress or well-being, respectively. clxiii 

 

But why did I “take evasive action” to avoid the oncoming motorcycle? In the moment in which 

I realized that my body’s reflexes were not moving me fast enough, and that I needed to 

change course, I recognized the feeling of the “pit in my stomach” which meant my brain-body 

feedback network felt that I was in real danger, and that more evasive action was needed, so I 

changed course radically. But this likely would not have happened with Phineas Gage.clxiv 

Gage, often known as W.H. in the neuroscientific community to protect his privacy during the 

years around when he was alive, lived through an accident while working to lay railroad track 

in during the late nineteenth century in the Northeastern United States. In this accident, a 

railroad spike shot through his skull, and damaged portions of his brain which were involved 

with what would generally be described as the ability to feel on an emotional level.  

 



Gage’s ability to “think,” in everyday uses of this term, seemed unharmed, and at first, it 

seemed that, to the surprise of doctors, despite having had a railroad spike through his skull, 

he was, in fact, able to remember, hold conversations, perform tasks, do arithmetic, and 

otherwise function in a way which, aside from a strange lack of affect and emotion, seemed 

relatively “normal” to most others, including in regard to most of what is commonly 

understood, at least in cultures which tend to view emotion and thinking so separately, as 

being at stake with the capacity to “think.”  

 

Over time, however, it became apparent that Gage was hardly “rational” in any recognizably 

human sense. He began to make terrible decisions, losing all of his family’s savings in 

gambling escapades, making one terrible decision after the next, and generally engaging in 

behavior that from the outside would seem dangerous, self-destructive, and “irrational.” While 

Gage was a responsible family man before the accident, he died penniless, friendless, and 

alone.  

 

Damasio argues that the reason why Gage was not able to “think rationally” when the 

emotional centers of his brain were damaged, is that he was unable to “consult his body” in a 

feedback loop in the manner in which most of us do when we “have” moods, feelings, and 

emotional states wash over us. Because of this, his “value systems” did not function, and this 

lead to chains of reasonings which Gage could be heard to produce which would seem 

rational in a sense to many readers, but also irrational in others. Gage might not have jumped 

on the curb to avoid the motorcycle, for example, as he may have thought to himself that if he 

was hit by the motorcycle, he could likely collect insurance money, and if he dies, so what, 

everyone has to at some point.  

 



Now while there is a rationality here, it is not of the sort which most humans might be able to 

identify with, and this is precisely Damasio’s point. Human-style rationality is one which seeks 

goals and sub-goals, and we are motivated to pursue and choose these in regard to how our 

body’s evolutionarily produced “value systems” pull and prod us in various ways. Without an 

ability to feel well-being, fear, pleasure in accomplishment, stress in need of relief, and other 

such states produced in feedback with the body and its neuro-chemical assistants, Gage 

made choices which were, in a sense, “too rational,” at least, in a disembodied sense. He 

barely cared if he lived or died, and largely lived in the moment. No long-term goals or sub-

goals could motivate him much, nor fear of most consequences. And so, he “irrationally” 

whittled his life away.  

 

Damasio’s point is simple: when cut off from the body, our brain does not think in a way we 

tend to describe as “rational.” Our forms of thinking are deeply embodied, and if ever human 

technology produces the situation, much beloved of some philosophers, of supporting brains 

in vats of chemicals, beyond relation to any body, then there better be robotic or simulated 

bodies which allow for feedback in a human sort of way, at least, if one wants the thinking of 

this sort to be in any way recognizably “human.”  

 

For Damasio, the idea that thinking, rationality, or “Reason” is something simply done by a 

disembodied brain, rather than a brain deeply networkedly related to its body and world in 

complex forms of feedback, is simply not supported by science. While the case of Gage is a 

very clear example of this, increasingly this is the overall direction in which research in 

neuroscience, cognitive science, and artificial intelligence is going, with massive troves of 

scientific findings in support of a model of thinking which deconstructs any sense in which 



“mind” and “body” could be seen as distinct in the manner once hypothesized by generations 

of Euro-American dualist philosophers, from Descartes to Kant, Husserl, and beyond.  

 

For another approach to such concerns, linguists such as George Lakoff, Mark Johnson, and 

Rafael E. Núñez have argued that simpler forms of our most complex forms of linguistic and 

mathematical forms of thinking likely arose from incredibly simple abstractions from the uses 

of the physical body, in ways which leave traces on the structures of how these fields 

developed visible to the present day.clxv Examining  language use, both in everyday uses, 

technical uses, and even mathematical uses, they were able to show that so much of even 

our most complex forms of thinking, even in mathematical forms of reasoning, make use of 

metaphors which likely have bodily origins. This has lead them to argue that our most 

complex forms of thinking likely evolved from slow by steady extensions of our embodied 

understanding of the world, and that there is likely a continuity between how we use physical 

tools and how we use the linguistic ones whereby we frame so much of our thinking.  

 

Beyond this, a growing sub-field within cognitive science is that of embodied and 

morphological computation. For example, researchers have come to realize that one can ask 

an AI to do a complex task without a body, such as recognize an incomplete pattern from 

visual data, but give such an AI a body, one which is able, for example, to tilt its head in a 

helpful direction so as to get more information when it is incomplete, and often, the AI can be 

much simpler. Provide AI designed to help a robot walk with all sorts of degrees of flexibility of 

motion, and the AI is presented with a massively difficult problem in learning how to walk, one 

requiring massive computational resources. But provide an AI with a body with far fewer 

degrees of motion, but one equipped with rubber bands, springs, friction pads on its feet, and 

sensors to let it know when they have made contact, along with feedback pathways between 



the sensors and the neurons controlling the muscles, and even a very simple AI, and it will be 

able to learn how to walk with ease.clxvi  

 

What researchers have come to realize in such a manner is that is that one can use a 

massive amount of computation to learn how to do something with a non-specific body, or 

rather, one can use a more specifically sculpted body which is more task-specific, and use 

very little computational power. One can in fact say that certain amounts of computing power 

saved are “equivalent” to all the computing power that does not need to be there to 

accomplish the task. Now this is cheating to some extent, for the body plan is usually one 

copied from one produced by evolution, and evolution is a sort of computation, one which 

cognitive science researchers often refer to as a sort of “distributed” and “genetic” form of 

computation, in that the computation occurs between multiple agents working on the problem 

in different ways simultaneously, and making use of genetic forms of inheritance, mutation, 

etc.clxvii  

 

In this sense, the more specific bodies tend to be those which are the result of computation 

themselves, computation which they condense into their physical form. In this sense, when I 

say that a fish's flipper “understands” the water, I am not merely speaking poetically. I am 

saying that the shape of the flipper is able to come into sync with the distinct qualities of water 

as it does in ways which potentiate the ability of the organism to better live, grow, and thrive in 

its environment because of a careful process of distributed and genetic learning which 

understood, after massive processes of trial and error, how to produce organisms able to 

come into sync with the water in such a complex way. Genetic thinking of this sort is not 

conscious or self-conscious in the manner of human style thinking. But it is thinking 

nevertheless. For it abstracts off patterns from the world which it then incarnates in bodies 



which are also abstractly separate from their environment, and reintertwines these with the 

world by means of behaviors, including those of its own which understands water in a way 

such that it can concretize that understanding in dynamic memory in the form of a flipper.  

 

Human forms of thinking are a complex interplay between understanding and knowledge, and 

this is the case with all forms of thinking. Understanding is the sync produced when bodies 

network together, and when there is a lack of sync, tension arises. When the systems find 

ways to relieve this tension, this is often because of new ways of interacting, something 

potentiated by the formation or modification of structures which make this possible. The 

determinacy of structure and the dynamism of activity intertwine. Just as the shape of a flipper 

of a fish understands the water in a way that is shown by how incredibly well that fish is able 

to show that it knows how to swim, if the fish is simply floating in the water and not swimming, 

the flipper is not dynamically showing that the fish knows how to do anything, and in this 

sense, it is merely congealed understanding, or knowledge. It is reified understanding, but 

with a potential to be brought into activity as understanding in the process of emerging 

towards greater sync.  

 

Such notions make it possible to see a continuum of levels of emergence between simple 

forms of feeling and more complex ones which arise in complex experiencers such as 

humans, and how these reify and dynamically reintertwine in various ways. Human forms of 

knowledge, or “knowing that,” can be seen as a reification of understanding, or “knowing how 

to,” in the many senses described above, and in relation to simpler forms of this from which 

these emerged. In humans, such a distinction which roughly maps on to what neuroscientists 

speak of as the difference between “declarative” and “procedural” sorts of memory, 

respectively, with the former being often abstracted from “episodic” memory, with episodic and 



procedural memory systems, those which make “knowing that” and “knowing how to” 

possible, arising in relatively distinct memory systems in the brain, both of which stretch 

between conscious and unconscious aspects of neural functioning.clxviii  

 

It is also from such a perspective that it makes sense to see a hammer as a form of 

knowledge which makes it possible for humans to understand how to nail. Human hands do 

not understand how to nail, for they cannot come into sync with nails to build houses, but by 

means of a hammer, human hands can build houses with wood frames, and in this sense, we 

can say that human hands understand how to nail because hammers do, such that the 

knowledge within a hammer makes it possible for human hands to know how to hammer. A 

hammer condenses aspects not only of how to work with nails, but human bodies, and 

designing and producing a hammer is a complex task which was likely distributed between 

multiple agents in various iterations to produce the small group of designs and methods 

generally used today.  

 

Only by weaving together all sorts of understanding has the relative reification of this in the 

form of hammers been produced in our world. And only by weaving these together with 

various contexts in turn does the knowledge incarnated in each hammer become 

understanding once more. The form of the hammer stores in memory, the memory incarnated 

in its physical form, such that its form remembers how to work with nails and humans, 

imprinted on its materials in various manufacturing processes.  

 

By renetworking with such relatively reified understanding, human forms of networking, 

potentiated by the memory stored in our more dynamic memory systems, those which occur 

due to networkings of tracings of aspects of past processes which are reactivated by genetic 



and neural networkings, become potentiated in new ways in turn. There are many 

implications of such an approach to our world, in ways which help to further deconstruct the 

boundaries between mind and matter in the dualist models of old.clxix  

 

All of this has ramifications for how we think about what it means for humans to think, and 

how this relates to language. While there is often a tendency to reify off language from other 

aspects of the world to study it, relationally speaking, language should be seen as simply one 

more weaving of wideware around us, as sets of sonic and graphic performances and 

interpretations of these which are complexly patterned, and which can be studied in reifying 

ways, but can also be understood more relationally. Ludwig Wittgenstein famously takes the 

latter approach, particularly in his later work, arguing that language should be seen not so 

much as composed of words with discrete meanings, but rather, as moves in games played 

with ways of speaking and writing interwoven with ways of doing and various embodied and 

physical contexts, in ways which have crucially influenced what is described here.clxx 

 

In this sense, if I say to my friend to go back to the tree in the forest where we met yesterday 

and left a marker, and take a reading from the tree using a scientific instrument, and they 

report the data back to me, many forms of sync were produced in various networking ways. 

My friend was able, for example, to bring their neuromodulatory value systems, with their 

ways of releasing various motivating and inhibiting chemicals in various ways in regard to 

neutrally parsed goals and sub-goals, into sync with their understanding of my request as 

expressed in our common understanding of the conventions of a shared form of 

communicative action, namely, that of language. My friend’s experience of the instrument’s 

display of data was interpreted, and this made it possible for me to record this, and later 



perform and action on the tree which was in accord with my understanding of the meaning of 

the living and physical processes at work in the tree in a particular way.  

 

In such an example, there is sync between forms of physical action which is experienced in 

various ways, but also interpretations of these by various doers and feelers involved in this, in 

ways which sync up with unfolding of economies of value in regard to all sorts of complex 

evaluative value systems, and in ways which indicate forms of thinking from simple to 

complex. Language clearly played a role in some of this, to be sure, but there is no need to 

over-reify the understanding of how this occurs.  

 

Researchers have shown that when humans interpret bits of language, we do not do so by 

parsing individual words, then combining these to develop interpretations of sentences built 

from putting these together, and then producing a response, all in a manner in which the 

meaning interpreted is merely a sum of its parts of the sub-interpretations at play.clxxi To do so 

would simply take too long, and follows a model of how computers do this, rather than 

experiments which study human behavior or base themselves on research on the brain. Our 

brains are prediction machines, with all their aspects trying to predict what the others will do 

next, including those which interpret sensory data and linguistically related sensory data as a 

part of this. As soon as we recognize any small indicator that one of our predictions is 

supported by the world over other ones, this leads to cascades of checking and new 

predictions.  

 

Priming experiments with human language cognition show that we often simply do not realize 

when small bits of language do not fit our expectations, because we recognize the pattern as 

a whole. Small bits do provide redundancy for our attempts to confirm our predictions, of 



course, and if too many bits are uncharacteristic, they tend to be noticed more quickly. So 

much of this seems reliant on context. In most contexts, we have a sense of what a person is 

likely to say, and so, it is easy to make predictions. But when most context is removed, we 

need to build up interpretations more carefully and slowly, and may sometimes even parse 

each bit individually as a computer does, and assemble the meaning of the whole from there, 

but context still tends to play a large role in this.clxxii  

 

For example, when I ask my friend to go to the forest to get some data from that tree, I am 

already imagining what they will say as a reply. Let us say I communicate my request verbally 

by phone, and then await my friend’s reply. They start to reply by saying, in a rather cheery 

tone of voice, “Do you want me to …” and then the phone briefly cuts out. My brain already 

jumps to the conclusion that they are going to ask a question related to the task in a way 

which indicates that they intend to agree with my request to do the task. When I say that I 

wasn’t able to hear the full statement, and ask for it be repeated, I hear, “Do you want me to 

bring the other device along as well?.” I conclude that my friend is fine with my request, as I 

figured, even though this is only implied by the answer I get.  

 

So it is with much of our interactions with the world. As neuroscientist Christof Koch says, “the 

brain mostly talks to itself,” such that incoming sensory data has been described as 

modulating the brain’s predictions more than shaping them.clxxiii That said, there are of course 

circumstances in which predictions begin to fall flat, and in which each detail needs to be 

interpreted, and perhaps in multiple different ways, until a stable interpretation emerges which 

is supported by crucially confirmatory yet technically redundant information which 

nevertheless can often be helpful in distinguishing a message from a context in a process of 

dynamic exchange. Such an interpretation will tend to relieve tension, giving rise to a return 



action which expresses and interpretative action in turn, in the dynamic dances of meaningful 

interplay we have with aspects of our world, linguistic or otherwise.  

 

Relationally speaking, just as our tools and objects incarnate our meanings, values, and 

forms of thinking, just as we perform actions when we use these which can be interpreted, 

evaluated, and questioned in various ways, so it is with our linguistic performances. As 

Merleau-Ponty argues, we take up positions in language, we make gestures, we inhabit 

linguistic domains, but to imagine that our words or meanings are discrete from each other, 

that intended message is sent to receiver, that meaning is chunked and bounded in discrete 

ways, that all that is at stake is mere communication, rather than complex weavings of affect 

and cues, clues and tonalities, or that it is possible to firmly demarcate our linguistic gestures 

and performances from those others we do, or the support of a contextualizing world which 

provides the scaffolding for all this, is to miss the rich interweavings of contexts and 

processes which make this all work as it does in a manner which is far more than the mere 

sum of its parts.clxxiv   

 

What then of a situation, for example, in which I say to myself, in words or “inner speech” that 

“I see a maple tree over there in the forest.” Some may question whether or not the “meaning” 

of a maple tree as I linguistically “intend” this “corresponds” to a “true state of affairs out there 

in the world of non-linguistic reality.” Such an approach is one taken, in many senses, by 

Wittgenstein in his earlier work, and the reasons are well documented why he abandoned this 

approach, even though many took his early work as the foundation of their new approaches to 

everything. That said, this text takes a more process-based and relational approach to such 

concerns. 

 



More relationally framed, when I say to myself that “I see a maple tree over there in the 

forest,” various neural patterns come into sync in my head, some which likely activate when I 

see maple trees in the world, when I think or imagines maple trees and trees in general in a 

more abstract manner, as well as those which relate to the sonic, graphic, and gestural 

aspects related to the production of such an utterance in language. While we know that 

infants can recognize objects before they learn language, it is likely that language so 

intertwines with and powerfully influences our pre-linguistic forms of learning, that it rapidly 

becomes all but inextricable from these, and as many have argued, our more imagistic and 

linguistic forms of thinking tend to be like asymmetrical yet complementary aspects of our 

more abstract sorts of neural thinking.  

 

When I say to myself that “I see a maple tree over there in the forest,” all these neural 

networkings come into sync with each other produce this utterance, and with any luck, this 

came to be because of a networked chain of events which came to be as the various parts of 

my visual cortex recognized aspects of incoming sensation which it interpreted as indicating 

what I have learned to call a maple tree. Furthermore, it is likely that I interpreted what I saw 

as a maple tree because the patterns in my incoming sensation were caused by a particular 

type of tree, one which my culture has described as generally having various traits which it 

has called “maple.”  

 

My linguistic performance therefore is an attempt to bring into sync patterns in the physical 

world beyond me with those within my body, including those within patterns of activation 

within the neural networkings within my brain, with my culture’s modes of interpretation within 

linguistic patterns, and to produce forms of sync between these, giving rise to a sort of 



resonance between the cultural, physical, living, and neural networkings in question in regard 

to the particular network of this situation.  

 

When I walk closer to the tree, however, I may see that it is not really a maple at all, but 

rather, an oak. I thought my statement was resonant with patterns in the physical world, but 

my current interpretation of incoming sensation as I approach closer to the tree is not in sync 

with my memory of my prior interpretation of the more vague sensory data and my attempts to 

interpret this at the time, so I revise my interpretation, and say to myself, “I see an oak tree 

over there in the forest.” This is what is generally described as “having been in error,” for if I 

had tried to extract maple syrup from the oak tree with a tool made for such purposes, I would 

find myself most likely disappointed.  

 

Such is a way of indicating how meaning in language can be understood more relationally, 

beyond correspondence theories of communication or “truth,” reifying approaches to meaning 

or words, and other such more atomizing, binary, and related approaches to such things. 

Relationally speaking, language is simply a complex form of interpretative interactional 

performances, and while we can produce abstract models of these, models of notions of 

grammar and vocabulary, and give rise to theories of these, we need to remember that 

language is ultimately a set of actions and interpretations of experiences of these which can 

give rise to various forms of sync with various aspects of the world, or inhibit this.  

 

And so, if my friend and I argue over whether or not what we are seeing is “really” a maple 

tree or an oak, we would perhaps do well to remember that no word or concepts ever full 

corresponds to things, for trees are living systems, there are traits shared by particular sorts 

of these, humans have been able to neutrally model these by producing inner patterns of 



neural activation which are able to come into sync with various patterns of actions we 

experience in the world, and language is a set of meaningful actions we produce on top of 

these.  

 

The word “tree” describes all trees in a general way, and in this sense, it is a linguistically 

linked conceptual lensing of some aspect of the world. The particularity of a tree as tall or 

small, for example, is obscured by such a term, which brings only the traits that trees share in 

common to the fore. Calling the tree “maple” or “oak” makes this more specific, but ultimately, 

there are resonances actions and patterns in these in the physical world, in our bodies, in our 

brains, and in regard to how we form some of our actions and interpretations in regard to the 

cultural game of language we play in regard to these. This is why Nietzsche famously argued 

that language is all “lies,” but this is only the case if one tries to imagine a one-to-one link 

between “mental intention,” “the meaning of words,” “the use of words,” and “states of affairs 

in the world,” rather than take up a relational perspective on this which instead emphasizes 

forms of resonant analogy at work between patterns within various sorts of networks of 

meaningful actions, and the sorts of sync which can be produced in regard to this.clxxv  

 

Language emerged, after all, in relation to human forms of cooperation and social behavior of 

the sort seen in basic forms in primates. Cooperation and complex social behavior requires 

the ability to imagine the inner world of others and their intent, a process which biologists 

believe is related to the “mirror neurons” which humans, primates, and a handful of other 

neutrally complex species have been shown to have. Such neurons are the source of our 

ability to understand other experiencers as experiencers as well, to see the symmetries 

between our bodies as indicating potential symmetries between how others feel within, and to 

realize that the feelings we have arise from within a body which we can begin to imagine as if 



from without, and make use of this to plan more complex chains of behaviors, including those 

linked with others. All of this makes it possible to build more complex tools, learn by imitation, 

and develop complex social tools, such as our networks of meaningful gestures, objects, 

images, and words, which we internalize in memory in ways which have likely massively 

potentiated human forms of thinking in turn.  

 

But such neural developments also makes it possible for us to empathize, to try to imagine 

the feelings of joy and security but also sadness, pain, and suffering of others, and in ways 

which make it possible for us to engage in cooperative projects for collective benefit. It is such 

social projects which have made humans the most complex living systems on the planet, and 

potentiated the massively complex cultural networkings which have potentiated this, our 

networks of gestures, signs, tools, and so much more.clxxvi Cooperation does not emerge in all 

circumstances, of course, and human history is full of causes in which cooperation breaks 

down, despite the fact that cooperation tends to benefit individuals more that subverting it. 

There is likely a great deal to be learned by studying the circumstances in which cooperation 

emerges, and what factors potentiate this, not only for our benefit, but for that of our world 

more generally.clxxvii 

 

Thinking Emerging 

 

When we are not absorbed in the concrete here and now of relative immediacy, but instead 

abstract off from this, we take a meta-attitude towards what we experience in the here and 

now. Rather than be absorbed in doing as we had been doing, interpreting as was had always 

valued doing, experiencing according to how our interpretations of the past had carved up our 

experiences in the past, we can also interrupt this and stop the process, or if not stopping in 



practice, stop in theory, which is to say, even as we continue doing what we have been doing, 

begin to question what we are doing, and why.  

 

When we question what we are doing, we take a more abstract attitude towards it. Rather 

than being absorbed in our concretely immediate doing here and now, we look for patterns 

beyond this. We begin to interpret our interpretations and the interpretative frames which 

ground these, and the values which ground these, and we begin to remember that we have 

the capacity for thinking which is not merely doing. In such moments, we can look for new 

patterns at play, patterns which can reconextualize what we are doing, so we can find new 

ways of thinking about it.  

 

In such forms, we can reinterpret our ways of interpreting, and reevalute our interpretations 

and ways of forming these, as well as reinterpret our values and modes of evaluating, 

reevaluating these and our modes of evaluating in turn as well. Such a mode of operating 

feeds back processes of reworking into themselves in various increasingly complex ways, 

abstracting and abstracting again, becoming more meta- in the process,  emerging into new 

forms of abstraction and reapplication of abstraction back to unfolding of potential to produce 

more concrete forms of emergence thereby.  

 

To abstract is to separate out an aspect of a larger system, and to concretize is to interweave 

an abstraction with many aspects of the world. Abstraction which potentiates new forms of 

concretion in such a way can be understood as thinking. This is also a pretty good 

description, in its way, of what happens in emergence. To describe this as emergence is to 

describe this in a general sort of way, but to emphasize the role abstraction plays in this is to 

describe this through the lens of thinking. Thinking makes it possible to interpret and evaluate 



our modes of evaluating, interpreting, feeling, and doing, and how these intermodulate each 

other as thinking and thinking about how we are thinking.  

 

Abstraction in the cosmos is what gives rise to the refraction of the abstract potentials of 

quantum fields into the determinacy of physical material forms, and when these are refracted 

with more abstract potentials, abstract energy and concrete matter intertwine to emerge into 

dynamic systems which have been able to emerge into life. Living organisms abstract from 

needing to simply be what their environments make them, abstracting aspects of the world 

from it as aspects of themselves, giving rise to systems which are increasingly abstract from 

the stuff of the world, even if they concretize in increasingly complex forms within, leading to 

the evolution of various sorts of social networkings, including those within neural systems 

such as brains.  

 

One form of abstraction occurs when we interrupt what we are doing, and stand back from it, 

from a distance. This is often described as reflection, as “thinking about” what one is doing. 

Thinking is of course a form of doing, and as this text argues, doing is a form of thinking, if of 

a very simple type. Anything which does anything, and is done by contexts and processes in a 

way which make it possible for it to do anything it does, is able to do this by means of 

separating off from these contexts and processes. Such a separation is an abstraction, and in 

this sense, anything which does anything can be seen as an abstraction, as can what it does, 

for this doing is an abstraction from the various contexts and processes from which it 

emerges, including that of any doer which does such an action. Thinking in its more complex 

forms, such as occurs in complex brains, is a highly complex form of this, but a form of this 

nevertheless.  

 



To transform the world from concrete to abstract and the reverse, intertwining and remaking 

the world in the process, is what is at stake with thinking when this is understood relationally. 

While this can be understood in highly simple and concrete forms, it can nevertheless also be 

understood in terms of sorts of more complex practices which cultural experiencers of 

complex neural sorts such as humans engage in on a regular basis.  

 

Thinking which goes beyond the immediate situation, which opens on to other times and 

places, more distant ramifications, or even the concerns of other individuals beyond our 

selves and our sense of our immediate groupings and contexts, requires a more abstract 

perspective. We experience what something is, but when we inquire about relational 

meanings and how they relate to how and why we experienced something as we do, and how 

this impacts our sense of potential actions in regard to this, we are thinking in terms of the 

“how” of meaning and interpretation.   

 

We develop interpretations by means of the conceptual lens we use to interpret aspects of 

our world, and while we may use many by habit, we may also modify and even shift and 

change which lenses we use. We may begin to question, in such a sense, why we interpret as 

we do, how our interpretative lenses were formed, how we might learn from this process in 

regard to how to avoid pitfalls when trying to form new lenses differently, even as our 

interpretative lenses continue to inform how we think about our past and futures in such a 

sense. Such a process begins to loop around itself, as interpretations influence the contexts 

for making interpretations, and while one can get lost in such loopings, it is also possible to 

reconextualize this, and open on to what grounds interpretation in the world, which is to say, 

to begin to think about values, the values which shaped us to value as we do, the systems 

which lead us to some interpretations and interpretative frames over others, and how these 



impact how we learn from the past and imagine our potential futures in ways which lead us to 

interpret as we do.  

 

Pursuing “how” down the “rabbit-hole,” so to speak, twists the “how” from its orientation to the 

“what” into one which opens on to the “why,” and by means of the question of values, or ends. 

That is, why do we care, what are we trying to accomplish, what sub-goals and goals are at 

play, and why do any of them matter to us? What do we value, and why, and why do we value 

anything, and how does getting any sense of this potentially impact how we interpret what to 

do next? Furthermore, how do our forms of interpretation impact how we might even try to 

understand our values and how they impact our interpretations?  

 

And in this sense, which of these might we want to interrupt and remake, and which allow to 

continue? This process, of moving from concrete experience to interpretation and evaluation 

and transformation and back is thinking, the abstraction of thinking about what to do next in 

regard to how the bigger picture concerns appear here and now, and how this understanding 

of the bigger picture can help us better inform our sense of what actions are possible, making 

it possible to see possible actions we would not have otherwise been able to. Such seeing 

can only matter, of course, if it links back with concrete action, which is to say, the movement 

from concrete to abstract and back, from experiencing to action by way of interpreting, 

evaluating, and in and through all of this and beyond, thinking 

 

There is so much more to thinking in this sense than a “chain of reasoning,” a serial set of 

choices, or anything like an linear dialectic between concrete and abstract, reification and 

opening.clxxviii Notions of logic should be derived from the logics of the thinking world, and not, 

as has so often been done with so many forms of logic, in ways which reduce thought to the 



form of non-contradiction, and claim that everything else is not thinking. Such an approach, 

after all, would have difficulty justifying its prohibition of non-contradiction without itself 

running into issues, not to mention producing a highly restrictive image of thinking which 

values symbolic thinking over other forms, depends on an itself problematic distinction 

between contradiction and contrary, and many more issues.  

 

To see thinking and logic in such a way impoverishes the richness of potential in regard to 

what we understand thinking to be, while also cutting it off from the rest of the world.clxxix* The 

concrete world and its opening are multiple and dynamic, and while they may be reified, 

linearized, bounded, and serialized in various ways for various purposes, if they are to 

reintertwine with contexts and processes, they must repluralize and reopen. It is only when 

they actively try to remain otherwise to whatever extent possible that the logjam of what this 

text has called over-centralizing, over-reifying, and related sorts of phenomena begin to 

manifest.  

 

Aside from logicians, it is common for people to understand thinking as what complex brains 

such as humans perform, and to take this as the standard for thinking in our world. This 

makes sense to some degree, as human brains still seem to be the most complex 

networkings yet known by far, and thinking is a pretty good description of what they do best. 

That said, thinking does not arise from nowhere, it emerges from less complex potentials at 

work in the world, and many of these may not directly lead up to human style thinking, and 

may indicate other forms of potential thinking which only developed so far, such as the 

thinking of octopi by means of many distributed brainlets, which can inspire us to imaging 

other ways of thinking. We do not know, after all, whether or not there may be more complex 

forms of thinking yet to be discovered in the cosmos, or simply radically different forms of 



thinking, or the extent to which our thinking could mutate and change in ways which may 

emerge by differing, a form of emerging which, beyond mere quantitative emergence of the 

same, potentiates the more radical deepening of emergence in its way.  

 

To think more of the same does not create different forms of thinking, nor deepen thinking by 

intertwining differing thinking with thinking as it had been. The think more of the same, 

whether in the same body or otherwise, is to perpetuate the status-quo of the here and now, 

and this is thinking which emerges in a very, very minimal way. To think emergently, we 

cannot merely think as we had in the past, for such barely deserves the name of thinking. 

Thinking is always in-process, and like emergence, it must be continually renewed by differing 

from its past, emerging into thinking by thinking its emergence from its prior forms of thinking, 

not merely as difference for its own sake, or mere expenditure, but as thinking of emerging. 

Thinking as emergence is necessary distributedly meta-stable, a complexification which 

potentiates emergence in the far more emergently qualitative and robustly sustainable sense 

of emergence, and only in this sense is emergence deeply emerging thinking.  

 

To think in such a way is to question the ways of doing and feeling, interpreting and valuing, 

which pertain to prior forms of thinking. Thinking thus needs to continually abstract from how it 

had thought about how to best think the world, and to think how to do this better, recasting, in 

the process, what is understood by thinking in relation to how it does what it does in regard to 

how it feels itself feeling the world, in regard to how it interprets its relation to the world and 

the values of this, and in various meta-recursive questions which arise from this.  

 

Thinking, in this sense, can be seen as the cutting edge of emerging. To emerge is to abstract 

from a context to intertwine with other abstract aspects to give rise to new ways of doing what 



that context does, and in this way, to produce meta-versions of this. To think is to meta-, and 

to emerge is to meta-. Both are in excess to their contexts, they are individuations and 

selfings, an intertwining of a context and the unfolding of potential in it which is more than 

either, yet also not a more from somewhere else, but rather, an immanent more, a new way of 

relatingly interweaving the potentials which were already there.clxxx  

 

As a form of networking, thinking has knowledge, abstraction, understanding, and meta-

understanding as aspects, analogous in these ways to noding, linking, grounding, and 

leveling opening networking into emerging. Emergence can be understood as relationally 

lensed as networking in terms of thinking, evaluating, interpreting, and feeling doing, all of 

which are aspects of how emergence emerges as networking in our worlding of selfings and 

selfings of worlding emerging. Thinking abstracts, and to lens the world in terms of thinking is 

to emphasize how the abstractive potentiates the concrete, and yet, doing, feeling, 

interpreting, and valuing are all forms of thinking, for each is a form of the others in their ways, 

even if each lensing brings certain aspects over the other to the fore.  

 

When we think within this, with our neural systems, we meta-think the thinking of the cosmos, 

we refract it again. We produce models of our experiences, and feed these back into 

incoming actions, giving rise to interpretation. The form of our matters impose meaning on the 

actions which impact those which shape those which they intertwiningly are, and the form of 

our meta-matters, our genetic and neural systems, produce meta-meanings which read and 

interpret these further still. Meta-systems meta-read and meta-write, and experience is 

interpreted, and as these systems feed back further upon each other, they give rise to actions 

whose meanings can be experienced and interpreted further still as the result of economies 

whose balance of forces of folding and unfolding negotiated between them to shift this way 



rather than that. We can read this as an expression of the valuation of these contexts 

expressed in this particular valuation, the value incarnated in the particular action which 

expresses the value of the networking which chose it, a networking within other networkings 

of valuation, of course.  

 

But that particular determinacy is also a generality. For it is a refraction of how its particularity 

in the past and that of its contexts refracted together. As all the economies came into balance, 

the pattern of symmetry which unfolded in this particular location in spacetime is my body, 

which is what all these had in common when refracted in each other.clxxxi This is, of course, to 

see my body as not merely my body, but as the writing of my inner and outer contexts 

refracted in each other. It is a virtual reality, and not merely a matter, but a meaningful meta-

matter. I am a twisting of the cosmos within itself, inside out and outside in, at this particular 

location within the unfolding of its spacetime networks of matter-energy. I am thus like wave in 

the cosmos's rippling oceans, not different from the water, but a dynamic patterning within it, if 

with far more meta-levels of complexity and recursion than any mere wave of water.  

 

Emergence is the source and goal, that which is value itself as it unfolds in valuing as that 

which gives rise to the potential for value to value potential. To value emergence is to value 

the emerging of emergence emerging from what it was, which is to say, the emergence of 

emergence from its prior forms of emerging, if in ways which potentiate it emergence as well. 

After all, if emergence was merely about expenditure, it would not be emergence, but rather, 

expenditure. Emergence is the potential for the emergence of potential and the potential for 

emergence from emergence. This is to say that emergence is only emergence when it is 

potentiating emergence of emergence, or meta-emergence. Emergence and meta-

emergence are emergence, emergence is the meta-, for there is no emergence without it 



emerging as meta-emergence, potentiating the emergence of emergence from how it had 

emerged in the past. And if it simply expends itself as quickly as possible, or always in the 

same way, it ceases to emerge from its own forms of emergence.  

 

One could imagine a form of emergence which is always different, never the same, but which 

retains nothing, grows nothing, evolves into nothing, and so, does not emerge from an 

inability to be more than one thing at a time. From the indifference of no potential to the 

difference of pure potential, the unfolding of differencing to the folding of the different within 

networking of differing, pure potential becomes particularized actual when it unfolds in ways 

which refract it as this rather than that, and this refraction refracts more refraction. Memory is 

the sameness within differencing which makes possible the differencing of differencing from 

differing which is precisely what this is. Pure differencing or differing is simply sameness in 

another form, and so, differing differs from itself as sameness which can refract that 

differencing differently.  

 

And so, when matter becomes meta-matter, genetic matters make it possible for the unfolding 

of energy in material systems to record traces of their general patterns of dynamic 

functioning, and so to perpetuate themselves over time. The result is the organism can 

remain the same despite changes in its environment. And yet such sameness within differing 

provides the very means whereby these changes can refract themselves in new ways, 

potentiating the emergence of matter from mere matter not only as life, but evolution of life. In 

such a way, matter leaps over itself, becomes virtual to itself, and unleashes the evolution of 

the future. In such a way, matter emerges. 

 



To think about understanding emergently is to think about how emergence understands its 

aspects, how it can understand itself more emergently, and how this relates to relative 

determinations of what it might be better to do here or there as this or that action to help 

potentiate the understanding of emergence and in fact emergence as such. To understand 

emergence is understand its meaning, and to understand its meaning is to value it, and to 

value it is to understand its meaning, and these are forms of thinking it when they understand 

what to do in regard to experience in context.  

 

The patterns of the material world are generalities, but those in genetic materials  are meta-

generalities, ones which can come into sync with those in the world, and when they do, they 

are reinforced by the economies of value of the organism, and so evolution takes place. 

Evolution values what physical systems do, namely, least action, but rather than conserve 

energy, abstract potential emergence, it conserves the potential for energy to unfold more 

emergently, as concrete particular emergence with potentials to emerge emergently with its 

contexts. Neural and cultural forms of evolution take this to new levels.  

 

To think emergence would not be to think it merely in general, of course, but in regard to the 

particular. That is, to refract the generality of the bigger picture, of the widest possible 

contexts we can determine in space and time, culture and meaning, value and thinking, in 

regard to what to do next in the here and now in regard to how we experience what we 

do. This is what is meant by practics. We decide what to do next. But practics is always 

guided by general principles which help us determine actions in regard to interpretative 

models. My models help me categorize what I experience into various forms of this or that, 

but general principles help me guide what I do in regard to these categorizations and carvings 

up of experience into “this”-es and “that”-s.  



 

Thinking emergence today would be to think of thinking in relation to emergence, and in this 

sense, to try to think of how to think more emergently, in ways which potentiate emergence in, 

through, as, and by means of thinking. This is to think emergently and to emerge into thinking. 

Such thinking would think about how to do, feel, interpret, value, and think in ways which are 

more emergent, so as to potentiate emergence in and through these, and to emerge from 

more limited and less emergent forms of these. To be a thinking of emergence, in all the 

senses of “of,” is thus to emerge from how we have been thinking, and to think emerging, and 

to have that thinking emerge in and through how it emerges as evaluating, interpreting, 

feeling, and doing.  

 

Emerging in any of these, we can shift how we emerge, and in the process, this may lead us 

to need to shift how we think about what we are doing, feeling, interpreting, and thinking. 

Thinking is still a form of emerging, after all, and we are called by the world to think when our 

forms of doing, feeling, interpreting, and evaluating cannot relieve the tension we experience 

in relation to our world.clxxxii Or to even question the very interpretation of the world in such 

terms, or even our lensing of the world in terms of emergence. To think emergence is to 

question the meaning and value of anything and everything, even thinking in terms of 

emergence. While this text has worked to describe the world and its selfings in terms of 

emergence, even this too is but a grasping of emergence which thinking may need to emerge 

beyond in its way, whatever terms we may use to speak about this.  

 

To better give rise to a thinking of emergence today, we need to begin to think about our 

thinking in relation to the question of how well we are learning to think emergence. Our 

economies are currently structured to maximize short term financial profits for corporations 



and their investors, not help us emerge better. Our economies allocate value to various 

aspects of society, and because we have allowed our financial economies such power, they 

have converted so much of our world into economies based on the maximization of financial 

profit, transferring so much power to those who already have financial profit in the process to 

control our social structures. Financial economies, however, are not the only economies. 

Everything we do expresses value, and yet, our cultures tend to centralize mechanics of 

valuation around those of financial economies, and increasingly so.  

 

But all of these social economies are mere shadows of those at work in the life, not the brutal 

early stages of competitive evolution, but within each cell, or at work in each brain, not in 

regard to how it tends to be a “first amongst equals” in regard to other forms of bodily 

functioning, but within itself. We need to understand these, the forms of democracy and 

socialism which make such networking possible. And in the process, learn how to make our 

own social networking more emergently robust, and likely, in and through more democratic 

equality and socialistically just forms of networking, in many senses of these terms, in the 

process.  

 

To emerge more emergently in such a sense, by means of cultural structures which seek to 

foster emergence in a more general way, the emergence of our selves and our contexts in 

distributed meta-stability, this is what would potentiate our selves most emergently in relation 

to the emerging of which we are aspects, and in ways which potentiates emergence as such. 

To emerge in such a way is to be able to come into sync with emerging in and through and 

beyond one's mere aspect within this. 

 



To foster emergence is to foster the contexts and processes of emergence. As emergence is 

what has given rise to everything and anything, this is to come into sync with the processes 

which gave rise to all that we know. While in the short run it may relieve tension to stop 

emerging, in the long run, to emerge keeps a balance between differing and sameness, 

growth and stability, which is the middle path of all that emerges between tension and 

dissolution, binding and expenditure, beyond all binaries, that which may use distinctions and  

“this”-es and “that”-s but only as a means of moving beyond any limitation in and through 

them. 

 

In the long run, to try to come into sync with the emerging of the whole, and of course, not 

with the aspects which are not emerging, requires that one try to try to understand the 

relations of parts and wholes in ways which exceeds both of these.clxxxiii It is to be excessive 

to mere knowledge or even understanding, and to value that which is excess to mere 

economies of valuation as we know them. It is to do what one does in a way which goes 

beyond the here and now for the here and now, and instead, which seeks to understand the 

relation to the bigger picture, and to see any experience as a potential to open upon the way 

in which the whole exceeds any of its aspects, and vice-versa. 

 

To be an aspect of emergence then is to emerge from emergence as it has been, and to 

come into sync with the most emergent aspects of one's interior and exterior contexts. In such 

a way, one gains access to the greatest potential power and pleasure that is maximally 

sustainable in and through one's contexts as one's selfing and that of one's contexts emerge 

in and through each other, each bolstering the others with their potentials emerging in and 

through each other in turn. This is Spinoza's insight about immanent emerging, if beyond 



static essences, and it is why his story of emergence is one he called Ethics, a tale of the 

world as divine beyond, but that is a story for another day.clxxxiv 

 

If we want to be able to think emergence more emergently today, we need to begin to value 

emergence, in and through how we develop interpretative lenses on the world which are 

grounded in such valuations. While interpretative systems of conceptual lenses are 

sedimentations of values and processes of valuation, this is often implicit, disavowed, or 

otherwise framed as a limitation. That said, evolution gave rise to our consciousness and 

capacity for reflection and self-awareness because we became more robustly emergent with 

this and the various traits which potentiated the development of this. Likewise with the 

evolution of our own value systems, those which value the sustainable growth of our 

complexity, as shown in the manner in which all organisms value the continuance of their life, 

their ability to thrive and grow, and whatever they believe may further this.  

 

This is not to say that organisms are aware of their valuation of such things. We incarnate 

value systems, and in fact we are value systems which have sedimented in various ways, 

giving rise to meta-value systems in turn, such as those which punish and reward us as 

organisms for doing various things which evolution values in and through us. Value is not 

about belief, awareness, or anything like this, but rather, an unfolding of potential in one way 

rather than other, which is to say, it is about economics, and such economics often play out 

unconsciously, as we navigate complex social games, as described earlier by Bourdieu, 

which in many ways play themselves in and through us in various ways.  

 

This is particularly the case when micro-actions contribute to macro-formations, of the sort 

seen when bird simply swerves towards or away from others in its group, and flocking results, 



or when we re-post something unlike, not being aware that we are contributing to an online 

sort of flocking which is having all sorts of ramifications beyond us which exceed our ability to 

plan or intend. In many ways, we understand far more than we know, and this can be seen at 

multiple levels of scale, only some of which map on to us as “self-aware individuals,” even in 

the most traditional senses of such a notion.  

 

But we can always step back, and rethink, and change course, and this too can give rise to 

various cascades which can influences those which we have so often given rise to, even 

sometimes against our more explicit intentions. To do so, however, would mean to try to get a 

better of understanding of how and why we value as we do, so as to understand our potential 

limitations and predispositions, and in ways which could help us to develop ways of thinking 

about how to emerge from these towards forms of valuing which are able to potentiate 

emergence in more robust ways.  

 

Our evolutionary history has produced us in such a way that we incarnate our valuation of our 

life, its growth, and its thriving, as well as, to a lesser degree, that of our group. But this often 

plays itself out through us in a barely conscious and fuzzy sort of way. Our evolutionary 

history has also given rise to our ability to consciously and in fact also self-consciously 

interrupt what we are doing when we see that it is destructive. There are enormous unrealized 

potentials here, if we can learn to unleash them in regard to how we network with each other 

and our world.  

 

To self-consciously value emergence in regard to how we develop our intepretative lenses 

would be in many senses to take two aspects of our evolution to new levels. This not to say 

that evolution has forethought or planning, for it is far more like a flock of birds than a complex 



brain able to imagine future states, something which would require levels of recursion not 

present in either a flock of birds nor evolutionary populations. Nevertheless, evolution is a 

mechanism which selects tendencies which feed-forward into the future in ways that may 

seem like self-conscious planning, and are in fact likely precursors of this, even if evolution is 

an unconscious sort of thinking, not unlike that at work in the many unconscious processes in 

human brains, such as those which manage our breathing or digestion outside of conscious 

awareness.  

 

Organisms which are consciously aware, according to the science on such issues, are those 

which need to be able to interrupt various instinctual programs which evolution may have 

produced, and select others to replace them, and to do this, there needs to be continual multi-

directional feedback which can alert executive cortexes to the need for this sort of interruption 

if a task in progress no longer seems in line with various value systems which are guiding the 

management of these tasks, often partially unconsciously, until such an interruption.clxxxv  

 

Our world is very much in need of an intervention of this sort, in which we all need to wake up, 

and interrupt the status quo. Rather than do this in a way which is likely to cause violence, 

however, which tends to impose top-down revolutionary change in ways which either collapse 

into violent forms of totalitarian domination, or become reabsorbed in various ways into the 

other institutional orthodoxy, we need to start thinking longer-term, and build new social 

formations which can last, from the bottom-up, alternatives which at various tipping points can 

shift the balance of forces when the world is poised between options. If we foster new forms 

of distributed networking at multiple levels of scale and in multiple domains each in our ways, 

various systems will hit various tipping points of opening on to distributed formations one after 



the next, in a manner which is sustainable as well as far more difficult for the system in 

dominance to contain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Four: Networking Emergence and the World Beyond 

 

What are some of the implications for what has been described above in relation to contexts 

in the world beyond those already described? This final chapter will sketch some such 

potentials.  

 

Emerging Ethics and Politics 

 

We cannot know whether or not our actions can potentiate emergence. We can only try to 

think about our situations, question the values of our criteria of evaluation and standards of 

meaning, how these ground systems of meanings and economies in forms of abstract 

thinking and concrete doing, understanding how and why we feel as we do and how this 

impacts how we interpret and value and do, and to understand all of these as aspects of an 

emerging which could emerge otherwise. But how? 

 

Each moment, I move through my world, and encounter circumstances, here and now, which 

require that I do something. I choose to do one thing over the many others. Decisions are 

made in regard to networks of networks of reference, networks at work in my memory 

systems and value systems, the interpretive modelings and evaluatory economies at work 

within me which, along with the world around me, provide the context in regard to which 

decisions are made. Some of these decisions are made unconsciously or automatically, 

though I may intervene within these processes, and interrupt or reroute them in various ways, 

while more crucial decisions tend to be promoted by my brain to the forefront of my concern, 

such that I consciously deliberate what I should do.  

 



In such ways, I feel the world around me according to categories which are sedimented forms 

of interpretation, just as these are sedimented forms of evaluation, and all of these are 

sedimented forms of abstraction and concretization of processes of emerging doing in regard 

to how these intermodulate in all sorts of meta-complex levels of scale. The simpler aspects 

of my body, at work in a process of decision making, follow the way in which physical 

networkings tend to do simply what their inner and outer contexts “agree” upon, which is to 

say, a shift in what they experience tends to lead to forms of action or inaction which unfold 

potentials in relatively predictable ways.  

 

Meta-stably complex networkings are, however, are able to unfold potentials in often less 

predictable ways, as can be seen in the ways in which largely indeterminate quantum 

phenomena give rise to determinate actions, in ways which are echoed by living systems. 

Living systems are determinate material systems able to regain some of the freedoms from 

simply producing actions which are the mere sum of the causal influences within and without 

upon it, such that, by means of complex memory systems, they are able to give rise to actions 

which take the past of the organism and evolutionary population into account in regard to 

complex economies of value, giving rise to actions which are more than merely the sum of the 

immediate causal influences on the organism in the here and now.  

 

There is so little distributed meta-stability within basic individual physical matters, that their 

ability to “choose” is generally negligible. The physical determinacy which materiality imposes 

on quantum phenomena comes at the cost of a sort of spatio-temporal determinacy as well 

when these give rise to stable matters, such as those seen in various atomic and molecular 

groupings of the sort we encounter as the basic “stuff” of the world around us. It is only by 

interweaving such determinacies that the loss of degrees of freedom which are produced by 



such determinacy are able to produce new sorts of degrees of freedom, as seen in complex 

physical systems and even more so in living systems.  

 

Living systems, such as myself, are not merely meta-stable due to meta-stable conditions 

outside of them. Rather, we produce and reproduce a constant state of meta-stability within 

ourselves. This is what makes our sense organs sensitive the world beyond them, able to be 

impacted by small perturbations, even if various systems in our bodies work to them restore 

them to their pre-impacted states of meta-stable sensitivity, at least, once they have passed 

on how they were impacted to various other meta-stably sensitive inner systems, such as 

those of the nervous system and various memory systems which will then interpret them from 

there.  

 

The more complex such systems, the more types of sensitivity, and the more types of action 

to which these can lead. Particularly in organisms with nervous systems and brains, various 

forms of internally distributed meta-stability keep various systems within living organisms on 

the cusp of alternatives networked with other such systems on the cusp of alternatives, giving 

rise to complex relays of balancings, each of which, if tipping in particular directions over 

others, can give rise to cascades of micro-actions which, as they weave together in ways 

which exceed the mere sum of their aspects, can produce the sort of macro-actions we tend 

to call the feelings of “recognition” and “interpretation,” and that of a bodily “response” 

produced in relation to these.  

 

Systems with brains often have forms of meta-stability which make it possible to interpret 

what they sense in many different ways, and this can lead to all sorts of potentials for action. 

Such potentials can become more complex still when refracted off aspects of complex social 



systems which are internalized, such as the way in which linguistic categories become 

interwoven with our ways of thinking and doing, often leading to highly fine-grained forms of 

categorization which can potentiate hair-splittingly acute forms of discrimination between 

various forms of experiencing, and concomitantly complex forms of interpretation of these in 

regard to complex potentials for action.  

 

Those able to read a text like this are networks of networks of systems which are perpetually 

kept in meta-stable states on the cusp of all sorts of options, in regard to which minor internal 

or external shifts could trigger cascades at multiple levels of scale, and in massively complex 

ways which are all but impossible to predict from the outside. It is for such reasons that we 

speak of such systems as having the freedom to choose, for practically speaking, each of us 

exhibit high degrees of indeterminacy for any observers, within or without. or inside one for 

that matter, trying to predict fully what such a system will do next. We do, after all, surprise 

ourselves sometimes, and it is nearly impossible to say what we will really do until we are in a 

given situation.  

 

Neuroscientists have shown that seemingly all decisions begin within us unconsciously, likely 

including those whereby we think and feel as we do, with our conscious awareness being 

notified a few microseconds after the fact, while the decision has already begun to become 

action. Luckily our conscious brain is able to veto and override such decisions afterwards, and 

yet, what if our thoughts arise from unconscious sources in a similar way as the motor actions 

tested in such experiments, then it would seem we are perhaps always running behind our 

decisions, including those to veto or in interrupt other ones we have made, including to think 

this way or that.clxxxvi  

 



Researchers increasingly think that the reason we are conscious in the first place is to be able 

to interrupt instinctual or learned habits of actions, so as to be able to reevaluate, choose, or 

even learn new modes of action in regard to shifting circumstances. Self-consciousness 

seems to have likely emerged as part of learning how to plan multi-stage actions, such as the 

building of complex tools, in the process of which we learned to imagine our bodies “as if” 

from without doing this or that in steps and stages of potential future actions. It seems likely 

that episodic and declarative memory, imitation, pedagogical relationships, empathy, 

solidarity, long-term planning and cooperation, and the precursors to more abstract forms of 

representational thinking in gesture, images, and language likely arose from such.clxxxvii 

 

Some of our decisions likely arise from our more automatic instincts, particularly those which 

occur “in the moment,” so to speak, but when we deliberate, calling up specific memories and 

concepts and trying to reason about pros and cons in regard to all sorts of counterfactual 

situations, we self-consciously debate anticipated outcomes of various potential pathways of 

action using all such machinery. We intentionally place our self-conscious awareness in the 

sort of distributedly meta-stable state that occurs in systems on the cusp of emergence in a 

wide variety of forms.  

 

And so, when faced with a moment of decision, I find myself on the cusp of options. Various 

interpretative networkings jostle in my brain to help frame what I experience in the here and 

now, and link all this up with systems which extend aspects of my past experiencing into that 

of incoming sensation, folding and weaving tracings of past experiencing into what I 

experience in ways which interlace this with explorations of possible actions and imaginations 

of the sorts of situations and ramifications to which these could lead.  

 



This helps describe why, as Merleau-Ponty and other phenomenologists have noted, we 

never merely experience an aspect of our world in a “pure” state, for they are rather 

surrounded by a sort of haze of intentions. As Merleau-Ponty puts it, I never see a drinking 

glass without also imagining and feeling in my body, in a sense, what it would be like to pick it 

up, and perhaps use it to drink from.clxxxviii This is not something I need to consciously and 

deliberately construct, my body and brain do this for me in a way which weaves such feelings 

in with that whereby I recognize and feel my experience of this aspect of my world in a 

manner which I tend to label with the notion of a cup.  

 

When I see an aspect or situation in the world, it is in this sense that I may find myself as if 

called by this to make a choice of some sort or another. Such a call is part of how my brain 

develops a recognition of an object in “schema” which weave sensory recognition networks 

with those which explore potential bodily states for relevant responses at a bodily level, and 

networks of these schema compete within me, influenced by complex webs of patterns of 

feedback within the brain, until a tipping point is reached, a cascade occurs, and the brain 

decides to disinhibit one particular such exploration of a potential bodily response state, which 

leads this message to depart to the muscles to become bodily action, and all the other 

proposed such states to collapse their sync into decoherence and hence fade away.  

 

I can, of course, often simply let habit and instinct, whether programmed into me by biology or 

society, take over. Or, I can pull back from this, separate off from my immediate reflexive 

response, abstract and question, concentrate and deliberate, reframe and reimagine, and by 

means of this, think about whether I really want to take the path of least resistance, or rather, 

think and do differently. This is a sort of thinking of emergence which seeks to frame the call 

to decision here and now, and frame this in context of the widest possible set of concerns of 



which this system can conceive, which is to say, to try to think about what to do here and now 

as a thinking of emergence in regard to not only potential for emergence in the immediate 

here and now, but emergence as such, which is to say, the emergence of the opening 

grounding of contexts and consequences related to the ramifications of actions in regard to 

such a call of a situation, in regard to the situations relevant to the emergence of others, and 

the emergence of the world of emergence as such.  

 

To think emergence in this sense is not merely to think about my own potential for 

emergence, but emergence as emergence, and in this sense, this is a far more radical 

thinking of emergence than others. This sort of thinking is that which can be described as 

ethical, and such a thinking is the start of an ethical thinking of emergence. What is ethics, 

understood in terms of a worldview of relational networking emergence?  

 

To take up an ethical relation to one’s world is to question what one is doing, and whether or 

not one should change this, up to the point of interrupting one’s actions-in-progress, in regard 

to the hope that one’s actions could hopefully lead the world and oneself to be better and lead 

to the better, which, relationally framed, is what has the most potential to potentiate 

emergence, in regard to the best of one’s ability to understand such notions in regard to one’s 

understanding of the situation hand, and not merely for oneself, or any one or few which could 

emerge in regard to this, but in a radically open and opening sort of way which emerges from 

more limited forms of thinking.   

 

To try to rework one’s own actions and patterns of action to better potentiate emergence is 

what it means, from the perspective described here, to emerge ethically in regard to one’s 

ways of thinking and doing in the world. While the sort of interruption and questioning which is 



characteristic of the emergence of ethics is clearly related to that which occurs in the 

emergence of thinking, not all thinking potentiates taking up an ethical stance on the world, 

but all taking up of an ethical stance on the world requires thinking and is a form of thinking. 

Ethics, in fact, is the sort of thinking that makes it possible for thinking to be not merely 

thinking, but thinking of emergence, not merely the potential for the emergence of any one or 

few, but rather, the emergence of emergence, as opening beyond-whole, in and as world as 

such, and hence, in a radical sense of such terms.   

 

Now emergence in the relative immediacy of the here and now, as well as emergence of the 

opening whole of the world as such are aspects of emergence, which is to say, they are 

emergence taken up differently, in regard to how we experience, interpret, and value such 

aspects of our world arising as it does from how we experience the world. The exigency of 

some aspect of the world which calls to us to make a decision here and now is an aspect of 

this world of our experience, itself an aspect of the world of emergence, and yet, it is not the 

only aspect of the world which, potentially, at least, can call to us. There are other calls which 

we can hear from our world, after all, at least, if we learn to hear them. Such calls are not 

literal in an auditory sense. Rather, they are sorts of pulls within the way we experience the 

world to react to it in particular ways.  

 

Ethical thinking of emergence is a more emergent type of thinking than thinking of emergence 

which is focused more on refining action as praxis, such as learning how to type faster or 

cook better, or attempts to develop more abstract modelings of the world in a manner 

relatively detached from the exigencies of action. Ethical thinking and feeling, for there needs 

to be a continual interplay between the more abstract and more concretely embodied aspects 

of this, is a type of thinking which can neither be focused on the merely practical nor merely 



abstract. Rather, it is a site of intersection of our attempt to understand a particular aspect of 

our world, one which presses on us to decide, and our sense of what matters most, that is, 

the standards of values we use to evaluate our standards of values, those which ground our 

modes of thinking and interpreting, and how these impact how we feel and do in the world.  

 

Ethical thinking of emergence is in this sense a more emergent type of thinking than thinking 

of emergence which is focused more on refining action as praxis, or developing more abstract 

modelings of the world in a manner relatively detached from the exigencies of action. Thinking 

ethics is why thinking matters, in that it is what links the exigencies of the need to do this or 

that here and now with the potentials of emergence as such, as an opening whole, but in 

relation to this particular aspect in question, and the relational intertwining between these in 

regard to the potential for emergence that the actions of our body incarnate with each and 

every action.  

 

To think ethically requires, however, that we have a sense of the more encompassing stakes 

which frame our potentials for action, and this requires interpretation and evaluation, thinking 

and feeling. Our ways of doing these are always already saturated with those of our past, and 

yet, these are opening and incomplete. We can extend these with conceptual modelings 

which lens the world in more encompassing ways, and yet, such lensings are interpretations 

which are made based on often vague and fuzzy feelings and various attempts to imagine 

what lies beyond these.  

 

All of this happens in daily life in far more practical ways as much as in our attempts to think 

more widely about the opening wholes from which the practical situations of our daily lives 

occur. For example, if I am running up a hill, I do not know what lies at the top or on the other 



side, but I can imagine this, based on various attempts to extend what I am currently seeing, 

and my memories of how similar hills have had various sorts of things on the top or other side 

of these. As I run up the hill, my view fills in further, my predictions and imagination refine their 

guesses, and each time I do this, my ability to guess becomes more accurate.  

 

In such a way, I am an artist. Such, at least, is the approach taken by John Dewey, in his 

famous book Art as Experience (1934), in which he argues that whenever we extrapolate 

beyond an immediate given, and attempt to link up various fragments of our experience in a 

whole, we operate in a mode which is aesthetic, and we are, in a sense, artists. For Dewey, 

our everyday life is one which is saturate with such art, even if we do not realize it or think of it 

in such terms. Aesthetics is linking the part and whole in the sense of potential.  

 

When we shape concrete matter in a form which resonates with some of the way in which our 

experience exceeds itself by opening on to wholes beyond it, such concrete matter is a “work 

of art,” and an artistic practice is one which seeks to form matter not for practical purposes, 

but aesthetic ones of this sort which seek to inspire us to remember the opening of the world, 

and to manifest some of the potentials of this, in ways which tend to go beyond the more 

habitual and solidified ways in which our art has become mere habit and practice, particularly 

when our habits become reified as rote procedures which lead to an overall petrification of our 

ways of feeling our world.  

 

Art in this sense can have an ethical function. It can disrupt our normal ways of feeling, 

opening us up to new or forgotten ways of feeling, and ways which make us open to the 

ethical call of the world which emerges from its very fabric, the call which calls us to emerge 

by feeling, doing, interpreting, valuing, and thinking differently of ways to emerge more 



emergently. Doing so will often require that we disrupt various habits which tend to capture 

potentials in various channelings and chunkings of our world in ways which make it seem, 

through the power of repetition, as if the world we experience is simply the way it must and 

should be, due to the feeling of necessity, inevitability, and social sanction which tends to 

arise with collective repetition.  

 

Art has the power to disrupt this, to spur our thinking about how to take up once again a more 

ethical stance on the world. To take up an ethical stance is not merely to think of the relation 

between the here and now and emergence beyond its mere division into here and now and 

opening whole of the world as such. It is also a call to interpret, do, experience, and most of 

all, value differently, a call to question what we value and why, and how our deepest values 

lead to our deepest habits of valuing our subsidiary values, and how our ways of thinking, 

interpreting, feeling, and doing flow from these, and in such ways that these sediment, 

collectively, down into the very grammar whereby our world of experience presents itself as if 

always already interpreted and valued and thought and doing itself in and through us in the 

mode of mere habit.  

 

Freedom emerges from wrenching away from this, from pulling back from the habitual 

repetition of mere matter, of mere instinctual life, of mere abstract thinking, thinking which 

does not think of the relation of abstract reifications, including those of individual persons or 

groups or ways of doing things, and the opening world of which these are aspects. What is 

freedom but emergence considered from the perspective of ethical abstraction, and what is 

emergence but the concretization of this in and through our world of matter? Freedom is 

never freedom of an individual from constraint, or freedom to impose one’ s will on others, for 

this would be to constrain freedom and its potential to free itself and the world from its chains. 



The world is freedom coming to free itself from its limitations in and through its emergence, 

and in the process, the world becomes liberated from its own domination.  

 

When we liberate how emergence has been chained and captured, enucleated and bound, 

channeled and made extractable and calculable, we liberate the world. Such liberation is not 

something that can be for any one or few, but rather opens the world onto its potential for 

emerging more openly for any and all. Look at how life on Earth emerges from the emergence 

of the Sun. Solus does not hoard its wealth, but rather emanates it. If we get too close it 

destroys, if we capture too rigidly, it petrifies, but life on Earth is the sweet-spot, the middle 

path which dynamically and meta-stably complexifies.  

 

We dissipate the Sun’s potential more rapidly this way, and yes, this potential could have 

been used for other things, and yes, by dissipating we hasten the dissipation of the Sun’s 

potential and that of our cosmos more generally. But by making use of this dissipation, which 

will happen either way, in a manner which is maximally emergent, we give rise to emergences 

which would not have been possible otherwise.  

 

Yes, we take precious energy away from the possibility that generation after generation of 

simpler bacteria, of the same sort and the same way, would simply do so longer than 

otherwise if we were not here. Between wiping out all the bacteria so we can emerge more 

radically in ways which potentiate the emergence of what is around us, and killing ourselves 

off to feed more generations of bacteria, there is a radical middle path which is maximally 

distributedly meta-stably emergent.  

 



Practics is the difficult work of trying to think ethically about what the most ethical pathway 

forward is, and how to model this with all our conceptual and aesthetic resources as we 

attempt to reevaluate our place within all of this, and our potentials to potentiate emergence 

more emergently within this. There is nothing simple or easy about the attempt to reevaluate 

our place within our world of value, or the theoretical or practical thinking which is an aspect 

of this, all of which are part of thinking ethics. And yet, if we are to try to think through how 

best to live in our world, either we let our instincts and cultural past decide for us, with all the 

violence this entails, or we learn to do what we do less destructively, and more emergently, 

and not merely for ourselves or any mere few.  

 

Pain and destruction tend to indicate a lack of sync and potential for this, and learning and 

cooperation the opposite, even though these are more guidelines than certain knowledge, but 

those looking for certainty are reading the wrong book, and living in the wrong world. Rather 

than ideal absolutes, such reductive and ultimately dangerous notions, what is needed in our 

world is rather what works, which is to say, what potentiates emergence. Pain and suffering 

are the feelings of the destruction of potential, which is to say, of complexity as emergence 

and potential for emergence.  

 

All living systems feel pain, and just as all material systems seem to strive to maintain their 

complexity by means of conserving energy as described by principle of least action, it is likely 

that there are simpler precursors to pain, pleasure, desire, and aversion, and other basic 

feelings which are aspects of how the world feels itself materially. Such systems do not feel 

themselves feeling, as living systems do, they merely incarnate such feelings. Self-conscious 

systems, such as humans, however, are able to be aware that suffering is occurring, and 

happening to them, and this often intensifies the feeling in various ways.  



 

Small amounts of pain and/or suffering may make later potentials and pleasures possible, and 

the overcoming of greater forms of pain suffering in this way can have beneficial effects, at 

least, when they are within a more encompassing frame of emergence. Muscles grow 

stronger from small tears within them, and people can become stronger when they overcome 

adversity. But when pain and suffering are institutionalized in social structures which are 

adverse to the emergence of various people and groups of them, when entire sections of the 

world are made to suffer to bolster the potentials of others, massive imbalances come about 

not only in potentials, but the pain sufferings to which these give rise.  

 

These are crimes against the emerging fabric of the world which is us all and whose 

emergence is that of us all. If all are networks emerging, then the emergence of others is the 

emergence of the contexts which potentiate my own emergings and those which flow from 

mine as well. Selfing as opening has more potential, power, and pleasure the more it 

intertwines its emerging with that of more emerging emergence, and this requires all the 

differing systems in emergence can sustain. 

 

For what is complexity if not maximum potential for sustainable differing, in both quantity and 

quality? This can be seen, for instance, in regard to living brains. While there are limits to 

such metaphors, the “human” brain, the most emergent system yet experienced, can emerge 

in relation to such a massive variety of circumstances, and this is because of all the differing 

ways it can network differing within itself in relation to those beyond itself. Brains can find 

ways to come into sync to emerge in and through bodies and tools and words and images 

and practices and so on, that they have remade so much of our planet. Our societies, 

however, are hardly as robust, which is to say, sustainably emergent, as the radical 



complexity of our brains, and so there is much we can learn from them. In the brain, the least 

pathway can network with others to become central to the whole, in layers of multi-level 

feedback of the sorts unseen elsewhere on this planet. If only our polities were so complex, 

distributed, refractive, and emerging. 

 

Evolution does not favor the fittest individual, after all, but the fittest group, the fittest 

networking, and to be fit is to be robustly emerging.clxxxix The most robust groups are those 

which foster differing within them, for what else can help groups deal with differing and 

changing conditions in the world? Differing is necessary for any emerging to take place, and if 

this only ever happens in the same ways, it will not be possible to emerge when such ways try 

to deal with differences beyond their current capacities. To value robust emerging is to believe 

in the potential of the world to overcome its limitations, it is to project into the future the world 

one wants to help become a self-fulfilling prophecy, a practice of virtual reality. It is to find a 

way to become the change one wants to help write into the very ways of understanding our 

current impasses so as to help them open on to such potential realities. It is the attempt to 

bring hope of emerging into our world, and more robustly. The maximum possible elimination 

of suffering, and not merely for the few, is such a robustly emerging dream, a dream of meta-

stability. 

 

In a world so extremely over-centralizingly violent as ours, however, the only way to pursue a 

middle path is revolutionary action to try to bring out world close to a meta-stable 

distributedness which is truly emergent and robustly sustainable, not merely for the few, can 

be a middle path in such circumstances. This means fighting racism, fighting sexism, fighting 

queer-phobias, fighting religious hatred and xenophobia and anti-immigrant policies, and 

fighting the dominant capitalo-racist world systems in dominance today. It means reevaluating 



so much of our world, from macro to micro. It means taking back the abstract from the 

dominant status-quo and putting it to work towards anti-oppressive futures. 

 

Perhaps biological evolution needed to be paranoidly violent just to survive the harsh 

conditions from which it clawed its way into existence, but as cells learned to cooperate to 

form multicellular organisms, as neurons worked to communicate and cooperate, as humans 

learned to cooperate and communication, we see the potentials of overcoming the violences 

from which we emerged. Nearly any organism that learned how to cooperate better learned to 

thrive better, and nearly any organism which fostered its contexts rather than crash them 

thrived better. Our societies need to learn this too. 

 

As mentioned earlier, we cannot know in advance the results to which our actions lead, and 

so having principles to guide us when information is limited at best is helpful. From a 

relational perspective on the world, everything growing and living is valuable and needs 

valuing, as is all that leads to this and can help this thrive, if without undermining others and 

its contexts for its own sake any more than is absolutely necessary. All differing which is not 

so extreme as to foster dissolution, over-reification, or cancerousness should itself be 

fostered as it enriches our world in the long run. In regard to our immediate social contexts, 

fostering altruism, empathy, cooperation, the values of the soft over those of the hard, the 

multiple and differing over the single and unitary, the opening over the closing, refraction with 

differing over reflection of the same, and the needs of the many forms of the oppressed over 

the majorities and the dominants, these seem like starting places. 

 

To think ethically is to try to open our ways of thinking ethically going forward in ways which 

give rise to the sorts of collective actions which can help liberate the world in ways which 



potentiate its more opening liberation emergence for us all. Our understanding and 

knowledge of our world is limited, as is our ability to feel in ways which could grow this. Our 

conceptual models, derived from our ethical thinking, and our interpretations of the contexts 

and processes which give rise to the opening whole which provides the grounds of our ethical 

thinking, can nevertheless help flesh all of this out, and in ways which can help us make 

better decisions in regard to our potentials for action.  

 

Often this starts with a stop, which is to say, ethical thinking often begins with an interruption. 

For ethics often requires we stop our actions-in-process, that we reframe the exigencies of 

the need to choose what to do next, here and now, in regard to guiding principles which we 

derive from our sense of the bigger-picture contexts and processes in which we are situated, 

and how our understanding of this can be related to questions of how our actions could hurt 

or hinder others in their own processes of emergence, and in ways which could give rise to or 

alleviate destruction, pain, suffering, and oppression. 

 

When we engage with the world ethically, we are all called to question why we do what we do, 

why we interpret our feelings as we do, how we interpret and evaluate our forms of action, 

interpretation, and evaluation, and how we evaluate our forms of action, interpretation, and 

evaluation. To relate to the world ethically is to respond to the call of destruction, pain, 

suffering, and oppression, and to try to choose one's actions to minimize these in one's 

world.cxc But to do this well requires not only feeling, interpreting, and evaluating, but also 

doing these all in meta-forms, to question all of them and how they relate the here and now to 

the more encompassing contexts and processes which can help make sense of them, which 

is to say, thinking. 

 



The Call of Ethics Within the World of Experience 

 

Ethics is a call, a call from the fabric of the world, from suffering others, to be responsible for 

trying to limit the way one's actions may hinder emergence beyond oneself by creating 

destruction, pain, suffering, and oppression. This is part of how the world calls on us to think, 

it shocks us, it demands of us, it pushes us. We are called to think, to abstract to potentiate 

our concretizations, and vice-versa, in ways which can, it is hoped, potentiate emergence, not 

merely that of our own, but of others, in ways which alleviate destruction, pain, and suffering. 

We are called by the world to do this or that, but also, not to ignore the ways in which our 

actions could potentiate emergence, or the destruction of the potential for this by producing 

various forms of pain and suffering, or systems which produce this. We feel the pressure to do 

something here and now, but also, the need to give rise to the sort of world which could 

potentiate the values in the sort of world we wish to help give rise. 

 

But how can we think about the relation between these? To try to situate the call of the 

particular demand to do something, here and now, in regard to one's contexts, in regard to the 

attempt to think emergence, is to think in terms of ethics. To question what to do ethically is to 

try to detach from doing as one would normally do, and to try to feel, interpret, value, and 

think in a way which attempts to link the determinate concreteness of the relative immediacy 

of the call to do something in the here and now, and refract that through the question of why 

in the most encompassing sense, in regard to the widest possible contexts of processes in 

regard to which one can situate this. 

 

Ethics, in this sense, is to attempt to link the question of what to do with any and all demands 

for action in our world in regard to the question of how to best potentiate emergence robustly 



and not merely for the powerful few. This is not to speak in absolutes or universals. 

Emergence is simply how the widest possible contexts appears to me, here and now, and if 

others finds this resonates with them, perhaps due to some of the ways of thinking articulated 

here, then perhaps we can work together to help make our world potentiate emergence in and 

through this.cxci 

 

Where does the call of ethics come from? In a neural sense, we attend to the aspects of our 

world that impact what we value the most, and background the rest, and we value ways of 

interpreting the world that we deem most likely to help us achieve states that we value, and 

while this often means that we choose interpretative frames which are able to sync up 

strongly with various aspects of the world, this is not always the case.  

 

Whenever we experience something, we find a world in which the categories of interpretation 

and evaluation which we are always already saturating how we experience. When I recognize 

a cup and immediately feel my body and brain imagining what it would be like to pick up that 

cup and drink from it, this occurs because of my long history of enjoying drinking, needing 

drinking to satiate thirst and ultimately stay alive, and all this in ways which express the way in 

which drinking is something I interpret as a priority, because I value all that it can give rise to, 

namely, satiating thirst so I can live, and potentially gaining some pleasure from the feeling of 

quenching thirst in the process.cxcii  

 

Our experiences are laden with our implicit ways of interpreting and valuing, for neural 

reasons which saturate how we categorize, attend, and even recognize aspects of our world, 

not to mention, how we affectively feel these in the dispositions of our bodies in relation to 

these, as well as the associations, conscious and otherwise, and chemicals which our brains 



and bodies give rise to in relation to these, all of which feed back into the process in such a 

way.  

 

The manner in which our world of experience is carved up into particular segments, which 

could be understood as worldslices of a sort, is termed the “disparation of the sensible” by 

Jacques Ranciere.cxciii While Ranciere presents this notion without recourse to neuroscience, 

there is good reason to see this as the result of the ways in which the very categories we use 

to interpret the world, and the ways these get reinforced in regard to our various systems of 

neural reinforcement and the “value systems” which our internal neuromodulatory “reward 

and punishment,”  largely provide, at least, in regard to the neural contribution to this.  

 

For if I see an object in the distance, after all, every network which conveys and 

contextualizes what I see to my brain contributes in their ways to how this manifests as an 

aspect of my world of experience. The perspective of my body in relation to this, the photons 

which convey what I see, all that impacts them along the way, as well as my various bodily 

and neural networkings all impact and inflect how my world is felt, including the ways in which 

this can become divided up in various ways, and inflected with various interpretations and 

feelings, including those of desire or aversion and other forms of implicit valuation. All 

experience is full of meaning and value in such senses, down the very grammars of my 

experiences, and while these are caused by quite physical aspects of my world which impact 

those in my living and neural body, the summed over “more than the sum of its parts” result is 

a form of bodily feeling which is experientially meaningfully evaluated always already before I 

get there, so to speak.  

 



The reason why it seems that aspects of our world can push and pull us in various directions, 

beyond their physical manifestation to our senses, is that our sensory cortexes have 

associational links to networks deep in our memory systems, many of which may trigger 

subtle emotional, attentional, or mood related responses, even of subtle sorts, and often in 

unconscious ways. For example, if I see a scary seeming dog off leash in an clearing without 

a person with them, I do not need to tell myself to feel afraid. I may have been walking 

leisurely, but all of a sudden, as soon as my brain recognizes such a sight of danger, I feel my 

world constrict, involuntarily, such that it becomes difficult to focus on anything else but this 

source of immediate concern.  

 

In such a sense, it feels as if the sight of this dog reached into my world, grabbed me by the 

shirt, and in a non-auditory way, screamed at me to gain my attention, reorienting my entire 

feeling of the center of gravity in my experiential spacetime. Rather than feel attentionally 

centered in a rather dispersed or relaxed way, perhaps glancing here or there or lost in 

thought, I find my center of attentional gravity now pulled outside of myself, caught on a hook 

that refuses to let me go until I find my way out of this situation.  

  

I experience this because I have neural agencies which continually scan my various sensory 

modalities for signs of potential danger. And when one of these is tipped off, it sends a 

cascade of messages to the fear systems in my brain, triggering off chains of feedback to 

make sure that a potential threat has been seen, and to then grab my attention from within to 

put the full resources of my capacities in regard to protecting myself, even if I’d rather pay 

attention to other things. My brain rapidly promotes what I saw to the center of my attentional 

awareness networkings, as it produces a massive cascade of neural and chemical 

messagings which impact my brain at many, many nested levels of scale, up to and including 



global neuromodulatory systems which impact the feeling of my world as experienced in such 

a way as a whole, as well as giving rise to a rapid change in dispositions of my body which 

feedback further into this, via my body’s mappings of my body’s dispositions, giving rise to all 

sorts of feeling states.  

 

When an aspect of my world grabs my attention in such a way, to speak of this as an aspect 

of my world “calling” out to me to make a decision – in this case something like run away, or 

pick up something to defend myself with, or move discretely and hide, or proceed as is while 

looking for an emergency escape – is a shorthand of sorts. Not all “neural calls” of this sort 

are so dramatic, and calls can come from many aspects of the world.  

 

But how does one learn to hear the call, not of danger, but of the pain and suffering of others 

that call on us, as from the fabric of the world, to change how we are doing things? The ways 

in which we experience are powerfully shaped by the values and interpretative models of the 

culture which shaped our formative experiences, and which continue to influence us through 

various institutions and media formations. All of these have a massive impact not only on how 

we consciously and deliberately value and interpret, but how this occurs unconsciously as 

well, which is to say, in regard to how our world of experience arrives at us predivided, 

preinterpreted and preevaluated, and in ways predisposed to making us largely blind, deaf, 

and unfeeling to the pain and suffering of others, particularly those which society has taught 

us are radically different from us, and has disparaged and marginalized in various ways.  

 

Most often, then, one has to unlearn how one was trained to not only think and do, interpret 

and value, but even more deeply, how one was taught to feel, which is to say, how one was 

taught to experience. While marginalized people have no choice but to see and feel how 



others constrict their worlds, what W.E.B. DuBois refers to as a “second sight” if one which is 

hidden “behind a veil” and which comes at the cost of a split and often fractured sense of 

“double consciousness” between dominant and marginalized perspectives on the world.cxciv 

Such second sight, and all that attends to it, goes deep into the sensorium, and how the lived 

emotional experience of the body is rooted into the world, as seen clearly, for example, in the 

deep seated fear and terror, and heightened senses which this brings, which can be evoked 

by particular situations which marginalized people know might be those in which they might 

be in danger from the oppressive violence of those in power.  

 

The more privileges we have in the world, the more we have been made nearly blind, deaf, 

and unfeeling to the pain and suffering of others, such that unless we begin the process of 

unlearning this, in a perpetual and always incomplete process, such blindness, deafness, and 

unfeelingness. Such a process is difficult, as all the structures of dominant society will work to 

obscure the pain and suffering of those upon which its dominance rests, and upon which 

many of one’s own privileges may as well. The blindness, deafness, and unfeelingness 

caused by privilege and structures of domination is not complete, however, for no matter how 

faintly, the call is there, for it seems impossible not to know, on some level, that various forms 

of oppression and violence in relation to others is wrong. This is why the politics of the 

grievances of the dominant, whereby they frame themselves as victims, are often so 

powerfully dangerous, as it is often only by means of seeing oneself aggrieved that one can 

legitimize violence against others. Such violence is of course often, and often willfully, 

misplaced on scape-goats, easier outlets for violence than the elites which so often 

manipulatingly propose attacking the truly weak yet different to mid-level yet largely dominant 

masses, who fear a falling rate of privilege and seek to lash out in anger about this, if in ways 



which do not challenge their relative dominance and the benefits they receive from this, which 

would occur if they found common cause with the truly oppressed.  

 

To disengage with such systems and practices, we need to learn to hear, foster, and 

strengthen the call of ethics. In this, those who are oppressed in various ways become our 

teachers, not in that those with privileges of the dominants should require teaching from those 

who are oppressed, as they have already been made to do far too much for far too little, and 

should not have to do more, but rather, it is our responsibility to read, watch films, and 

otherwise learn about how various forms of oppression saturate our world, down to the very 

ways in which we feel and experience, while also opening ourselves to the ways in which 

oppressed people may open themselves to us, but without placing additional burdens on 

them to “represent” or “teach” us in ways that they do not themselves pursue.  

 

There are many dangers to even attempting such a practice, and yet, the world will only 

remain as it has if the call of ethics is ignored.  While this book has generally kept long quotes 

for the endnotes, it is worth making an exception for a passage worth citing in full. In Édouard 

Glissant’s crucial text The Poetics of Relation  (1990), the Francophone Caribbean poetic and 

theorist meditates on the legacy of the horrors of African enslavement in the production of 

Euro-American modernity, and the ethico-political demands the need to understand this 

makes on us  today.  

 

In terms which are, in some ways, part of what inspired this text, and in others which take this 

text to domains beyond its current scope, Glissant frames the call of a relational ethics and 

politics, one which this text has framed as aspiring to be anti-oppressive, as such:  



… Relation is an open totality evolving upon itself … it is the principle of unity that we 
subtract from this idea. In Relation the whole is not the finality of its parts  … [but is 
rather] radiant … it is the opacity of the diverse animating the imagined transparency of 
Relation … I am thus able to conceive of the opacity of the other for me, without 
reproach for my opacity for him … It is not necessary to try to become the other … nor 
to “make” him in my image … opacity which is not enclosure within an impenetrable 
autarchy but subsistence within an irreducible singularity. Opacities can coexist and 
converge, weaving fabrics. To understand these truly, one must focus on the texture of 
the weave and not on the nature of the components … There would be something 
great in … the divergence … Thought of self and thought of other become obsolete in 
their duality … What is here is open … the weave, and it weaves no boundaries. The 
right to opacity would not establish autism; it would be the real foundation of Relation, 
in freedoms …  We clamour for the right of opacity for everyone.cxcv 

 

A great deal of what this text hopes for is encapsulated in this excerpt, as well as warnings 

about the dangers which attend to this.  

 

Glissant speaks of “opacity that is not enclosure” as that which “weaves fabrics” which are 

“open … the weave, and it weaves no boundaries”  giving rise to “Relation [as] an open 

totality evolving upon itself … the diverse animating the imagined transparency of Relation” in 

a manner whereby “the principle of unity … is subtracted.” What keeps relation openly 

weaving and emerging is that it does not seek to make everything transparent or otherwise 

subsumed in the unity of any one. Rather, there is weaving which continues to open precisely 

because it is animated by differencing which is not simply collapsed into any whole, more 

than the sum of its parts or otherwise, but rather, which is more than one, a one-and which 

openingly emerges, precisely because it  does not. Without differencing, there is no 

networking, and relation that subsumes differencing in sameness ceases to emerge from its 

own limitations thereby.  

 

In a world in which oppression has been the rule rather than the exception, those of us who 

would seek to help us move beyond this need to continually think about the implications of 



what Glissant describes above, and how our we need to continually be open to differencing in 

truly radical ways if we are not to simply perpetuate how we so often help reproduce 

structures which for so long have kept the world oppressed, exploited, and at times literally in 

chains.  

 

The task at stake here is literally one of protecting and defending the ability of all to have their 

own world, to not have to have their worlds reduced to those of any dominant social others, to 

foster the opening of dominant worlds by the world as such and the world of others which 

each speak through each other in such ways. Jacques Ranciere puts it thusly:  

The police is, essentially, the law, generally implicit, that defines a party’s share or lack of it. 

But to define this, you first must  define the configuration of the perceptible in which one or the 

other is  inscribed … an order of the visible and the sayable …  the rule governing  appearing 

… the founding wrong of politics … Politics exists because those who have no right to be 

counted  as speaking beings [in a  dominant social order] make themselves of some account, 

setting up a community by the fact of placing in common a wrong that is nothing more than this 

very confrontation, the contradiction of two worlds in a single world, the world they are and the 

world there they are not,  the world where there is something  “between” them and those who 

do not  acknowledge them as speaking beings who count and the world where this is nothing 

…This conflict separates two modes of human being-together, two types of partition of the 

perceptible [partage du sensible, “disparation of the sensible” in other translations] …. cxcvi 

 

Such notions, it is hoped, can help explain why this text puts forward many of the ideas it 

does, stressing the need to move beyond the “thing-in-itself” and all that attends to this, to 

safeguard and foster the multiplicity of the oneand of emergence in the form of the world as 

such and the world of the other, and articulated by Glissant in regard to his notion of Relation 

as that from which a principle of unity has been subtracted, and to an extent which reaches, 

as DuBois argues, down to the very fabric of the sensible in the experience of the world, the 

stakes of which are ethical and political to the utmost degree.cxcvii  

 



In such senses, how do we struggle against oppression in ways which continue to listen to the 

pain and suffering of others, yet in ways which do not simply subsume these to our own 

already existing categories? How can we go beyond connection towards relation, in a radical, 

ethico-political ways, and in ways which do not merely reproduce the weak emergences of 

more of the same of systems which already dominate our world, sometimes even through us 

and despite our intentions, and rather, find ways to truly liberate our world from the 

exploitation, violence, and oppression that we continue to inflict on each other? How can we 

learn to see past the ways in which we tend to only hear our own inverted cries in those of 

others, and see our own faces in their expressions of anguish, to truly be open to being called 

into question in a radical way of the sort which we is truly and ethics, politics, and practics of 

relation? 

 

Any attempt to address such concerns at length goes beyond the scope of this text, and yet, it 

is worth nearing the conclusion of this text with Glissant’s words, and in ways which have the 

potential to reach into how we not only think, value, interpret, and do, but even feel our world. 

That is, we need to be able to learn how to argue with how we see, hear, and feel the very 

texture of our world, to try to learn to see, hear, and feel differently, and wrestle with this in 

relation to our having heard a call, a call of pain and suffering of others, one which has given 

rise in us to a desire to make the world better, starting by making ourselves better, by trying to 

become the sort of person who can hear the call better, and in such a way that we can begin 

to emerge differently, even to the level of learning to experience differently, down to the very 

fabric of our worlds of experience. 

 

Such an endeavor is infinite, however, for the call of ethical and political responsibility is as 

infinite as the potential of the fabric of the world of which we are aspects. We will never be 



able to make the horrors of the past right, and yet, we see their legacies in the present, and 

we let oppression and exploitation continue only by ignoring the demands that the past makes 

on us by calling to us through the fabric of the world in the form of pain and suffering in the 

present. The future calls to us in such a way, in the form of a potential for liberation latent in 

our world, to which our actions can help to emerge. While the call to listen is infinite, action is 

finite, here and now, and it starts by seeing the need to stop taking the oppression and 

exploitation which we so often take for normal in our world as not being crimes against the 

very fabric of the world and the future itself.  

 

Pain and suffering are the destruction of potential to emerge, crimes against the fabric of 

emergence of the world, and the pain and suffering of the oppression and exploitation of the 

many by the few in our world the most of all. We cannot avoid all pain or suffering, but we can 

foster and potentiate robustness in ways we think likely to maximally minimize pain and 

suffering around us, and to foster the potential for emergence of the most radical forms of 

emergence around us, those which foster the emergence of those around them, would be to 

value emergence as the valuation of the potential of the world to be more than the 

destruction, racism, oppression, and exploitatively violent mess it has so often been, even if 

there are always less destructive ways.  

 

Ethics is the attempt to mediate the need to choose here and now to do this or that rather 

than all other options, and to try to network this with an understanding of everything and all, to 

the best extent possible in regard to the limitations involved, in a manner which seeks to best 

understand how to potentiate emergence, and in this sense, to reduce pain and suffering, not 

only here and now, not only for what is similar to one, but in regard to what could potentiate 

emergence beyond that which has already been.  



 

The more potential for emergence, the more potential for pain and suffering, and the more of 

a crime it is to tolerate this. We cannot be sure which actions will potentiate emergence the 

most, for our capacities to feel are limited by our bodies, perspective, times, histories, and 

much more, and this is why principles can help guide us where our more immediate forms of 

interpreting and valuing are only able to form vague and indeterminate readings and valuings 

of the options ahead.  

 

By self-consciously valuing emergence, we value a world which does not dissipate all its 

potentials at once, but which invests in the potentials to emerge that any and all aspects of 

our world possess. To value emergence in the abstract, however, is mere talk. To value 

emergence, one needs to emerge from theory to action, from screen to the streets, to 

demand change for a better world. While politics is ethics turned outwards, politics also needs 

to be turned inwards in regard to the practice of the everyday, and this is to say, that it is also 

not enough to speak liberation if one does not also liberate how one deals with those with less 

privileges than your interactions with others, those dear and strangers, in interactions great 

and small every day. As the saying goes, we need to be the change we want to see.  

 

In the abstract, a networked ethics and politics is one which values emergence, and yet, how 

can one apply this practically, in a world in which it is often difficult to tell which pathways 

might foster a more open and less oppressive and exploitative world? As our ability to 

understand all the potentials which could unfold from actions in our contexts is limited, 

general principles are often needed to help guide practice where more nuanced 

understanding of situations only goes so far. This does not absolve us from the need to 

ethically question our use of such principles, however, we need to question each and every 



such use, and yet, as limited as any perspective on the world is, principles are pragmatic 

necessities for navigating the world, to say the least.  

 

In regard to such a set of concerns, to start to formulate some principles which could be 

abstracted from some of what has been described in this book, if we value emergence, the 

very fabric of the world is sacred, which is to say, is valued as emergence itself, but some 

forms of emergence are more emergent in their potentiation of the emergence of others than 

others. In this sense, while matter is sacred, life is even more sacred, all life. All plants, all 

animals, all humans, whatever such terms may ultimately mean in our “post”-human age, and 

in this sense, all that is able to emerge in the sort of radical ways which humans, at their best, 

seem able, is sacred in such ways as well. All those forms of life which harm the potentials of 

emergence of those around them we should strive to outnetwork, for if we all foster the 

emergence of what seems to have the most potential for emergence around us, those which 

favor enclosure and reductive of our world to what benefits the few would hardly have a 

chance.  

 

All those systems which are merely for the few are crimes, all those which oppressive and 

exploit for the benefit of the mere few are crimes. And if we value emergence, then it is our 

ethical and political responsibility to foster the emergence of the world by doing all we can to 

foster emergences around us, in ways great and small, to try to undermine the systems of 

oppression and exploitation, with their racist and xenophobic hatreds and capitalist profit-

mongering. This is not to say we should work to potentiate the emergence of random 

mutations which destroy life-forms, or endless profit which only ever produces more of the 

same, or systems which prey on the open trustingness of others, etc.  

 



As we cannot be sure our ways of understanding are best, and as there is so much about the 

world we cannot know, due in part to the limitations of our bodies and wideware, it is best to 

have guidelines to help us deal with situations which are impossible to know fully. Such ways 

of doing things help us come to decisions which are likely to produce the best outcomes in the 

most situations, with an understanding of the best in such terms as being based in the sort of 

world we hope to bring about in relation to our actions and their potential to intertwine with 

others. 

 

What would be the sort of principles which could help guide a relational ethics of emergence? 

It would be to do what one does in a way which could maximally foster the potentials for 

robustness in one's contexts. Trying to do this best is the difficult work of practics, and this 

often requires we determine what actions we think will best foster emergence, not merely 

here and now, but in contexts and processes which only impact this indirectly. Fighting 

destruction, pain, oppression, and working to make the systems of our world more 

distributedly meta-stable, by fighting against economic inequality in contemporary capitalism, 

and social inequality in social formations which perpetuate rascism, misogyny, queer-phobia, 

religious hatred, and related social formations is a start. 

 

A more in-depth discussion of such issues if beyond the scope of this text. Still, it can be state 

in brief that a network ethics is one which at minimum seeks to reduce pain and suffering for 

all forms of life, fostering the potentials for robust emergence of any and all such life to the 

extent to which it fosters the potentials for emergence in its contexts, seems capable of 

possibly potentiating this in the future, and does not actively harm such capacities for others, 

including by hoarding potentials for emergence. As information to help determine such 

decisions is always partial and unclear at best, and rather than obsess over calculi involved in 



such, basic heuristic principles can help with the practices of such concerns, particularly as 

we often have to make decisions on the fly.  

 

In this sense, a basic guidelines would seem to be that the attempt to reduction of pain and 

suffering of all life should be a principle goal of networked practices. This would be particularly 

of those organisms which seem to have more potential for feeling pain and suffering, likely 

indicating a greater potential for potentiating emergence which could get harmed thereby. 

Even those organisms which may seem unlikely to potentiate emergence in direct ways, such 

as those who are physically or cognitively impaired in regard to various assumed standards, 

have the potential to potentiate robust emergence in other ways, and it is crucial in this sense 

to foster the emergence of the least forms of all conscious and self-consciously meta-feeling 

organisms at minimum. As pain and suffering are often caused by various forms of 

oppression and exploitation, working to combat the paranoid cancer of the capitalo-racist 

system that dominates our world today through the neo-colonial structures of the 

hypercapitalism, and all to which this leads, not to mention tendencies towards 

totalitarianisms and fascisms of various sorts, is thereby a crucial guiding priority of this work.   

 

For all the need for guiding principles, however, it would be a danger to reduce ethics to the 

mere rote application of a code of morality. To have an ethical relation to moral guidelines 

requires, from each and every one of us, a continual questioning, testing, and reaffirming or 

changing these as circumstances require. Ethics cannot be unthinking and still be ethical, and 

thinking cannot be unethical and still be thinking, which is to say, ethics and thinking without 

each other are not ethical thinking of emergence, and hence, neither ethics nor thinking. For 

ethics as much as thinking, varying sides of a differing same, are processes of continual 



questioning, which are as much feelings, interpretings, evaluatings, and ways of doing as 

thinking.  

 

To start to do these ethically one needs to start to be able to feel the call of ethics, the call 

which requires that one stop and question, and not merely intellectually, one’s actions, 

deliberative, habitual, instinctual, or otherwise. While some capacity to do feel in this way is 

always there and cannot be fully pushed away, we can nevertheless foster and develop our 

capacities in such forms of feeling. To foster one’s capacity to feel ethically, one needs to 

foster one's abilities to feel the pain and suffering of others, for this is the primary way we 

sense the call of ethics from the fabric of the world itself, the call which calls us to question 

what we are doing, and perhaps, to do what we do differently, in ways which could cause us 

to even shift how we weave and reweave the conditions which lead us to become the sorts of 

selves we become.  

 

Relational ethics would therefore require that we foster our capacity for empathic feeling, 

while keeping in mind that empathy that does not lead to shifts in action may make us feel 

good or better about our selves, even if it does little to change the world, and may in fact 

impeded this.cxcviii Only action changes the world, and collective action at that, even if 

collective action often only arises from redescribing the world to others in ways that make it 

possible for them to see the world differently, and perhaps, even feel their relation to it 

differently. The difficult work of practics is also part of trying to understand how best to do this, 

and politics the attempt to create a world which supports and fosters emergence by forging 

collective change of the sort which can shift and even build structures which can produce new 

ways of doing things which can give rise to institutions which make it possible for new forms 

of emergence to arise more generally and in new ways in our world.  



 

Change starts small of course, and ethics is the opening, even if ethics and politics are 

obverse sides of each other, not only in theory but also practice. To try to imagine the pain 

and suffering of others, and to imagine what one would feel if one were in such a position, 

while doing one’s best to keep in mind that there are powerful limits to how much we can 

understand what it is like experience the world of another experience from within, is what is 

generally called empathy, and such a practice which can foster in us compassion, the desire 

to make things better for one who is in pain and suffering.  

 

We cannot be sure that we have made a choice which really fosters that which we value. Nor 

can we be sure that we have been fully honest with ourselves about how earnestly and 

thoroughly we have questioned everything and anything and more, nor how we have applied 

this back to our world. Ethics is a practice, and a perpetual call to do this all better. As we 

foster our capacities for ethical feeling and doing, we need to also learn how to interpret, 

value, and think ethically in ever better ways, so as to not only feel the call of ethics, and try to 

do something in response to this, but learn how to perform such actions more impactfully, 

learn to  better evaluate our past and potential actions, and learn how to frame and impact 

how we give rise to our values and ways of thinking about these in ways which can help foster 

what we value, or value learning how to value better in the future.  

 

Cross-activism is one powerful form of applied empathy and compassion which can be seen 

as a form of applied ethical thinking. Not merely engaging in activism for causes which 

directly contribute to your potentials for emergence, but those of others as well, indirectly 

making society more emergent in the process. If queer rights activists begin protesting for 

immigrants, it makes it more likely that immigrants will organize against persecution of queer 



folks, which make it more likely that both may see common cause with anti-racist organizing, 

and the formation of counter-networkings which provide less centralizing alternatives to 

capitalist economic and technological social formations.  

 

In today's world, forming alternative forms of networking along-side those of the dominants to 

provide alternatives, along with cross-activism to form counter-centralizing forms of 

distributedly meta-stable networking with enough potential to really outnetwork the systems in 

dominance in our world today, with all the adaptable robustness that distributedly meta-stable 

networking has over even hybrid forms of networking, are approaches which are likely to have 

radical impacts to help us foster emergence in our world today. 

 

Unless we change how the systems at work in the world form us, maintain us, modulate us, 

and determine the potentials for how we could change how we self, we are likely to remain 

focused on the immediate here and now, and the choices for action, limited as they are, which 

the system has sold us to better recreate itself and its systems of domination in and through 

us. We need to think about how to change the system, and how it selfs us in and through 

itself, otherwise. We need to think about how to change our modes of thinking, valuing, 

feeling, and doing, and how these intertwine to give rise to how we desire, that feeling-doing 

which arises at the join between these, and in ways which channel this into various projects. 

For otherwise, all this will likely only lead us back to more intense versions of the same old 

system.  

 

Emergence, however, provides a way of thinking about this otherwise. If we are selfings of 

emergence, in all senses of these words, then we are part of how emergence emerges in and 

beyond us. We can thereby come to see ourselves as aspects of emergence as that which is 



beyond merely reductive notions of our selves. When we begin to see ourselves as aspects of 

how the world opens beyond its limitations in and through our opening, so that we work to 

become more radical opening still, the more we are able to come into sync, as selves and 

beyond, with the creative engine of the world itself.  

 

This is not only ethical, but as Baruch Spinoza would argue, by being ethical, one comes into 

sync with the most powerful engine the world has ever known, with all the pleasure that arises 

from feeling emerging so robustly in such a way, the converse of the pain of the destruction of 

such potential. This is that which is the source of all creativity, that which gave rise to life and 

all that is not merely life, love and all that is not merely love, altruism and cooperation but not 

merely these, but the potential to emerge in and through itself by self-differingly networking 

beyond what it had been. 

 

This text has interpreted the world in a particular way, a lensing of networking relational 

emergence. This lensing is a form of interpretation which was formed around the valuing of 

emergence at its most emergent, which is to say, when it is emergent in regard to the future, 

and hence, sustainable, robust, and resilient; when it is not merely for the few, and hence, not 

enclosing in a traditionally restrictive of hybridly cancerous way; and when it is perpetually 

listening in a way which keeps it openly attending for and to the call of the pain and suffering 

of others, in the widest possible senses of such terms, for fostering the emergence of others 

is to foster the emergence of the world which fosters the emergence of which one is an 

aspect in turn. There are many more details of a relational network ethics of emergence and 

its practices, but the details of this will need to wait for a full treatment beyond that possible 

here.  

 



That said, all of this is grounded in particular valuation of emergence, and this valuation is 

based on an interpretation of the world as emergence. Such a thinking of the world to give 

rise to such an interpretative modeling as presented in this text is one which arose from the 

conviction that emergence is the aspect of the world which gives rise to what is best about the 

world, and which fosters the tendencies in the world which give rise to such bests and the 

potentials in and beyond these for even better.  

 

This is, of course, an interpretation of the world. One cannot experience all of the world, and 

so, interpretative modelings of this sort are necessarily based on extrapolations and 

conceptual extensions of what one has experienced, and so, is necessarily open and 

provisional. That said, the thinking of the basic valuation of emergence in its most radical 

sense is what has grounded all the moves made in this text, and all its interpretations are 

organized in regard to this and flow from this.  

 

Emergence as Post-Foundation for a Post-Philosophy of Relational Networking 

 

This book puts forth the notion that emergence can serve as a post-foundation for a post-

philosophy of networking. Emergence is the subject matter of such a philosophy, and that 

from which it extracts its method. What is emergence, considered as a method for a post-

philosophy? The worldview of relational networking emergence, as described in this text, 

frames the practice of its own production as one of virtual reality, a sort of “wrestling with the 

world in virtual reality,” so to speak.cxcix* Such a practice seeks, to paraphrase a notion 

developed by Walter Benjamin, to “leap over itself” in a temporal sense, as well as in the 

manner whereby it grounds itself.cc  

 



Such an approach to grounding its perspective on the world – with grounding the relational 

term for the manner in which this relational perspective on the world reframes more 

traditionally limited notions such as those of justifying, providing reason for, or “proving” 

aspects of a worldview – likely needs some explanation and contextualization to make sense, 

for at first glance, such a formulation is likely to seem curious at the least.  

 

To frame the world more openingly, to try to come into sync with the potentials for emergence 

here and now as manifestations of the futurity of the better world, is to frame at least a portion 

of the grounding of such a perspective in the world which could come to be. The more a 

worldview is able to sync up with the world as it has been, is now, and could come to be, as 

retroactively redescribed from such a perspective, is that which most likely has the greatest 

potential to potentiate emergence as understood from such a perspective.  

 

To produce a worldview in such a sense is to try to hear the call of the more emergent world 

which could be to come, to value what has the potential to give rise to this. And as we tend to 

remake much the world in regard to the practices we form around how we value, and how this 

impacts how we interpret and experience the world, to lens the world in regard to the 

valuation of the potential to reach such a potential state, one which is always openingly 

emerging beyond, is a practice which it is hoped can help give rise to what it values, namely, 

a more radically emerging world, by such means in the process.  

 

To lens the world this way is also to frame it in a particular relation to time and futurity. 

Emergence is only ever reduced in its potentials in regard to the past and present, it is 

fundamentally an opening, and opening on to the future of which the emergence of the 

present, and the solidifications of the past, are mere partial graspings and reifications. To 



theorize in manner which is a thinking of emergence is to try to theorize in a manner which 

foregrounds the potential for the emergence of yet more emergent forms of emergence which 

manifest as potential to emergence here and now, and to work to show how we could foster 

the emergence of these potentials in more deeply emergent ways.   

 

To emerge is not to merely reproduce the world as it has been in the past, or to merely unfold 

all one’s potentials in some sort of orgy of dissipative expiation. Rather, it is to follow a middle- 

path, one of unfolding and refolding which leads to the emergence of new forms of doing so 

and in a sustainable manner which can not only lead to mere expenditure, a reduction of 

emergence to one quality for the sake of speed and quantity, but rather, complexification, 

which is to say, the emergence of emergence as more than mere emergence.  

 

To emerge in ways that are more than to merely emerge is to emerge more intensely and 

deeply, more differentingly networkingly opening, giving rise to the emergence of quantities 

and qualities of qualities and in as sustainable and resilient, which is to say, robust, manner 

as possible. Such forms of emergence are those which are maximally creative forms of 

opening, which is to say, they are the most complex, and hence, deeply emergent in the most 

radical senses of this term. Such emergence is never merely of the past or present, for it is 

opening of the future within and through these. But what, in such senses, would then be 

understood, in the relational sense presented by this text, as meant by time, and how does 

this relate to such concerns?  

 

Relationally speaking, time in our more everyday senses of such a notion, including that 

measured by clocks, human lived time, various forms of cultural time, and so on, can be seen 

as ways in which emergence gives rise to processes which take on certain rhythms in relation 



to each other, the varying pushes and pulls of which in so many local forms we tend to refer to 

as how we see ourselves in regard to a notion such as time and its unfolding, with the notion 

of unfolding being intimately related to the manner in which the unfolding of the cosmos 

provides a general direction or “arrow” of time, all of which then makes possible various forms 

of quantification and measurement of this in turn, in the manner performed by clocks and 

such.cci  

 

One of the ways in which time manifests in our world is in the form of potential. If I want to 

start a campfire to help keep me warm in the forest, I need to find some dry logs in the area 

around me, for they have stored within them the potential to become fire, so long as I provide 

the right conditions able to unleash this, such as a spark and a steady stream of oxygen. The 

potentials of the future to unfold in various ways are hidden in our world in pockets, what 

Ernst Bloch famously referred to as “vacuum spaces,” tiny sites of futurity which are shot 

through the more concrete actualizations of the physical, living, and cultural worlds around 

us.ccii We often tend to miss these pockets of potential, however, for they are hidden. Wooden 

branches or logs, for example, have the potential to become fire, but unless one knows how 

to unleash this, one will not see such logs as potential fire. One will not see, in this sense, the 

virtuality which lies within.  

 

The actual aspects of our world are those which manifest here and now with relatively 

concrete immediacy. If I touch a log with my hands, and run my fingers over them, I do not 

feel the heat of fire, only the texture of the bark and the solidity of the wood, and I see a dark 

brown color, not amber light. Only when I provide a relational networking with the logs which 

allow it to overcome the aspects of its networks which keep the potentials latent within will the 



potentials of logs to become fire emerge, transforming potential energy into thermal energy 

and visible light in the process.  

 

What does it mean to be virtual, in such a sense, or in a more expanded sense? To be virtual 

is to be only indirectly present, manifesting forces or aspects which are grounded elsewhere. 

For example, to be virtual in the manner of a computer screen is to make it possible for 

various aspects which are not immediately here and now to influence what is here and now in 

an indirect way. In the actual here and now, a computer screen is but glass or plastic and 

some electronic parts, and so long as the screen is “off,” this is all I experience. This is the 

screen in its actuality. But hidden within is great virtual potential, as with the logs, but of a 

more complicated and in fact also more complex sort.  

 

The complicated sort can be seen in the way in which, when I turn the screen on, light and 

some heat begins to emanate from the screen. This is not because of the screen alone, but 

from how it draws on the electricity and computing power of what it is connected to, which is 

to say, that which is beyond its immediate here and now concrete determinacy. The central 

CPU and the electricity produced in some electrical generator far away indirectly manifest 

themselves through the screen to produce patterns of light. What is more, online content 

modulates and shapes all of this, so that I see patterns in the light which I am able to read as 

images and words which take the form of websites and applications, and in this way, my 

computer screen shows the virtual impact of Internet servers located potentially around the 

globe which assist this process.  

 

When I look at my screen as presenting various images “of” aspects of the wider world, such 

as seen in high-resolution photos or videos, I am seeing virtual realities, which is to say, 



aspects of my world which are quite real, as all experiences are in their ways, but in a manner 

which is due, to a large extent, because of how they are structured and impacted by what is 

only indirectly present in the concrete physical immediacy here and now of the screen in its 

mere physicality.  

 

While we tend to think of virtual realities on screen and easily understand such a notion, there 

are more virtual aspects of the world than we might at first realize. Mirrors present us virtual 

realities, for while only glass, a reflective surface, and some paint on the back, we see worlds 

“within” the mirror, which are virtual realities. Such virtual realities have quite actual, concrete 

effects, however, such as, for example, in the manner in which I can use a mirror to help me 

avoid a dangerous situation while driving a car. Paying attention to what I see in the mirror, I 

“loop” into the virtual to impact the actual.  

 

The presence of the potential for fire within a wooden log is a virtual reality of this sort as well, 

if differently. The potential for fire within a log is virtual in that while in the concrete immediacy 

before me I may see and feel merely a mere log in a rather direct manner, indirectly, I am also 

experiencing the potential for fire, not immediately or directly, but rather, in a manner which is 

mediated by the concrete immediacy before me, and hence, indirectly.  

 

Similarly, when I see an video of a living person on my computer screen, I see them indirectly, 

in a mediated manner, and yet, this image is quite real, which is to say, it manifests in my 

experience in a relatively direct manner here and now, even if it represents what is beyond it. 

Likewise, the log I see before me represents the potential for fire which it hides within, giving 

me indirect access to this potential. If I know that the actual log before me hides such 



potential, however, I can learn to “see” a log as potential fire. This is in fact what I do when I 

go looking for logs with the intention to use them to start a campfire.  

 

To see the world as composed of networks of networks, however, is to see any network in the 

here and now, that is experienced in relatively direct immediacy, as a representation of sorts 

of the contexts and processes which gave rise to it and maintain it. And so, when I hold a log 

of wood in my hand, I do not only experience the outside of the wood with my hand in a 

relatively direct and minimally mediated manner. For I also experience the weight of the wood 

inside the log, indirectly through how it impacts the parts of the log that I feel more directly. 

What is more, I feel indirectly the impact of all the water and soil which nourished the tree 

whose detached limb I now feel as a log in my hand, one which would not be here were it not 

supported by such networks in the past. What is more, I only see the log because the photons 

in the air carry patterns which my brain interprets as the unique texture, color, and shape of 

this log, and in this sense, what I see as this log requires the more indirect contribution of the 

Sun, millions of miles away, for me to experience in this way.  

 

Taken to an extreme, the experience of any network in the here and now of relative 

immediacy – for can any experience be absolutely immediate, without other networks at  

micro-levels of scale relating what experiences and what is experienced, even down to the 

quantum level which internalize the structure of other networks within themselves rather than 

otherwise – is a virtual reality of sorts. That is, any network as it manifests here and now is an 

indirect representation of all that the networks that support it here and now and indirectly 

exhibit their forces and impacts through this, in a particular configuration of balance which is 

what is experienced, as well as all those in the past which contributed to this as well. In this 



sense, any and every network we experience is a virtual reality of sorts, from the most 

physical log to the most abstract concept.  

 

Now abstract concepts, of course, are easier to see as virtual realities. I have never 

experienced what the concept of “heaven” describes, but I have heard about this in books, 

and it is supposed to be another realm of this world, only indirectly accessible from our 

physical reality, which is to say, a virtual reality of sorts.cciii Such a virtual reality has had many 

quite concretely actual effects, as many have gone to war and their deaths in part because 

they expected that they would receive a reward in heaven. The virtual powerfully impacts the 

concrete, and in fact, it is the concrete, inside-out, in a sense, and simply seen more 

relationally. While all aspects of the world are virtual realities with actual aspects, some 

aspects of our world are those which are more intensely virtual than concrete, and these are 

those we tend to describe as concepts or ideas.  

 

Concepts or ideas do have actuality, however. When I think of the concept of “heaven,” there 

are patterns of activation in my brain, and these are quite actual, and I feel them from within 

as aspects of my world of experience which I then may describe to others, in patterns of 

moving sound or words graphically inscribed on pages or screens and related forms of 

computational memory, in ways which sync up and are relatively consistent with how others 

do so. In this sense, the distributedly active networking of all of these can be understood as a 

form of actuality which corresponds to the virtual aspects of the concept of “heaven,” as 

concept, regardless of whether or not there is a realm of heaven which can be experienced in 

a more directly physical way by a body, or by other more religious notions, such as a soul or 

spirit.  

 



What makes concepts more intensely virtual than actual is that in order for them to do what 

they do in the world, they need to be intensely networked with other aspects of the world, in 

ways which draw extensively upon these networkings to produce actual effects. And so, to 

even think the concept of “heaven,” something like a complex human brain is required, and all 

that is needed to support this, as well as complex networks of culture which can 

conceptualize in this way.  

 

Because concepts are abstract, it is easy for them to network this intensely, for more limited 

forms of the world, such as relatively simple concrete physical matters, have so many 

determinate aspects which make this impossible. Neurons are tiny enough and able to relate 

in enough dynamic ways to produce abstract concepts of massive complexity of such a sort, 

while a stone would have great difficulty being able to support all this complex networking in 

such a way. In this sense, there is a clear link between complexity and virtuality, even if they 

present differing perspectives on each other each in their ways.  

 

In such a sense, any aspect of the world is both a concrete actuality and a virtual reality, 

though those which tend to be more virtual are those which network more intensely with 

others in a complex way, such that they are more than merely their concrete actuality, with 

complex physical systems, living systems, neural systems, and cultural systems as 

increasingly intensely complex examples of this. 

 

From such a perspective, to pick up a log and examine is to pick up the world and examine it, 

if in a particular way and from a particular perspective. Such is an insight first formulated by 

various schools of Chinese and Japanese Buddhism, including the Hua-Yen (“Flower 

Garland”), Cha’an, and Zen schools, in which a fractal and holographic perspective on the 



world, in which each represents the all, if in its way, is taken.cciv Such a perspective is one 

which sees the potential for anything and everything within each and all, even if this can only 

be unleashed in regard to how one can network with this, and in a sense, this is good 

quantum physics as well. 

 

For we are all aspects of the cosmos singularity exploring its potentials, after all, even if these 

can only be unleashed by particular forms of relational networking which arise from the self-

differentiating networking of the singularity which is the emergence of emergence we 

experience as the world of which our worlds of experience are aspects. It is for such reasons 

that this text sees emergence as the opening whole of the world as well as its opening fabric, 

manifesting as opening aspect and opening whole as refractions each of the other, without 

either of these being more or less than each other, for such notions are as relative in regard to 

emergence, that from which they arise, are aspects, and in and through which they are 

maintained and transformed, as any other.  

 

To lens the world as emergence in such a way is to emphasize the manner in which all is 

relationally woven of the self-differing potential to be different. We know that emergence has 

and is this potential for self-differing in that the opening whole of the world, whether universe 

or multiverse or whatever other context of all contexts gave rise to all we experience, gave 

rise to itself, or was given rise to by that which was able to give rise to itself. And as physicists 

believe we arose from the singularity which gave rise to the Big Bang, and we are composed 

of and are still connected to what was connected to this singularity, which was itself in touch 

with whatever gave rise to it, which was potentially itself, we are still in touch with that 

potential to give rise to the world in the most radical sense, a potential which seems, for all 

evidence, to in fact be the fabric of the world as such.  



 

For the potential of any aspect of the world to emergence in new and unexpected ways by 

networking its aspects differently with others has yet to show any limits to surprising us with 

what it can give rise to, even if we have likely only explored the tiniest of fractions of such 

potentials, and this seem to go down to the very fabric of space time, in the form which 

physicsts refer to as quantum foam and its interplay of “vacuum fluctuations,” which some 

theorize could have been that which, in the right conditions, provided the perturbations which, 

in the right conditions, gave rise to the singularity emerging into the Big Bang, with all that 

continues to arise from this.  

 

It is from such a perspective on the world that this text sees its own production of its virtual 

realities, and how these modelings have the potential to relate to the world of emergence in 

turn. We create modelings to help us navigate aspects of our world, and to better come into 

sync with them in regard to various goals we have, or tendencies which express themselves 

in various value systems we incarnate, such as those produced by evolution, which motivate 

and encourage us, to put it lightly, to formulate and pursue certain types of goals and nested 

sub-goals over others.  

 

What makes for “better” concepts and models? Those which are able to help us come into 

sync with the world the best, but of course, not only the world as it manifests in the past and 

present, but in the future as well. But what does “the best” mean in such a sense? We 

evaluate our models in regard to our value systems, produced by evolution, but modified by 

our culture, itself an emergence from the neural, living, and physical evolutions which gave 

rise to us as the particular systematic tendencies, embodied search engines of sorts, for 

greater potentials for emergence.  



 

Our ability to evaluate our models well, however, depends in part on how well our very models 

can help us do this. After all, I can only assess the extent to which a particular notion I have 

about how some aspect of the world works in regard to my notion of the success or failure to 

which such a notion gave rise to in regard to particular goals I have in relation to the world 

which employ these in various ways. This is not to reduce our relation to the world to 

completely “goal oriented” thinking in any simplistic way, however, for specific and limited 

goals are understood in this sense as merely restricted forms of more open ended goals, 

such as the desire to continue living, and to grow and thrive, etc.  

 

When we assess our models, we do so in regard to various value systems, those of internal 

biological reward and punishment, mostly by means of chemicals such as serotonin, 

dopamine, etc. We are formed to seek feelings of achievement, pleasure, well-being, and 

others which evolution gave rise to. This is not to say that the best models are those which 

our internal systems reward us for, for these are only so helpful as our ability to assess the 

outcomes to which various modelings of aspects of the world lead.  

 

It is for such reasons that this text takes the standard of value for conceptual modelings of 

aspects of the world as the potential to potentiate coming into sync with the potentials for 

emergence in our world, of which we are aspects. We cannot be sure that we can assess this 

well, and we cannot make any such in any semi-comprehensive way except for in the form of 

hindsight, which is to say, that the value of the perspective on the world presented here, and 

from such a perspective, all such modelings in fact, can only really be assessed from the 

future. Limited assessments of course can be made, and need to be made, but there are 

pragmatic limits to what can only ever be a limited endeavor.  



 

Still, if we are to try to maximize the potential to come into the most emergent form of sync 

with the potentials for emergence in our world, we need to try. To the extent to which the world 

is emergence in a sense resonant with what is modeled here, after all, is the extent to which 

coming into sync with this would lead us to come into sync with the fabric of the cosmos itself. 

To the extent to which we are able to do this is the extent to which the very potentials of the 

cosmos itself and our own become extensions of each other, and in such a way, we maximize 

our potentials for emergence, and all the capacities and potentials, including those of 

effectivity, development, understanding, creative growth, and even pleasure this could 

bring.ccv After all, if one is in sync with the very structures of the cosmos itself, things will just 

work as easily as is possible in such circumstances, and this will maximize whatever power 

and pleasure one could potentially have in regard to the conditions in which one finds oneself, 

including that of one’s body, history, etc. This is a complex set of concerns, one which cannot 

be addressed in depth here, but it is still worth mentioning.  

 

There is no guarantee that a self-conscious valuation of emergence will actually potentiate 

our capacity to emerge, any more than any other model would. Then again, there is a 

relatively good track record in the past which seems to show that the more conscious neural 

capacity is devoted to explicitly valuing a particular approach to the world, the more likely it is 

we are able to help foster it in our world. But as a pragmatic approach to the world, one which 

sees any and all modelings as provisional and relative abstractions from local contexts, even 

those which attempt to get a sense of the most encompassing contexts and stakes which 

indirectly manifest in and through these, we should always remember that there are real limits 

to our ability to get a sense of the bigger pictures stakes.  

 



For we can only experience the world in the ways our bodies make possible, and this includes 

the limitations of our perspectives in spacetime. It is quite possible, in this sense, that 

describing emergence as this has been done here is simply the tip of the iceberg, or only a 

partial or incomplete formulation, and it is even possible that such an approach is radically off 

base, even though this text has provided a wide series of redescriptions of the world which 

seek to provide grounding for the notion that this is likely not the case.  

 

While such assessments as we can make are necessarily limited, it is still better to make 

them than otherwise. The alternative is to focus merely on the here and now, dispense with 

any attempt to conceive of the wider stakes of our actions, or, as some forms of 

deconstruction seem to have encouraged, take up a skepticism about any and all attempts to 

understand the wider contexts and stakes of our models and actions. But do to so is to hold 

ourselves to impossible standard, standards which assume that perfect, all-seeing 

perspective which could provide objective and absolute universal Truth is possible.  

 

Deconstruction shows the problems which arise from such a perspective, but in a way that 

frames such an approach and all such baggage as the only possible ways. If only we lower 

our expectations a little, and rather than seek absolute universality, which seems likely 

impossible, and instead go for workable and useful, we will find that it is quite possible to 

produce models, even of wider contexts, and in ways which avoid both the hybris of 

“traditional metaphysics” as well as that of the skeptical logjams of deconstruction, by framing 

our models as merely that, models and little more. Taking a more relativist and pragmatist 

approach, seeing our models as practices of virtual reality, if ones which try to impact the 

concrete worlds around us in their ways in ways which seek to foster emergence, is how this 

text proposes to do this.  



 

Rather than seek absolute Truth, even to show its ultimate impossibility, this text will seek 

instead relative truths able to help us eek closer to what seems most likely to work best for us. 

In such a pursuit, nothing is certain, but that which is the most certain, if one must use such a 

non-relational term, is the conviction that the pretension to certainty is a dangerous trap that is 

best avoided. Rather than seek ultimate Truth, such an approach to the world seeks 

pragmatic and relative sync, and uses such a perspective to ground its practice of modeling 

the relation between the more immediate and less immediate, more actual and more virtual, 

aspects of its world by means of its forms of interpretation and economies of value, and how 

these modulate how it relates the abstract and concrete aspects of its emergence in the world 

in the forms of thinking and doing, as well as how it feels these.  

 

Such an approach to modeling the world seeks to go beyond merely modeling the way the 

world has been in the past and how it is in the present, an approach which only ever benefits 

the status-quo of our world, and to take into account as well how the world could become in 

the future. Unless we learn to think and model the future as much as present and past, we will 

only ever produce models which lock us into the formations of what has been. Emergence is 

about breaking open the hold of the past, liberating the future of matter into life, and life into 

what is not merely life, the excess of freedom which liberates the potential for emerging more 

emergently in the future. This is not to say that we should simply model the future, but rather, 

show how it is possible to reinterpret the past and present in relation to the futures that could 

come to be if we all work to help bring them into being to make our world more emergent for 

any and all. 

 



Understood in such a sense, if a virtual reality modeling of the world can account for enough 

of the world as it was and is with that which can come to be, it becomes part of the raw 

material for the potential of a call from the future which could help bring new worlds into 

being. Its world modeling becomes more grounded in the world in which it finds itself the more 

it is concretized there, and the more it become so concretely actualized, the more it shows 

that the potential for such was there all along. To theorize from the future in such a way is 

thus to theorize about how the world could come to have been seen to be becoming. It is to 

think of how the world can be different if all work to network together to bring this into being, 

not as mere fantasy, but as potential for the better. But how can this be done? 

 

For a worldview to be that of emergence, it would need to be that which calls from a future 

which is opening. It would need to be one which describes the All, the One, the True, and the 

Real as the lies they are, to liberate in this process the many, multiple, the many truths and 

realities which can come to be, and yet – which of these are then to be preferred to any 

others?ccvi* There are several ways to approach such a set of concerns. Hard relativism is 

absolutism in new clothes. Sly relativism is that which sees that all truths and realities are 

possible, but which nevertheless indicates ways to differentiate which ones are better than 

others, relative to one's situation and where one wants to go, of course. This in turn is relative 

to how the decisions of the here and now manifest in regard to how the bigger context seems 

from there. 

 

It may seem that this is to simply reinstated a new absolutism, and yet, if one's sense of 

where one wants to go, how one reads the big picture, how one abstracts value from this, 

how one thinks the relation between these an how one interprets the here and now and the 

potentials for action which manifest from these, then there is less need to worry. There may 



be no truth or reality in the ultimate sense, whatever that would mean. But here and now, 

there certainly appears to be a better and worse, with the better that which seems to explain 

the most, potentiate the most, from what we can tell, learning from past mistakes, a 

pragmatism which needs to dream the most ideal dreams, time permitting, just to get to the 

next step, and vice-versa.  

 

Who are we, after all, but networking refractions whereby the excessive emergence of that 

which is beyond any one takes the form of one here and now in this context and not any 

other, even if it is always becoming so much more beyond any one of these, or the 

conjunction of its contexts, which is each turned inside out and each in their self-exceeding 

ways? Would not an excessively opening post-whole be a networking of these self-

exceedings? If it is as much self-exceeding in part as whole, an interweaving emerging, that 

which is not one but one-and, in and through any one which may form or shape it as this or 

that? Emergence as one-and is the fabric of part and whole as post-part and post-whole in a 

weaving of post-networking emerging.  

 

Such a perspective on the world is one which produces a worldpicture, a virtual reality, a re-

lensing of the world, one which, it is hoped, can help potentiate the sort of world which it 

hopes to help bring about from within the potentials already at work within the world. Such a 

project is one which seeks to create a feedback loop of sorts, one which, much like matter 

which jumps over itself in regard to other matters to become life in and through and beyond 

these, each pulling the others into new forms of mattering as living, much as a virtual reality or 

dream could pull new forms of concrete reality into being in its way as well, wrestling with the 

world in virtual reality, in a sense, modeling the world not only as it is here and now, but also, 

in regard to its potential to emerge to become more than merely this. 



 

What does matter do, after all, when it takes some of its matters, and makes them meta-

matters, which is to say, turns them into genetic code? It remembers what a rather coherent 

system of it once was to repair it, to perpetuate it, to freeze the future into the image of the 

past which it condenses as memory, and yet, a dynamic memory, one which, purposively or 

otherwise, unleashes the freedom of a future which does not need to simply repeat the past. 

How difficult to copy genetic code identically each time, the smallest mistake, and mutation 

arises, and by means of this, the system's careful balances are reworked, and this feeds back 

into the entire system.  

 

A networking in which any part is not merely one on its own, but part of a weaving whole 

which is not merely a weaving but a whole, a whole which exceeds the sum of its parts, but 

which is also not merely a whole which has its parts merely as that, but one which is always 

somewhat out of balance in relation to the dance of these with their contexts within and 

without, inside and outside, between and amongst, and hence, is a whole which is exceeded 

by the parts and contexts and the ways in which these release potentials from the whole and 

vice-versa for each through the others, refracting as each goes. This is multiplicitous twisting 

of each in all and every through the past to the future and back to the future potentials of the 

past liberated from being merely matter, to being more than mere matter as life, and more 

than mere life as neural life, and more than mere neural life but cultural life, and more than 

mere cultural life, but meta-cultural life, and so on. 

 

Such is the emergence of emergence from itself, and the manner in which a philosophy of 

emergence could emerge from philosophy as it had been. Emergence would therefore not 

only be the criterion of feeling, action, value, meaning, of a such a philosophy, but its 



paradigm of thinking, one which takes emergence as its own method, or at least, how 

emergence manifests here and now as a way of thinking of ways to potentiate its emergence 

from what it has been, in this particular here and now, the age of the Internet, and the 

potential of an age of networks to give rise to something like a philosophy of emerging 

networking.  

 

Could not such a philosophy indicate potential pathways beyond the logjams of 

deconstruction, which continually say their inability to say anything?ccvii* Or the traditions of 

old, which seeks to say something ultimate about the world which reworks its relative 

ultimates underneath itself as it emergingly goes? Or do we simply give up, get the most 

pleasure we can for here and now, and become the biggest bullies we can? But does this not 

absolutize our self, and our pleasures, contradicting our belief in nothing beyond this? 

Skepticist incompletion, fanaticist incoherence, cynicism inconsistency, such outdated 

methods and means, out of sync with the potentials to turn this age into an age of the 

emergence of thinking of emergence. The task of thinking such a potential would then take on 

whatever method would be best suited to help potentiate bringing such a potential into our 

world, it would seem.  

 

For emergence, that in regard to which this worldview seeks to help us to better come into 

sync, is about breaking open the hold of the past, and its attempt to keep the future contained 

in its grasp so that emergence is not possible, so as to liberate the future of matter into life, 

and life into what is not merely life, the excess of freedom which liberates the potential for 

emerging more emergently in the future. This is not to say that we should simply model the 

future, but rather, show how it is possible to reinterpret the past and present in relation to the 



futures that could come to be if we all work to help bring them into being to make our world 

more emergent for any and all.  

 

A virtual reality produced in such a way not only has the potential to describe the world as it is 

now, but its potential to become more so, and as such a worldview can become part of how 

we interpretively model the world in ways which give rise to actions which impact this very 

world in the process, such a worldview has the potential, to the extent to which such actions 

make it more able to come into sync with the world and its aspects, in a feed forward loop of 

sorts, to increase its very grounding and potential for sync with this world in the process. All 

theories have this potential, of course, but few thematize this openly, as most take themselves 

as descriptions of the world “as it really is” rather than a description of the world with a 

potential to increase our sync in relation to emergence, one which can self-potentiate in such 

a way over time.  

 

For if a virtual reality modeling of the world can account for enough of the world as it was and 

is with that which can come to be, it becomes part of the raw material for the potential of a call 

from the future which could help bring new worlds into being. Its world modeling become 

more in sync with the world the more it is realized, and the more it is becomes realized, the 

more it shows that the potential for this was there all along. To theorize from the future in such 

a way is thus to theorize about how the world could come to have been seen to be becoming. 

It is to think of how the world can be different if all work to network together to bring this into 

being, not as mere fantasy, but as potential for the better. Such a practice turns retroversion, 

a notion with quite a bit of precedent in philosophy from the philosophy of G.W.F Hegel and 

Jacques Lacan beyond, on its head, in order to “leap over oneself” in such a way, not in a 

“back to the future” sort of way, but rather, a “future to the past to the future” sort of way.ccviii  



 

Such an approach seeks to ground its worldview not merely in how the world has been in the 

past and present, but the future as well, or at least, how the future manifests in the present 

and past as potential. One could in a sense imagine that this would give such an approach an 

edge on other theories, which only model themselves on how the world was in the past and 

present and not future, but this would be at least somewhat disingenuous. For while more 

traditional formulations which base themselves on the past and present do not openly 

thematize their potential to give rise to the very conditions which make them able to better 

sync up and thereby model aspects of the world in the mode of at least a partially “self-

fulfilling prophecy,” they certainly do this in their way, just not openly.ccix  

 

For more traditional approaches describe the world in a manner which focuses on the past 

and present in order to try to lock the potential of the present to be different into forms which 

reproduce the past and present, and in this way, they seek to give rise to the continuance of 

the conditions which will foster its ability to come into sync with aspects of its world in the sort 

of “leaping over itself” described above. Likewise, all world modelings, concepts, and theories 

can be seen as forms of virtual reality. They are, after all, from a relational perspective on the 

world, as virtual as any aspect of the world, but even more so due to their relative abstraction, 

such that, as abstract patterns of activation in living brains which sync up with various cultural 

forms of theorization in speech and writing, they are even more dependent on their relations 

with other aspects of the world than that of more concretely limited physical matters to do 

what they do in the world.  

 

The primary difference, then, is that this project, in its relational philosophy of networking 

emergence, simply seeks to be a practice of virtual reality which “leaps over itself” in the 



mode of an at least partially self-fulfilling prophecy in a manner which, unlike that employed 

by more traditional forms of theorization, is open about this, and sees this as part of what 

needs to be understood, and openly negotiated with, in order to foster the potential for a more 

openingly emerging future.  

 

For the world always opens on to the future, and has shown that this potential includes a 

potential to be different from the past and present, and in fact, for radical emergence. If a 

worldview does not take this into account, and work to model the potential for this in the 

present, very much a part of the present, even if only manifest as potential, how then could it 

be a model of the world which even has the potential to sync up with such potential? After all, 

if a model of the world closes off the future and the potentials which go with this, how much 

does such a model really describe the world in its fullness and opening potential to emerge in 

and beyond how it has been in the past?  

 

Such an approach to the world may seem curious, but there are powerful precedents to this. 

What does matter do, after all, when it takes some of its matters, and makes them meta-

matters, which is to say, turns them into genetic code? It remembers what a rather coherent 

system of it once was to repair it, to perpetuate it, to freeze the future into the image of the 

past which it condenses as memory, and yet, a dynamic memory, one which, purposively or 

otherwise, unleashes the freedom of a future which does not need to simply repeat the past. 

How difficult to copy genetic code identically each time, the smallest mistake, and mutation 

arises, and by means of this, the system's careful balances are reworked, and this feeds back 

into the entire system.  

 



A networking in which any part is not merely one on its own, but part of a weaving whole 

which is not merely a weaving but a whole, a whole which exceeds the sum of its parts, but 

which is also not merely a whole which has its parts merely as that, but one which is always 

somewhat out of balance in relation to the dance of these with their contexts within and 

without, inside and outside, between and amongst, and hence, is a whole which is exceeded 

by the parts and contexts and the ways in which these release potentials from the whole and 

vice-versa for each through the others, refracting as each goes. This is multiplicitous twisting 

of each in all and every through the past to the future and back to the future potentials of the 

past liberated from being merely matter, to being more than mere matter as life, and more 

than mere life as neural life, and more than mere neural life but cultural life, and more than 

mere cultural life, but meta-cultural life, and so on. 

 

Such is the emergence of emergence from itself, and the manner in which a philosophy of 

emergence could emerge from philosophy as it had been. Emergence would therefore not 

only be the criterion of feeling, action, value, meaning, of a such a philosophy, but its 

paradigm for thinking, one which takes emergence as its own method, or at least, how 

emergence manifests here and now as a way of thinking of ways to potentiate its emergence 

from what it has been, in this particular here and now, the age of the Internet, and the 

potential of an age of networks to give rise to something like a philosophy of emerging 

networking.  

 

All of this can be seen as potential which emerged, from forms nascent to complex, as 

emergence emerges from the world from potential emergence to its complexifications. What 

is genetic material, after all, but what could be thought of as the precursor of something like a 

dream, which is to say, a virtual reality, that of life which matter continually dreams, in a 



sense, into being, by turning actual into virtual and from this beyond what it was as mere 

matter?  

 

Such would be to see life itself, after all, as a practice of virtual reality, a notion which is not as 

far fetched as it may seem. Genetic materials are but strings of molecules, in a particular 

pattern, which produces life in the context of a cell. Take the string of molecules out of the cell 

and the environments in which they thrive, and the string of molecules do not potentiate life, 

and likewise, the cell and environs minus the the genetic material are likewise neither living. 

Only in context does the genetic material become matter which is more than merely matter, 

that is part of a system, a system which means something.  

 

But what, to beg the question, does meaning itself even mean? To ask this pushes meaning 

to its own limits, and as such, verges on non-sense. Whenever a lens tries to focus on what 

makes it able to focus as it does, it tends to produce all sorts of glares, blurrinesses, or other 

limit effects, and in regard to meaning, this is to verge on non-sense, pushing meaning 

beyond its limits, trying to say what cannot quite be said, often resulting in poetic utterance or 

gibberish of some sort. But there is another option than this, namely, to use language to do 

one of the most basic things that makes language possible, which is to say, to point, and to 

point beyond itself.   

 

Near the breaking point, when a system is taken to its limits, it sensitivity to contexts within 

and without which could push it one way or another deepens, and in this sense, it become 

easier to see how the system has always been an expression of the contexts and processes 

which gave rise to it, and which came to a point of balance to give rise to it, even if these 

could rework otherwise. To ask the meaning of meaning is to push the limits of sense. It is to 



ask why we have sense rather than non-sense in the first place, and this is not a question that 

can be answered in the realm of meaning, but rather, beyond it, in regard to what meaning 

can become when it emerges from being merely meaning, as well as that which gave rise to 

meaning from which it emerged.  

 

Meaning emerges from the sedimentation of economies of value, processes whose unfolding 

stabilizes enough that patterns can be abstracted from these and reapplied to help 

understand how and why the economies are doing what they are. When meaning becomes 

an end in itself, we often forget that it is grounded in value in such a way, and while it can help 

us understand economies of value, it can also undermine our attempt to understand what 

these are doing if it over-reifies.  

 

The same can be said with experience, the most immediate lensing of the world of networking 

emergence this text has examined. Taken as an end in itself, it is impoverished, focusing on 

the merely here and now of concrete immediacy. Only when opened to interpretation, and 

from there to evaluation, and from there to thinking about what each of these means in regard 

to more encompassing openings of emergence does experience cease to be merely 

experience, reopnening on to the excess of experience of emergence of which any 

experience of any experiencer is merely an aspect. The same can be said in regard to 

meaning, for just as experience is an excess, an excess which is the fabric of which is that of 

which particular experiences and experiencers are but carvings of such experience into partial 

aspect, so it is with the excessiveness of meaning.  

 

When a molecule is more than merely a molecule, but a pattern of movements between other 

molecules, it is a molecule which is also a meaning within a complex system which is more 



than its parts, the sum, or the whole. It is the excess of each of these to the others. Such a 

molecule emerges into genetic meaning as the molecules around it emerge into genetically 

meant, and together the cell writes its code and reads it back by means of such interfeeling 

interacting emerging in such a way. And just as a word absent those who would know its 

alphabet, grammar, vocabulary, and pragmatic life-world is all but meaningless in isolation 

from these - for its meaning is in the dynamic relations with these - so it is with genetic code. 

Absent a writing and reading machinery, it is not meaning, neither memory nor potential 

dream, nor the potential for recursive modulation from memory to dream via action and 

experience, which is what is meant by meaning in such a context. 

 

To take such a line of questioning to the next level then, what is value of any of this? Meaning 

only emerges when matter becomes meta-matter, turning actions in any which direction into 

experience which localizes a here and now, of incoming actions which are experienced and 

outgoing ones which flow to the world to change it from inside out. Meaning emerges from 

matter in economies of value, which expend energy here and not there, which conserve 

values in matters and dissolve values in movement, and combine these in systems which go 

beyond such simplicities to produce complex systems which can mean.  

 

Pushing such questioning even further, what is the value of meaning, if not the meaning of 

value which values meaning? But why should it ever do so in the first place? Why should the 

pure potential of the fabric of our world congeal as it did from the Big Bang into eddies and 

nodes, matters and moving matters, forces and potentials, reactions and systems, until by 

some strange change, living meaning emerged? To ask its meaning is to ask the value of 

meaning and the meaning of value, but what about the value of value? Why value anything at 

all? Clearly the cosmos does value, of course. The universe can be seen as a vast valuation 



machine, after all. Least action, essentially the conservation of matter and energy with a 

geodesic twist at the speed of light, is the scientific name for how it economizes.  

 

Put more simply, matter holds together because the system of matter around it as a whole as 

a whole values that it does. The value of a matter is thus an expression of that around it. 

What is the price of a stock, after all, but the average of all the values attributed to it, once 

various factors such as distance and limited information and various other networks to which 

it are connected which could impact these many valuations are taken into account? A 

molecule conserves its form over time because the parts within it conserve theirs, and those 

around it as environment conserve theirs, and all conserve it all until something stops pushing 

or pulling as it has, and there is a shift, potential is folded or unfolded, energy is concentrated 

or released, bound as matter or turned into motion.  

 

But what to do when there is excess? Bind it to some extent at least, lest it destroy everything 

in its path, dissipate the problematic surplus, or at least package it, chunk it, make it 

manageable, and in the process, entropy turns into negentropy, universal dissipation into local 

ordering, and the overall unraveling of all potential into local islands which fold potential into 

them, mini-versions of the star which resonante with its form in their own ways in turn.ccx* The 

whole universe values, but only meta-valuing systems such as those which live can interpret 

and evaluate these values by means of so many actions within various contexts which can be 

read as meaningful and evaluated as valuable, all in gradations and qualities and quantities 

thereof.  

 

In such a sense, are not the incompossibilities of the panoply of possible perspectives within 

the cosmos not refractive enough to make it possible to see the cosmos as a sort of 



enormous neural networking, which is to say, a giant brain? Not quite like those in our heads, 

of course, but a sort of thinking of which ours is a meta-thinking. So many diverging 

branchings, so many pathways to explore, and yet, some valued more than others, as the 

economies unfold and write their histories into the flesh of matter itself. But what does the 

cosmos value through our evaluating of this action over another, or this interpretative model 

or criteria of choosing what we believe will best achieve our goals over others, namely, what 

we best interpret will potentiate our valuing of what we value over another? 

 

The value of value is that of emergence itself, that which is the standard of value of all values 

and of the meaning of all meanings, that which has no value or meaning itself other than its 

excess to these. The meanings and interpretations chase after their lack of all the meanings, 

and in this, they circle around and express emergence in part yet never in its opening whole. 

The values and evaluations chase after emergence likewise in their unfoldingly dynamic 

ways. Emergence cannot be grasped in such reductively limiting ways, it is not as a simple 

this or that, here or there, nor even as a whole reduced to such notions. No, emergence must 

be an opening which opens beyond such closures, only able to be grasped indirectly and 

partly, but more so the more a grasping it itself opening. But if there is a why to all of this, it 

would seem to be the excess to any mere why which can be seen in this. For is not life matter 

which is more than mere matter, and potential a concrete this or that which is more than 

merely that? Emergence is the more-than-why around which the various whys swirl.  

 

The cosmos thinks, and what it thinks is its emergence, a thinking which gives rise to the 

world we experience, for our experience is an aspect of this thinking unfolding in and through 

us. We can trace this thinking back to its source, the fundamental questioning of the Big 

Bang, and see how the answers have emerged in part as the stuff of the world in process. 



“Whys” are genetic which is to say, they trace a genesis, but one which could have been 

otherwise.ccxi* For is the cosmos not the story of the emergence of emergence from the 

abstract general potential of the big bang to the concrete particularity of this world in process 

rather than others? 

 

When we think within this, with our neural systems, we meta-think the thinking of the cosmos, 

we refract it again. We produce models of our experiences, and feed these back into 

incoming actions, giving rise to interpretation. The form of our matters impose meaning on the 

actions which impact those which shape those which they intertwiningly are, and the form of 

our meta-matters, our genetic and neural systems, produce meta-meanings which read and 

interpret these further still. Meta-systems meta-read and meta-write, and experience is 

interpreted, and as these systems feedback further upon each other, they give rise to actions 

whose meanings can be experienced and interpreted further still as the result of economies 

whose balance of forces of folding and unfolding negotiated between them to shift this way 

rather than that. We can read this as an expression of the valuation of these contexts 

expressed in this particular valuation, the value incarnated in the particular action which 

expresses the value of the networking which chose it, a networking within other networkings 

of valuation, of course.  

 

But that particular determinacy is also a generality. For it is a refraction of how its particularity 

in the past and that of its contexts refracted together. As all the economies came into balance, 

the pattern of symmetry which unfolded in this particular location in spacetime is my body, 

which is what all these had in common when refracted in each other. This is, of course, to see 

my body as not merely my body, but as the writing of my inner and outer contexts refracted in 

each other. It is a virtual reality, and not merely a matter, but a meaningful meta-matter. I am a 



twisting of the cosmos within itself, inside out and outside in, at this particular location within 

the unfolding of its spacetime networks of matter-energy. I am thus like wave in the cosmos's 

rippling oceans, not different from the water, but a dynamic patterning within it, if with far more 

meta-levels of complexity and recursion than any mere wave of water.  

 

Emergence is the source and goal, that which is value itself as it unfolds in valuing as that 

which gives rise to the potential for value to value potential. To value emergence is to value 

the emerging of emergence emerging from what it was, which is to say, the emergence of 

emergence from its prior forms of emerging, if in ways which potentiate it emergence as well. 

After all, if emergence was merely about expenditure, it would not be emergence, but rather, 

expenditure. Emergence is the potential for the emergence of potential and the potential for 

emergence from emergence. This is to say that emergence is only emergence when it is 

potentiating emergence of emergence, or meta-emergence. Emergence and meta-

emergence are emergence, emergence is the meta-, for there is no emergence without it 

emerging as meta-emergence, potentiating the emergence of emergence from how it had 

emerged in the past. And if it simply expends itself as quickly as possible, or always in the 

same way, it ceases to emerge from its own forms of emergence.  

 

One could imagine a form of emergence which is always different, never the same, but which 

retains nothing, grows nothing, evolves into nothing, and so, does not emerge from an 

inability to be more than one thing at a time. From the indifference of no potential to the 

difference of pure potential, the unfolding of differencing to the folding of the different within 

networking of differing, pure potential becomes particularized actual when it unfolds in ways 

which refract it as this rather than that, and this refraction refracts more refraction. Memory is 

the sameness within differencing which makes possible the differencing of differencing from 



differing which is precisely what this is. Pure differencing or differing is simply sameness in 

another form, and so, differing differs from itself as sameness which can refract that 

differencing differently.  

 

And so, when matter becomes meta-matter, genetic matters make it possible for the unfolding 

of energy in material systems to record traces of their general patterns of dynamic 

functioning, and so to perpetuate themselves over time. The result is the organism can 

remain the same despite changes in its environment. And yet such sameness within differing 

provides the very means whereby these changes can refract themselves in new ways, 

potentiating the emergence of matter from mere matter not only as life, but evolution of life. In 

such a way, matter leaps over itself, becomes virtual to itself, and unleashes the evolution of 

the future. In such a way, matter emerges. 

 

To think about understanding emergently is to think about how emergence understands its 

aspects, how it can understand itself more emergently, and how this relates to relative 

determinations of what it might be better to do here or there as this or that action to help 

potentiate the understanding of emergence and in fact emergence as such. To understand 

emergence is understand its meaning, and to understand its meaning is to value it, and to 

value it is to understand its meaning, and these are forms of thinking it when they understand 

what to do in regard to experience in context.  

 

The patterns of the material world are generalities, but those in genetic materials  are meta-

generalities, ones which can come into sync with those in the world, and when they do, they 

are reinforced by the economies of value of the organism, and so evolution takes place. 

Evolution values what physical systems do, namely, least action, but rather than conserve 



energy, abstract potential emergence, it conserves the potential for energy to unfold more 

emergently, as concrete particular emergence with potentials to emerge emergently with its 

contexts. Neural and cultural forms of evolution take this to new levels.  

 

To think emergence would not be to think it merely in general, of course, but in regard to the 

particular. That is, to refract the generality of the bigger picture, of the widest possible 

contexts we can determine in space and time, culture and meaning, value and thinking, in 

regard to what to do next in the here and now in regard to how we experience what we do.  

 

This is what is meant by practics. We decide what to do next. But practics is always guided by 

general principles which help us determine actions in regard to interpretative models. My 

models help me categorize what I experience into various forms of this or that, but general 

principles help me guide what I do in regard to these categorizations and carvings up of 

experience into “this”-es and “that”s. What is a self but such a feeling of emergence? Such a 

selfing may arise only briefly and then disperse, but when feelings unfold over time, so do 

such selfings. Selfings are emergences, and emergences are selfings.  

 

Relationally understood, there are no firm separations in our world. Even in the so-called 

vacuum of space, there is quantum foam and entanglements of various sorts, there are light 

particles and neutrinos weaving quantum fields, and even negation considered in abstract 

terms is a form of disjunctive relation. To say that I see a gap between me myself and a tree I 

see in the forest is, put differently, to speak of a relational weaving of photons of which my 

neural grasping of patterns of activation on one end and the patterns impacting photons which 

give rise to this on the other give rise to what I call “seeing a tree in the forest.” 

 



I may divide this up in turn after the fact if I choose, but why divide this into subject and object 

in an exclusive way? Why not instead describe my body and the tree as particular twistings of 

the quantum stuff of the world which twist back in turn on this twisting in various ways? We 

are all twists and knottings of various sorts and complexities. I can of course shift my 

weavings in such a way that I pick up and move my body, and the tree shows no ability to do 

this. There are differences. But we are all aspects of the quantum seas in which we swim, 

much like waves in water.  

 

That is, what is described here is not all that different from how how when a boat moves 

through the water, the ripples follow it in similar patterns behind the boat wherever it goes in 

the ocean, and yet, the ocean is not carved up by this in any absolute way, rather, as the boat 

moves, the pattern in the ocean moves with it, but pattern of movement in water and the 

water are still aspects of the ocean just the same. One could describe this otherwise, say that 

the water in the pattern of ripples is “radically different” than that elsewhere in the ocean, but it 

is difficult to see what is gained from this. Likewise with the food I eat, it is made of the same 

molecules of the rest of the world, and these do not gain some ineffable something extra 

when they become part of “me,” at least, not beyond this shift in relational weaving which is 

what my selfing is.ccxii 

 

Sync, is precisely this, the ways in which diverse aspects of the world emerge together to 

produce that which is more than the sum of their parts, which is to say, a whole which feeds 

back into how they relate to each other, and vice-versa. Sync stabilizes as complexities of 

various forms, which then potentiates emergence, and often in nested ways. When a 

whirlpool forms, there are so many layers of sync at so many levels of scale. Sync, after all, is 

not only how emergence happens, it is emergence viewed another way. To come into sync 



with a destructive process is a form of sync, but a minor one, one which, like negentropy, 

swims upstream against a more encompassing tide. There is no ultimate way to determine 

degrees of sync, but relationally speaking, such determinations are pragmatic and relative.  

 

Learning to refract all this in regard to the particular exigencies of the worlds in which we find 

ourselves, however, this is the difficult part, but if we can begin to think of our selves more 

emergently, the hope is that this can be a starting place from which other such reworkings can 

follow. As we open more and more aspects our world to opening, even more such openings 

can weave together, and in such ways, begin to open the world to opening beyond the 

reductive formations that have come to be. And if we can begin to do so in a way which begin 

to impact how we form selves, the hope is that we will have begun to think emergence in 

ways which could help liberate our world and selves from shackles of our own making. 

 

Networking More Emergently Today  

 

There is so much more than the world in which we find our selves. The potential to remake 

the world anew is not elsewhere, or lost, or for times past; rather, it is here and now, even if it 

can only be unleashed if we learn how to emergently network our actions with each other and 

the stuff of the world in ways which can tap into the potentials of emergence, the creative 

engine of the world, which the networks in dominance in our world today have worked to 

control and capture as best as they can, while working to hide the traces of their own 

workings in an aura of necessity. For there is no need for a world with such riches to produce 

such poverty and disempowerment as we do today, nor use racism and other sorts of inter-

group hatreds to justify this.  

 



Until we can rework the media landscape in which money is able to propagandize their 

perspective on the world in ways which perpetuate their dominance, only so much is likely to 

change. We need new lenses, and the new actions which can flow from these, to produce 

new alternatives and bring older structures to crises or take advantage of those which these 

create themselves, to give rise to new worlds and new selves which can reweave the world, 

to unleash the potentials of emergence, not any mere privileged few, but any and all, starting 

here and now, while always remembering to listen, lest we in our enthusiasm cease to hear 

the cry of those who can teach us how to make the world a less terribly oppressive place in 

ways better still.  

 

Even today, the social technologies of strike, protest, and unfettered communication remain 

some of the most powerful tools of the disenfranchised. The massive worldwide protests 

against the continual police brutalization and murder of Black people in the United States has 

reminded us that, even today, such tools have massive power. A chant which has stuck with 

me from participating in such protests rings in my ears at such moments: “No justice, no 

peace, when do we want it? Now, if we don’t get it? Shut it down, if we don’t get it?, shut it 

down.” We always, always, have the power to halt the massive networks around us, no matter 

how powerful they may seem. The simple insight is clear here. The power of change lies in 

this notion: shut it down.   

 

But how might it be possible to turn such a system against itself, by its own centralizingly 

networked means? Capital today controls so much of the world via debt, making it possible 

for those with money to lend to modulate the behavior of wide swaths of the world. Lending is 

a form of investment for those with capital, and what they gain is not only profit, but control. 

And since those who have capital have the means to buy lobbyists, media, and by various 



other sorts of influence, politicians and laws to work in their favor, the conditions under which 

lending occurs is often predatory.  

 

Those with capital can set the terms of lending, often obscured in dense legal prose that only 

specialists can read, such that the tiniest deviation from a payment schedule results in 

massive increases in what is owed. Often those who need to borrow small sums to make 

ends meet in a precarious economy, or to get an education to gain access to a job that is 

more than that of subsistence wages, rapidly find themselves in one form or another of debt 

servitude. One cannot take on a creative job or career which pays less, after all, if one needs 

to make constant loan payments.  

 

One cannot invest extra money in anything else either, as many indebted individuals and 

nations have learned. Predatory lending has become the rule rather than the exception in 

regard to how those with capital have managed to indirectly enslave so much of the world 

today, all while arguing that the world is free, with 'free elections' and 'free markets,' even as 

they buy elections and control over people's lives by means of capital which can rig all the 

playing fields, and to such an extent that it can frame these as free, and produce media which 

depicts this all as normal and the only way things are or could be, and in fact, as full of 

opportunities when in fact the opposite is more often the case.  

 

Those who want an education need to go into massive debt just to get a job, and those with 

such jobs go into further debt to "buy" homes which they really rent from the banks for the 

privilege of working in jobs which pay the best in order to pay off student loans, rather than 

engaging in careers of their choice that might pay less but be more satisfying, or more 

valuable to the world, in the process. In such ways, CEOs, hedge-fund managers, venture-



capital and sovereign wealth fund investors, become the most powerful people on the globe, 

and politicians their public faces even if they are reduced to being mere functionaries.  

 

What the majority are left with from all this is the appearance of freedom, but far more 

concretely, debt. Debt is widely distributed, to nations and individuals, for houses and cars 

and access to education that anyone needs to simply operate in today's economy with 

anything but bare subsistence wages, even if few can afford the access this provides without 

massive loans. But if we are all centralizingly controlled by debt, and if this control is 

massively distributed, then the real power is with the debtors.  

 

That is, is the distributed networks of debtors organize, not in a centralized manner which can 

be co-opted or easily toppled, but rather, in a distributed way, they can go on strike with 

payments, and in ways which can use the centralizing form of finance capital against it.ccxiii 

Decentralizingly organized debt unions should likely only flex their muscle when they have 

enough of it, lest they be dismembered first. But if structured in a distributed way, like the 

Internet, such unions would at first be merely an idea, one that could hop platforms, for 

example, making use of peer-to-peer apps rather than platforms which are easily controllable 

by Big Tech.  

 

Viewers unions could do the same, and go on visual strike, for example, providing a boycott 

of use of a particular platform online for a day that could include millions of users. Such forms 

of action could truly shake the structures which dominate our world today, if only we could 

bring them into our world. And in such ways, new forms could grow and mutate like memes, 

perhaps starting with one sort of debt and opening to others, until they could use the 

centralizing strangle-hold that the networks of finance have on our world to show just how 



vulnerable they are. The same with unions of those who rent rather than own property.  

 

It is time to use the forms of distributedly hybrid networks of centralization against the forces 

of over-centralization in our world by forming distributed networkings able to use these forms 

of centralization against them. If all the debtors of the world unionized, they could dictate 

terms to the banks, and if all the renters of the world united, they could dictate terms of the 

property holders. These are merely ideas, but they can become concretized in distributed 

forms of networking beyond those of the sort which centralizing powers could easily tear 

down.  

 

We have nothing to lose but our chains, the chains of finance capital, of property which we 

imagine is “owned” rather than merely leased from us all, of “education” and health-care we 

are made to think is merely for our benefit rather than the systems of surplus extraction and 

control which would not exist without us, along with the systems of distraction and escapist 

imagery, the ploys which seek to divide the exploited against each other, and the resignation 

of a world designed to mystify and disempower us when we accept this all as the only way. 

But there is the potential for new forms of collective and transpersonal selves to emerge 

which could use the power of distributed networking, of debtors and renters unions, just as an 

example, to speak so loudly that they could dictate terms to the current powers that be, the 

powers that use their money to warp the political and mass-mediatory imagistic space time 

around them in their own image.  

 

In many ways, we can use the very centralizations of the networks which dominate our world 

today, based in debt or otherwise, against them, to force them to rework in ways which are 

more destributedly meta-stable, and we can use the power to produce new micro-networkings 



around us to give rise to new forms which can link up with each other to produce new 

alternatives which can expand the sense of the possible. And as the networks which structure 

the world change, we can begin to change how we self-ourselves in and through these, in 

many senses of these words, in the process. Debt unionization is only an example of the sort 

of thinking of this sort that this book wants to promote. 

 

There is so much more than the world in which we find our selves. The potential to remake 

the world anew is not elsewhere, or lost, or for times past; rather, it is here and now, even if it 

can only be unleashed if we learn how to emergently network our actions with each other and 

the stuff of the world in ways which can tap into the potentials of emergence, the creative 

engine of the world, which the networks in dominance in our world today have worked to 

control and capture as best as they can, while working to hide the traces of their own 

workings in an aura of necessity. For there is no need for a world with such riches to produce 

such poverty and disempowerment as we do today, nor use racism and other sorts of inter-

group hatreds to justify this.  

 

In this and many senses beyond this, no matter how advanced our technology, no matter how 

baffling the world may seem, if we all stop what we are doing, we can shut down any system, 

or if need be, the entire world system. A system which is shut down is a system that the 

powers that be will want to return to functioning as soon as possible, and for those that keep 

such a system halted, there is the power to renegotiate, with the power being on the side of 

those who shut the system down. Wealth is only wealth in the current systems in dominance, 

but if those systems are shut down, the locus of power shifts. Let us never forget this.  

 



As with other forms of robust sustainable creative emergence on this planet, our ability to 

work together in distributedly meta-stable ways is our greatest strength. We need to learn 

from this, and foster the sorts of environments which promote this in many ways and levels of 

scale. We need to foster the growth of empathy and solidarity over paranoia, acquisitiveness, 

and short-term thinking, and we need to do this at the level not of merely individual 

organisms, but also the transindividual and collective networking which provide the 

environments in which we self ourselves in a variety of ways.  

 

We need to let democracy and socialism, in the most radical senses of these words, seep into 

the pores of our world. We need to let anti-racism and anti-xenophobia in all forms seep into 

the pores of our world. There can be, and are, other ways than those which have dominated 

those of the development of human history. This book is of course only a start, in my own 

way, towards imagining what a few halting steps towards the sort of thinking which could 

imagine such an approach to the world might look like.   

 

The most simple condensation of the perspective of this book can perhaps be seen in the 

notion that the world is opening, which is to say, emergence, for while there is a great deal in 

the details which explain how and why such a shift can matter to our world and how, 

everything else flows from this basic notion. Emergence is the creative engine of the world. It 

is always more, and not elsewhere, but rather here and now, no matter how much the 

powerful few of the world try to control or limit its potentials, and even if such potential can 

only be unleashed by means of how we network with each other and the world, and how this 

can change if we network differently, unleashing the creative engine of the world, which is to 

say, emerging networking.  

 



Emergence, as sustainable radical creative opening, has given rise to what seems to be the 

best aspects of our world, including life and what is not merely life, including brains and 

languages, cooperation, altruism, solidarity, compassion, empathy, and all other aspects of 

the world which are opening  and  foster opening in turn. In such a way, not only can 

emergence be seen as the very stuff of the world, but the world at its best, the potential in the 

world to be better, that which if fostered could help give rise to a better world. Emergence in 

this sense can provide that from which forms of thinking, interpretation, evaluation, and doing 

can arise, in the hope that by coming into sync with these and the potentials for emergence in 

the world, it becomes possible to foster emergence in turn. In such a way, it can become 

possible to bring together science and an anti-oppressive ethics and politics of radical 

sustainable creative emergence beyond that which would benefit any privileged few.  

 

Developing such a perspective on the world into a worldview is what this text has been about, 

and unpacking some of the implications of such notions is what, I hope, this book has been 

able to accomplish in its way. Beyond the garden of the world which, in their walled 

enclosures, grow merely for the few, let us find ways to foster the myriad potential opening 

gardens of the world, to help the radical opening creativity of the world flow ever more deeply 

more anew. 
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Introduction: Post-Selfing in an Age of Networking 

 



Our world today is in crisis. The technological changes unleashed by the Internet and mobile 

computing are rapidly destabilizing many of the social fabrics and interpretive models which 

have helped us make sense of our world, our places within this, and in fact, our very selves. 

While at first the radical change around us may have seemed promising, exciting, or at least, 

new and fascinating, today ever more of the world seems increasingly volatile and frightening, 

confounding and confusing, as if mutating beyond comprehension and control. And so, many 

are turning to new forms of the violences of old, attempting to force some of the world into a 

semblance of order, if often at horrific costs. Older forms of exploitation, which many hoped 

had been on the wane, now only seem to be increasing in severity. And the new social 

terrains are becoming so unfamiliar, it seems difficult to determine what actions could even 

help keep crises at bay.  

 

In a world of increasing disparity of wealth and riotous technological change, of “fake news” 

and cyber-hacked elections, of cell-phone revolutions and reality-star leaders, in which 

artificial intelligence can recognize faces even as it seems on the cusp of revolutionizing the 

workforce by driving cars and trucks, we need to find ways of pulling out of the cyclically 

catastrophic ruts in which, for all our speed and innovation, we nevertheless seem 

paradoxically caught. Otherwise, we might very likely simply give rise to new and more 

terrifying forms of the fascisms, totalitarianisms, genocides, and global wars of the past.  

 

For all our technological prowess, however, it seems increasingly difficult to even make of our 

world today, and indeed, our very selves, for so much is changing so quickly, that older 

models of understanding things seem radically outdated, even as new ones which can speak 

to all the new forms at work in the world today have yet to emerge. In these senses and many 

more, we need readical new thinking today, perhaps more than any time in recent memory. 



We need new conceptual lenses which can help us to once again be able to make sense of 

our world and our places within this, along with our potentials for action, before what is left of 

the world we knew runs away with itself, and us in the process, and in ways which can come 

into sync with the crises and potentials of our times.  

 

Our Networked World 

 

But where to start? Few would likely argue today with the notion that our world seems to be 

spinning out of control, nor with the notion that networks – those at work in the Internet and 

beyond – are in some way the cause. Few would also likely deny that networks are in some 

ways the future, whether we like this or not. The endeavor to understand networks and their 

potentials for our future today is in this sense hardly a luxury. It is a necessity, one which 

increasingly seems crucial to our efforts not only to unleash better futures, but to not destroy 

ourselves and the world in the process.  

 

Networks are changing us: changing what it means to be the selves we are, right before our 

very eyes and within our skins. In and through the Internet and its related technologies, 

whether we want to admit it or not, we are mutating. Social media are mutiplying, expanding, 

and mutating how we see our selves and frame them for others, even as the Internet seems 

ever more able to predict and sculpt how it depicts us and our world to us, based on its 

reading of what it thinks our selves want to see. All of this is making it difficult to tell what is 

self and what is not, such that the world seems more saturated with our selves than ever 

before, yet also strangely less familiar.  

 



The images around us seduce and cajole, augment and amplify, customize and eroticize, and 

yet, no matter how much the images seem to want to speak to us as selves, the weaves of 

our fragments seem to have booms and crashes all of their own, while the systems which 

give rise to them, the plaforms and algorithms, are hardly anything like selves, or fragments of 

these, or groups of either. What are these structures which have ever more say in our world 

today? Certainly nothing like the selves to which the images address themselves. Rather, 

they are networks of networks of code, wires, programs, data, and other nameless and 

faceless technological entities which seem to neither have selves nor have any need for 

them. For the impersonal intertwinings of these which now run so much of our world today 

seem far less interested in us or anything to do with us as the views, clicks, likes, and other 

fragments of us which they can reassemble for their own purposes.  

 

We may feel safe understanding this all in terms of the dreams of selfhood of old, and yet in a 

world which is playing the game with radically new rules, this only makes us more 

manipulable. But to continue to think of our selves as we had in the past is to risk being left 

behind, having the world reworked around and within us, and rapidly so. We need to 

understand networks, on their own terms, before it is too late. But we also need to question 

the very parameters in regard to which such a project can be situated. For networks are 

changing the world so radically today, overturning so much that once seemed certain, that we 

find ourselves in a position of needing to question nearly anything and everything.  

 

The time is now, then, before it is too late, to ask some very basic questions about the world 

in which we find our selves, and our roles within this. Who are we in the process of 

becoming? Is this the future we wanted? And if not, can we do anything about this? Who is 

responsible for all this, who can be, who should be? Do such notions even make sense 



anymore  as they used to? What might we want to become, what sort of world might we want 

there to be? Or have we just all given up hope that the future will be in any way 

comprehensible, or that we will have an ability to impact it? Have we resigned ourselves to 

simply begin extensions of the machines and platforms which will decide the futures in which 

we will live, even though they still could not do what they do if we did not create the conditions 

for them to do so each and every day? And how might any of this relate to ethics or politics, 

love or compassion, or the struggle to bring about a less oppressively exploitative world?  

 

To try to address all these questions at once is of course impossible, at least, without a point 

of entry. This book will take the self as that entryway, and start in the thick of things, where we 

find our selves here and now, at the heart of our worlds, our very selves, and work from there. 

There are many reasons for such a choice, however. For our selves are not only precious to 

each of us. They are also crucial to the social structures around us which contribute to 

shaping the sorts of selves we are, and which recognize us in relation to how we present our 

selves to them.  

 

Selves and Networking Today 

 

Selves, or at least particular ways of being selves which we perform for various social 

systems in various ways, allow us entry into all sorts of social domains and systems that 

recognize us in regard to these. Whenever we vote, identify with a character we see in a film, 

buy or sell, participate in a religious service, show an ID card, pay taxes, or otherwise play a 

social role in a particular way, we “self” and are “selfed” through various systems in our world 

which seek to “self” us in their ways, each shaping how we understand our selves in some 

way or another as we go.   



 

Our selves are in many senses like our cash cards, those ubiquitous bits of plastic we carry 

with us nearly everywhere today. Our cash cards allow us access to systems beyond us, but 

try to get anything but cash with such a card, and one will be quite frustrated. So it is with how 

the systems in our world today form and recognize us as selves. The forms of our selves 

today allows us access to various social systems, at least, if we “self” our selves in particular 

ways to gain entry to these, playing the various social games as we are supposed to. Some 

theorists have even argued that the production of a very particular type of self, a self that buys 

and works and views and desires in very particular ways, is in fact the primary product of our 

contemporary modernity.ccxiv  

 

To use another analogy, our selves today can be seen as not unlike pieces in a board game, if 

a board game of a particular sort, in which the very moves in which pieces are allowed to 

make are limited by the form of the pieces, and how they can fit with those of the various 

game-boards and terrains in which they find themselves. This would not be unlike some toys 

for children, in which only the circular block will fit in the hole prescribed for it in a puzzle, or 

the ways in which the limbs of an action-figure or doll have limited ranges of motion. So long 

as the form of a game board is designed to only accept pieces of certain forms, with moves 

limited such forms in turn, the rules of play are hard-coded, in sense, into the very form of the 

game's components itself. In such a way, the rules would seem hardly like rules at all, simply 

the very form of things, necessary and natural, as if they had to be this way, with no others 

seeming possible, part of the seeming structure of the game or play itself.ccxv 

 

The systems at work in our world today, our varied social games, are of course far more 

complex than this, but the basic idea holds. We are surrounded by increasingly complex 



weavings of screens, images, platforms, devices, and other technological pariphanelia which 

augment our capabilities in ways which nevertheless also constrain our options to those set 

by those who can control the systems in questions from behind the scenes at the levels of 

code, and those who can buy the coders to set the terms of various social games, in such 

ways, to work in their favor.  

 

In such ways, our new technologically mediated and extended selves are told they are free, 

but such freedom only ever occurs in pre-selected and pre-determined ways according to 

logics which are kept out of sight so that ever more distractingly fascinating images, directed 

at us in ever more customized ways with micro-targeted precision, seek to soothe our 

concerns along the way. Our selves are being reshaped by such means in powerful new 

ways, and with radical implications. What a better way to get people to accept their 

domination, after all, than convincing them that it is really their very freedom, that which they 

are continually told they should hold most dear?  

 

No wonder so many science fiction films today increasingly frame their worlds as if they were 

simulations controlled by powerful, often artificially intelligence computers which control the 

very fabric of reality from off-screen, with characters in such simuations only slowly realizing 

that what seemed freedom, and what seemed their very selves, had been sold them to keep 

their senses of the possible limited. In our world today, of course, science fiction often feels 

more real that our so-called reality, and for good reason. No wonder today so many feel so 

radically disconnected from the world, the potential for change, the ability to control the 

direction of things, and our very selves. No wonder it is so much easier to each tie into our 

micro-targeted flows of images and tune out everything else. It is simply more efficiently 

profitable for the algorithms if we do not get too much in the way, and easier for us if we let 



them handle things, at least in the short term, even if we know in the long term, there will be 

hell to pay.  

 

This is life in the post-Cold War world of what some have called the “pax Americana,” the Age 

of the post-American Empire, an Empire maintained not merely by armies and products, but 

by the image technologies. Such arrays of images seduce us to see the world on the terms of 

those who can pay those who produce them, and as these image technologies now ride the 

networks of the now increasingly wireless Internet of our mobile devices, they speak to us 

continually from screens we increasingly carry everywhere and anywhere. In this way, the 

images are able to saturate more and more of how we live our everyday lives, such that we 

are ever more produced by these images to be little more than image ourselves of the 

systems which shape us in such ways. 

 

And yet, and even for those who identify with much of what the system shows them, in and 

through the spectacle and its increasingly powerful displays, the nagging feeling that 

something is very, very wrongabout our world today still seems to remain and in fact persist. 

Unrest and volatilities are on the rise, and there is a generalized feeling or perpetual 

dissatisfaction, in which massive wealth and increasing precarity combine with rapid 

technological change in ways which produce the palpable sense of insecurity which is a 

seeming hallmark of our age. And every so often, then, as if to let off steam perhaps, the 

world has a crisis, from minor tremors to major destabilizations, from a financial crash to a 

major terrorist attack to a hacked major election to a mass-mediated armed invasion, in ways 

which increasingly seem to be tending to be more frequent and more violent. And in such 

moments, the illusion of the seeming necessity of this all is shaken to its core, and the cracks 

in the structures in domiance seem to show glimpses of other ways.  



 

That said, for all the evident problems in our world today, few vialbe alternatives to our current 

systems seem to be in the making, certainly not any which seem able to step into the power 

voids which occur when the systems in domanance today come to crisis, nor are there any 

which seem to be in the process of being theorized in any collectively supported ways. For 

despite all the instability, the system does seem to be providing enough “bread and circuses” 

to keep the majorities distractedly busy and satisfied enough while it steals much of our 

present and future in the process. People are not out constantly protesting in the streets, after 

all, and in fact, for the most part, in and through all the dissatisfaction, the majority seem 

hooked up and ported in, even as ever more toil for ever less, and the system only ever 

supplies the minimum possible to those who do the most today, all to maintain maximum 

sustainable exploitation of the many for the benefit of an ever less visible few.  

 

 

Networking and Worldchanging 

 

The world does not, however, need to remain this way. For despite all its speed and 

worldshifting power, the systems in dominance in our world today still cannot do what they do 

without us. That is, no matter how much today seems virtual and unfamiliar, our world is still 

created and recreated, each and every day, by how we weave our actions with those of each 

other in regard to our contexts. If we all dropped out, and stopped doing what we do each 

day, everything would grind to a halt, it would all stop working. And in such a moment, we 

could once again realize that no matter how much the world feels out of our control, it is still 

we who are manufacturing our own domination in and through how we are producing our 

social worlds each day.  



 

For if we all stopped doing what we are doing now, and all began to do what we do differently, 

the system would need to follow. If we all changed, the world would change, in the blink of an 

eye, and radically so. Even the shape of the game boards, and how we make the pieces. And 

with this comes radical possibility, but also the need for coming up with alternative ways of 

understanding things which could indicate different ways of doing things. After all, what sense 

does it make to do things differently, if we can't even get a sense of why, or to what end, or 

how we might want to do this? Without new models, models for society, our selves, and for 

mapping out better alternatives, to bring it all to a halt would likely only lead to chaos, and if 

our contemporary world has shown anything, unless there are alternative structures which 

could provide a sense of security in new and less destructive forms when dominant sturctures 

break down, the old ways will simply return, as the biggest bullies left standing use chaos as a 

means to deepen control.  

 

It makes little sense to try to bring about large scale change in this sense, unless we have 

already started to build new structures in our world, new ways of doing things and support 

systems for these, which could help take the place of older structures when they inevitably, in 

their radically exploitative ways, produce yet another crisis. Sometimes it is possible to give 

rise to new ways by simple experimentation, but often, particularly in complex social 

environments, developing new ways of understanding our world, new theoretical and 

conceptual tools, new lensings on the world and its aspects, can help us imagine new ways of 

doing things which could give rise to change.  

 

In a world in which so much hinges on how the system uses images and networks to shape 

our sense of who we are, however, it is not enough to merely develop new ways of 



understanding the world. We also need to rethink what it means to be a self today, to 

rediscover the potentials for being selves, in ways which go beyond those which the system 

has sold us. But since our selves are our very means of access to the rest of the world, to get 

a sense of how we have come to see ourselves in ways which limit our sense of the potentials 

of our world and selves in the process is no small feat.  

 

In order to rethink our selves in ways which can begin the process of liberating our selves and 

world from the images sold to us for profit and control by the powers that be, we need to 

begin to separate out from the limiting dreams of who we are that the system has sold us. We 

need to begin to see what is seemingly most self-evident about our world, namely, the very 

form of of our selves, as strange and unusual, peculiar and constructed, produced and 

limiting, and in this sense, as merely one option among many. To help make this possible, we 

need to get a sense of how the forms of self which are increasingly produced by the image 

based systems in our world today are not quite as dominant as they may seem, how recent all 

this is, and what the stakes were in the development of such a model of self.  

 

We need in this sense to understand how contemporary image-based forms of the self came 

to be from other forms in the past, how these were contrasted with others, and how this has 

caused us to see our limited roles in limiting games as simply the way such games are 

played. For learning such histories and differences, ones which the system has every reason 

to want to keep obscured, we can begin to see how and why the system has come to limit us 

as it has, and in such a way that these limitations begin to appear more clearly as merely that, 

and in this way, weakening their seeming necessity such that it becomes far easier to imagine 

other ways.  

 



But if change is to come about, rather than focus on the past for its own sake, a reworked 

sense of the past needs instead to be used as a lever to help us reshape the present with an 

eye to the future. This is a future which seems, in one form or another, to be increasingly one 

which is networked, and yet, as this text will work to show, there are many forms of 

networking, some of which are already being used by the systems which dominate us to 

continue forming us as the selves we are for their own purposes, even while others could 

rework the very terms of the social games at work in our world today in far more radically 

open and less exploitative ways.  

 

In this sense, if networks are likely to be a massively crucial part of our future, and potentially 

the future of selfing, then the time has come to understand how networks are being used to 

produce us as selves in limited ways, and how they could be used to do otherwise. That is, 

we need to be able to grasp the ways in which the networks around us are mutating us today, 

how and why they are doing this, how they are using reworked versions of prior forms of 

selfing to help them do so, and by means of this, to gain some understanding of how we could 

come to intervene in all this. As this text will argue, understanding networks in relation to our 

selves can help us situate ourselves and our potentials for action within our world once again, 

and in ways which, it is hoped, can indicate potential pathways towards more sustainably 

creative and less destructively oppressive futures.  

 

For the crises in our world today are not, after all, those of agency, power, potential, and while 

they were brought about by technological change, simply developing more advanced 

technologies will not solve them. No, our crisis today is largely one of vision and imagination. 

We need to be able to hope and dream again, to be able to come up with visions of better 

ways of doing things, and help to bring these into being. That is ,we need to be able to learn 



to see the world differently, to once again be able to see that other ways, potentially better 

ways, are still possible. With new lenses, and as this text will argue, networked lenses, we 

can see new possibilities within the fabric of the world once again. By means of this, we can 

start doing things differently, likely in small and disconnected ways at first, but in ways which, 

as they network, can begin to scale, giving rise to new and less oppressive social formations 

at the margins of the contemporary systems in dominance which, in times of even more 

radical crisis, in which the world is balanced on a tipping point between options, could come 

to displace the forms in dominance as we currently know them.  

 

 

For as this text will work to show, networks are likely not only the future, but also, the potential 

for far less oppressive ones. The increasing networking of our world today is what pushed the 

systems in domianance in our world today to take more networked forms, but in doing so, 

they are playing with fire, for while the systems in dominance have done their best to network 

on their own terms, networks tend towards opening in radical ways which make them difficult 

to control. To see the world in terms of networking is to see how the system today is able to 

dominate us, but also, how it is not anywhere as networked as it seems, for the systems in 

dominance today use networked means for ultimately non-networked ends. In this is a 

massive opportunity, for if we understand networking, we can come to understand the 

weaknesses of the system, and use it to push this system towards conditions which begin to 

unravel its seeming strangle-hold on control, all while producing more openingly networked 

alternatives which employ the full power of networking to help open the world in ways which 

are not so easy to dominate for the benefit of any mere few.  

 



New, networked lenses on the world can show how bottom-up forms of change can begin to 

link up and produce counter-structures which, when the current structures of our world once 

again produce one of their periodic crises, can provide alternatives. In such ways, droplets 

can become streams, streams become rivers, and as riverbeds shift, even mountains can 

begin to sway. Today, what we need is hope, and that is precisely what new lenses on the 

world provide. And In our networked age, for those with networked lenses, a new world of 

potentials opens, making it possible to understand the changes at work in the world, as well 

as new forms of agency beyond those whose which are out of sync with the structures of our 

age.  

 

Towards a Post-Selfing of Networking 

 

This book is about networking and the self. This text will construct a new model of the self 

based in networking, recasting the meaning of these terms in the process. From such a 

perspective, rather than see ourselves as trapped in worlds of networkings spinning out of 

control, or as selves as somehow opposed to the sorts of networkings around us, this text will 

argue that so much of what makes selves and other aspects of our world part of what makes 

it so creatively powerful and emergently rich arises from particular ways in which they network 

between each other, but also, how they arise from particular aspects of networking. We can 

thereby come to see the ways in which the systems in dominance have produced the forms of 

our selves as the result of particularly restricted forms of networking, forms which could be 

networked differently.  

 

When we learn to see how the systems around us have networked us as selves, if in 

particularly limited ways, we can start to understand how to unravel some of the restrictions 



which keep us selfing and worlding in some of the same old ways. Understanding the 

dynamics of networking, it becomes possible to see how this could be turned to the 

advantage of all those who are not the privileged few who currently dominate our world 

through the nameless and faceless systems of control at work today, and in ways which could 

outnetwork such systems, unleashing the creative potentials of our world, not merely for the 

few, but in a more sustainable way for any and all.  

 

Rather than argue that the self needs to be dispensed with, or that we should simply join the 

nameless and faceless newtorkings in the world in some form or another, this text will argue 

that it is possible to rethink what is at stake with selves, and in ways which go beyond the 

traditionally reductive dichotomies and deconstructions of these in the process. Such a 

networked lensing of the world will seek to be able to account for as much of selves and the 

world as the models of the past, and even much of what these had obscured, making it 

possible to get a sense of how and why the changes in our world are happening, as well as 

why the development of new models have been stalled, in ways which can indicate new ways 

of seeing the world and the selves which produce and reproduce it, in ways which can help 

shift the balance of forces towards more liberating pathways for us all.  

 

It is crucial in the process, however, to not merely create a new form of self, in the sense in 

which this term has been taken in the past, but rather, to rethink what is understood by the 

very notion of a self itself, from the ground up. To do so would be, at the risk of employing an  

overused prefix, to produce a model of the self which seeks to go beyond the self as well, at 

least such a notion has come to be understood, and hence, to produce a model which is 

“beyond” or “post”-self. This will be done, in part, in the way this text works to reframe selves 

as processes, as “self-ings,” and in a way which shows how this can be understood in terms 



of networking, with particular sorts of networkings giving rise to particular sorts of selves. 

Understanding what this could come to mean for us is the task which this book, in its 

endeavor to describe a new understanding of the world in terms of post-selfing, seeks to 

provide.  

 

It is then no longer necessary to see humans, or animals, or even living beings as somehow 

divided off from the rest of the world. Rather, everything and anything can be seen as forms of 

emerging of complex networking. While there is much that needs to be explained in regard to 

the details, there are radical potentials to such a notion, particular in regard to how such a 

perspective would require a top-to-bottom rethinking of nearly all the ways in which selves, in 

relation to worlds and beyond, have come to understand themselves as radically apart from 

the world, at least, in the Euro-American traditions which dominate so much of the world 

today.  

 

The new model of the self to be articulated here is one which is far more intertwined with the 

world than selves were taken to be in dominant models of the recent past. This is not only 

more realistic in many senses, but also helps explain how it is possible for us to be shifted by 

changes in our world, while indicating how we could impact this process in turn. The hope is 

that such a model is one which sees itself as a little less ideal and abstract, a little less 

otherwordly and paranoidly pure and enclosed, a little less special and exceptional in relation 

to the rest of the world, and instead more intertwined and related, and more in need of taking 

responsibility for how it emerges in relation to its world, and what the costs of this might be.  

 

Such an approach to the self and world is one which will seek to move beyond thinking in 

terms of simple dualisms or abstractly ideal atoms of this or that, and instead, think more in 



terms of relations and openings. As will become clear as this text proceeds, there is a curious 

way in which thinking relationally in terms of networks tends to frustrate many of the more 

rigid forms of thinking which dominated so many traditions of old, particulary those which may 

want to firmly distinguish boundaries between inside and outside, or determine something as 

being this or that in a fixed way. For networks relate, weaving in forms of opening which could 

centralize and divide things up into units and connections in relatively restricted ways, even if, 

in a flash, they could reweave all of this in ways which could network far differently.  

 

Thinking networkedly is to think less in terms of what something “is,” then, and more in terms 

of how something weaves its forms of opening on to its contexts in particular ways, which give 

rise to particular sorts of relational weavings over others. Thinking in terms of networks is 

more of a way of doing things than anything else. This text will thereby perform a form of 

networkological critique and reconstruction, investigating the form of the self dominant in the 

world today, entering into its discourses, and in such a way as to unravel rework these from 

within to produce more openingly networked relensings of what it means to be a self in the 

world in the process, in ways which, it is hoped, can help open on to pathways beyond some 

of the impasses of our present.  

 

Beyond Euro-American “Atomistic Self” and Its Image-Based Forms of Networking 

 

In order to imagine how we could come to think differently about our selves, in regard to 

networking and beyond, we need to come to see how, from a networked perspective, the 

world around us came to produce selves in as restrictive ways as they have. In order to help 

give rise to a post-selfing of networking, then, this text will tell a story, the story of the 

emergence of the production of the restricted form of self which dominates our world today, in 



order to help produce the very terrain out of which a more networked approach to 

understanding selves can grow. As will become clear, the very notion of what is at stake will 

such an endeavor will shift in many senses along the way, as part of how this text will give 

rise to its new, more networked approach to the self in the process.  

 

It is with such concerns in mind that sections of this text will rework some of the ways in which 

we have come to see our selves as grounded in our worlds, worlds not only of science and 

technology, but history as well. Contemporary modes of self formation in dominance in the 

world today are those which came to be, as this text wil argue, through a process of conquest, 

enslavement, colonialism, industrialization, scientific investigation, technologization, and mass 

mediation in and through the Internet. Understanding how and why this is will be crucial to the 

task at hand.  

 

The self in dominance is the self of the Euro-American cultural bloc, that which arose as part 

of what gave rise to the development of capitalism, industralization, and mass-mediation in 

Europe and later America, and as a result of its intensifications. There seems every reason to 

think that had other parts of the world capitalized and industralized before Europe, that they 

would have formed their own types of atomistic selves, ones which retain aspects of their own 

particular cultural contexts, but which are atomizing in their ways. But as Europe made such 

shifts first, likely due to having developed huge surpluses from various brutalities at just the 

right times and places to reinvest them into the basic processes which began the processes 

which gave rise to what became capitalist modernity, it is the peculiarities of this structure 

which dominate the world today, in ways which need to be understood if we are to understand 

how and why the rise of networks has brought this to new forms of crisis, and the potentials 

this holds both for catastrophe or liberation in turn.  



 

In what follows, the Euro-American self is one which this book will refer to, in contrast to both 

more traditionally determined and more networked forms, as one which is “atomistic.” 

“Atomistic” selves are selves which are formed to see themselves as independent and free 

individuals who form the primary building blocks of social structures. Such individuals own 

property and have properties, and get to choose to take up this profession or that, dress this 

way or that, buy this or that, vote this way or that, etc. Atomistic selves are supposed to 

express themselves in various ways, see their lives as projects of development, invest in their 

own education and skill-building to become flexible members of a shifting world, and identify 

with various people who “like them” are individuals in turn.  

 

Such an individual may associate with others in various groupings, and “belong” to various 

social formations which are parts of “their” identity, such as various nations, races, sexualities, 

gender, religions, or ethnicities, but the individual self remains the primary unit at play, and 

any individual self can separate out from many of the groups with which others may try to 

identify it, even if it may only be allowed to do so in regard to some of these more than others.  

This text will refer to such a notion of the self as atomistic both to distinguish this from the 

more networked form of self which this text will describe, but also, more traditional forms of 

self-hood which dominated various parts of the globe before the rise of the Euro-American 

“atomistic” self, and still exist alongside it, often in an uneasy compromise whereby the Euro-

American atomistic self tries, with varying degrees of success, to overwrite, layer on top of, 

and otherwise dominate, seduce, or coopt, people to self in its ways rather than in more 

traditional forms.  

 

In and through many variations, traditional socieities see selves quite differently than Euro-



American cultures, with their possessive individualism, do. In more traditional contexts, in and 

through all sorts of local variations, individual selves are generally seen as expressions of 

whatever predetermined roles each inherits from one's family, society, or other social 

groupings. The primary social unit is not the individual person, but rather, the group, and the 

individual merely plays a role in the more encompassing life of the collective, rather than, as 

in more Euro-American contexts, the reverse.  

 

In more traditional contexts, one is a farmer or weaver, mother or brother, ship-builder or 

minor nobility, etc. There may be abrupt shifts within one's places within such networks, such 

as would occur if one were branded an outlaw or knighted, or if one were to join a religious 

path, one of the outlets towards social mobility that tend to be allowed within such contexts, 

though often in ways accompanied by restrictions, such as celibacy or inability to “own” 

property. Such social orderings thend in such ways to remain conservative. Wealth rarely 

shifts hands, is even less frequently circulated, and people are not encouraged to question 

their roles in society, or think of themselves as much beyond how they express and instantiate 

such roles. Often this is expressed through some agency of recognition, such as a divinity, 

which is assumed to bless in some way the monarch, and everyone else largely staying in 

their predetermined social places.  

 

The sort of self produced by capitalist modernity is quite unlike that produced in more 

traditional social contexts. Firstly, it is not “embedded” in a set of traditional roles, as seen in 

many traditional socities. Rather, it can freely circulate, and as a person takes on this career 

or that, adopts this style of dress or that, one's sense of one's self can shift along the way. 

Rather than be equal to one's pre-determined role and embedded in a life-world which is 

designed to reproduce the old ways, whatever these may be, an “atomistic” self is designed to 



circulate within various social contexts, to function as an an atom within these, be these 

systems mercantile, industrial, mass-mediated, or now, Internetted and networked.  

 

One is supposed to educate one's self, acquire skills and talents for one's self, promote one's 

self, market one's self, and make use of one's potentials to develop a career or path through 

life, or otherwise express one's own particularity, in distinction to any grouping from which one 

emerged. The atomistic self of course developed over centuries, and it transformed along the 

way, originally abstracted in ideal forms by philosophers from new practices of abstraction in 

painting, mathematics, and literature, or given shape and form by new Protestant ideologies 

and practices, all of which helped prime the world for the development of the factories and 

social institutions, including those of schools and bureaucracies as much as government and 

various forms of nascent print media. 

 

All of this worked to enucleate selves from ties to one particular form of life over any other, 

producing a sense of infinite social mobility, even as they sought to rechannel passions, newly 

tamed by factory labor and related forms of social control, into the need for various forms of 

personal self-expression, projects of continual seeking and finding the self, which could 

eventually be linked into dreams of eroticized consumption. While the atomistic self likely 

emerged in bits and fragments in various disconnected ways, as print media gave body to 

more enveloping literary cultures, and from there, lithography, photography, cinema, 

television, and now the Internet to various forms of image based culture, it was able to 

become more homogeneous and widespread over time. This book will describe some of the 

historical aspects of the development of the atomistic self, even if a more thorough treatment 

of this is beyond the scope of this text.  

 



Post-Selfing as Worldtwisting 

 

This book will work to show how post-atomistic and post-binary thinking is possible, starting 

with a new approach to how we can think of our very selves. When we come to see ourselves 

less as atoms cut off from the rest of the world by the gap of dualism, and rather as world-

twists – networks of networks within the stuff of the world itself that twist it inside out and 

outside, like one could do with a shirt, simply in simple forms of self, but far more complexly in 

selves that have genetic or neural weavings – we become more difficult to control by the 

various systems in our world today which seek to reduce anything and everything to the same 

atomistically dualist forms.  

 

The perspective described here is far more open and opening on to the world in its diversity 

than so many of the more limited and limiting models of the past. From such a perspective, 

there are as many types of selves as there are experiencers, each in their way, such that the 

world is a networking of worldtwistings within worldtwistings. Selves twist the world within as 

feeling and various forms of meta-feeling, and back out as action, and these actions 

intertwine with those of others to give rise to the world which is felt by the bodies of selves as 

their worlds.  

 

Selfing is then simply how bodies transform incoming action into outgoing action in regard to 

how a body feels itself feeling from within how its world impacts it from without in ways which 

give rise to action in regard to this world. Inside and out are merely a shift of perspective, as 

action received by a body is felt as experience within, while action leaving is that which 

reweaves the world which can then be experienced twistingly from without back to within in 

turn. All is networkings of actions of matter or feelings of experience, depending on if one 



experiences this from without, or within, respectively, and each is simply the same looked at 

from the perspective of the differing lenses such notions provide.  

 

Seen in such a sense as twistings of the world into worlds of feeling which give rise to actions 

which weave the world anew, there are room for all sorts of networks of selfing world-twisting, 

from those of material systems to living ones, neural selfings and cultural selfings, linguistic 

selfings and online selfings, even if each needs to be understood in their ways. Complex 

systems science, expanded and reworked to come into sync with a relational philosophical 

perspective on the world, will in this way help provide some of the raw materials to produce a 

more encompassing philosophy of networking relational emergence. Emergence is a term 

used by complex systems scientists to refer to how particular forms of networking, those 

which are generally referred to as “distributed” and “meta-stable,” arise through various forms 

of self-organization, relatively spontaneously, from circumstances of this sort, and in ways 

which tend to be able to potentiate this further in turn.  

 

This text will work to show how emergence can help to produce a post-foundation for a post-

philosophy of networking, one which can overcome many of the logjams not only in regard to 

how we think about our contemporary world, but which have kept philosophy so long caught 

between more traditional formations and their deconstructions, showing how it is possible for 

philosophy to give rise to new lensings which, rather than merely describe the world as it has 

been or is now, can in fact open on to modeling how the world could come to be in the future, 

at least, if we all help to bring this more concretely into our world in regard to how we change 

the ways in which we are networking.  

 



Part One of this book will describe how and why it understand the form of self which 

dominates our world today as “atomistic,” produced by the Euro-American cultural bloc of the 

world in the process of its forming capitalist industrialism, now metamorphized into a world of 

networks and images which nevertheless remains capitalist to its core. This text will work to 

describe how the atomistic self came to be, while tracing the various issues with this 

conception of the self, including how it is currently in crises, and why it was hardly as coherent 

as it may have dreamed itself to be.  

 

Insinuating itself slowly into various discourses of the self which have emerged from Euro-

American traditions, in terms of philosophy, cultural theory, and the sciences, this section will 

slowly unravel the atomistic self using its own tools, to show what it lacks, and in the process, 

work to transform these lacks into potential openings to reweave the shards of the shattered 

atom with aspects of what it has traditionally excluded, along with aspects of the new world in 

which we find ourselves, to give rise to the potential for a new, networked form of the self, one 

less destructively closed than prior formations, in the process.  

 

Part Two of this book will then work to describe this new, more relationally networked 

approach to what it means to think of the self, producing along the way a glimpse of a 

worldview based on networking in regard to which the notions of self and world make sense in 

new ways, shifting the very meanings of such terms and many others in the process, in ways 

which serve as openings to more works which build on this to come.  

 

 

 

 



PART ONE: Beyond the Shattering Atom of the Contemporary Self 

 

Chapter One: Life in the Age of the Shattered and Expanded Self of the Age of the 

Internet 

 

To be a self in today’s world of networks is to find oneself in a paradoxical situation. On the 

one hand, each day there seem ever more copies, fragments, and shards of ourselves 

showing up in strange new forms in the “outer” world. It is as if the world were growing more 

like us than ever before, threaded through with bits of our selves, as even news and online 

searches present us with a world cut to the image of our desires, sometimes even before we 

feel them ourselves. In such a sense, our selves can often feel as if they have been projected 

on to the very form of the world itself, expanded and extended, warped and distended, no 

matter how contradictory it would be if the world was formed in each of our images 

simultaneously. 

 

The seeming expansion of the self in our contemporary world is happening, however, against 

a backdrop which would seem to indicate not an expansion of selfhood, but rather, the 

opposite. Ours is a time the forces creating change, and dominating so much of our world 

today in the process, are those which are beyond the ability of any individual or even 

collective self to fully comprehend, never mind control. Ever more seems the result of systems 

of self-less networkings of numbers, connections, and code, which are only interested in us 

as far as they can reassembled the fragments of our data for their own purposes, and the 

world with this in the process. These networks are the grammar of our new world, our world's 

deep structure, that in regard to which everything else is but a piece in their games, all of 

which we ignore at our peril.   



 

What such networks have made it possible to see, through social media and other online 

phenomena, is that we were likely never quite as individual or special as we might have 

imagined. There are so many copies and semi-copies of our selves online today, so many 

near doubles and seeming imposters, it is as if we were all turning into clones of some single 

set of genes. How otherwise would we have learned to be so similar to those “like us” in how 

we differ from those “others”? How else would we assemble our seemingly individuating 

quirks and tastes the same ways, dress the same ways, rebel against the system in the same 

ways?  

 

Our media has likely always shaped us into niches in this way, of course, but today it is clearly 

evident the extent to which we have been produced as variable mixtures of a small range of 

relatively homogenous types. And so, while the various new technologies are surrounding us 

with ever more distortingly magnified, multiplied, and fractalized images of ourselves which 

are being threaded through with ever more aspects of our world by the day, our selves are, at 

the same time, being stretched to the breaking point, ever more dissolved by the self-less 

networks behind the scenes as much as the strange new agencies we can see, all of which 

seem to operate ever more of the often unfamiliar parameters which determine our world by 

the day.  

 

In traditional societies, people were and are still often told they are essentially embodiments 

of roles and types, and in this sense, a solider or a farmer, a priest or a mother, a scholar or a 

king. But today, we play so many roles, sometimes with little in common. Now we project and 

receive so many avatars and filters, we log on and port in, and what holds each of our masks 

together?ccxvi An email account, or social media profile?  



 

To be a self today is at once to find oneself feeling like the center of everything and anything, 

yet also strangely emptied out from outside in and inside out. The world seems to cater to our 

every whim and narcissistic fantasy, while also whisking what remains of us away.  We find 

ourselves today thus perched on the cusp, suspended between the “humans” we have so 

often taken our selves to be, and the more radical “post”-human transformations which will 

likely both continue the development of the human as well as move beyond it, perhaps even 

beyond any recognizable notions of such a term.ccxvii  

 

We still have names, of course, and identification cards, far too many passwords, and all the 

other accoutrements and place-holders which help us still feel we are the solid selves we 

once thought we were, and with all the agency we imagined went with that.
ccxviii

 But none of 

these seeming points of stability in our world, including those of our bodies, are selves, even if 

they are clearly related to them. As long as we have bodies, even if they may mutate and 

geneticize in various unfamiliar ways, it seems unlikely that any notion of the self will truly go 

away, or at least, not until we need to differentiate selves which are born in bodies such as 

ours and those which arise in less organically localized ways. It is unclear, however, how 

much such time remains.  

 

Some have argued that selves are empty, fictional, and yet, each of us has a particular 

history, a particular body with particular limitations and abilities, tastes and tendencies, 

memories and scars.ccxix In this sense, no matter how many masks we wear, stories we tell, 

games we play, no matter how multiply fluid and emptily morphable our selves may seem, our 

bodies localize us in our world and anchor us in our memories, the embodied traces of the 

particular histories and events in our lives, the way these shaped us and continue to do so by 



means of the traces these leave in the world, most durably, in the matter of our bodies and 

brains. While histories can be reworked, and memories are fickle, at least the body retains 

some solidity on which to hang the last remainders of what it might mean to think of our 

selves as the selves we once imagined we were.  

 

But is a body enough to unify all our aspects, even as we increasing modify these bodies, 

even as our very senses of the limits and meanings of our bodies and their aspects are 

changing in the process? After all, if my heart fails, replace it; if my foot fails, replace it; if my 

knee fails, replace it; but if my brains fails, or a part of it fails, can I replace it? How much of 

my brain could I replace and still be me?ccxx What if we can one day upload our brain patterns 

to the cloud, or interface directly with the Internet, or rework our own genome?ccxxi We already 

take pills to impact our brain chemistry, after all. Are we still our selves after this, or more like 

cyborgs or mutants of the selves we were?  

 

Some have argued that we were likely always mutants of a sort. As Donna Harraway 

famously suggested as early as the 1970s, we are all “cyborgs” and always have been, for 

what makes us human is that the chimps from which we evolved began to use rework their 

biological brains and bodies by means of cultural extensions and prostheses, language and 

tools and so on, which impacted the evolution of those who acculturate within webs of these. 

For Harraway what makes us human is precisely that we were always already more then 

merely animals.  

 

This has lead many to argue that we were never as human as we may have once wanted to 

imagine, or that our times, at least, are better understood as those which are beyond the 

human, or “post-human” in various ways, ways which seem to have only begun.ccxxii Paul 



Preciado, for example, goes as far as to say that today, our bodies are little more than 

intersections between the way various industrially engineered pharmeceuticals and biological 

products keep us desiring and the various “porn-ified” image-regimes which keep us viewing 

and clicking. In such ways “the individual body seems like an extension of global technologies 

of communication … [whose] limits do not coincide with the skin capsule that surround it … a 

bioport … [or] to borrow terms from American feminist Donna J. Harraway … 'Embodiment is 

a significant prosthesis'.”ccxxiii  

 

Even if one does not go as far as Preciado, and even before we tap into the secrets of the 

genome or develop neural implants or find ways to upload our brains online, the changes in 

the technical and social fabrics all around us are clearly changing the ways we relate to our 

bodies. While bodies continue to anchor us in our world, what we make of them and the 

increasingly multiple and disparate images, stories, memories, hopes, ways of doing things, 

and so much more, is increasingly up for grabs, and ever more threaded through with those of 

others.  

 

There is nevertheless every reason to think that our bodies were less the anchor of the self 

we may have been made to think of them as being. Which of us would know what to make of 

our bodies and histories and ways of doing things if not by means of how we were taught to 

by others, modulated today by means of the images and words with which we shower each 

other, which each of us decomposes and recomposes and internalizes and weaves into 

actions and reactions in relation to others around us, often including those which produce 

images and stories we tell about how we understand “our bodies” and “our selves?ccxxiv And 

as society changes, how too then our senses of what is at stake with bodies and selves?  

 



Perhaps then bodies will oneday be increasingly like hardware computers are now in the age 

of the Internet. At first, computers fascinated people, but today, they are often a means to an 

end, namely, access to the Internet. Our bodies might one day become like this, with our “real 

selves” being those we are in and through our varied devices on line. For many of us, this is 

likely already to some extent the case. Today we share our world with all sorts of weavings 

which do all sorts of things which in the past were only doable by selves, yet they lack 

anything like unified bodies.ccxxv  

 

Why should our selves have unified bodies today any more than anything else? Such 

structures have a history as well, after all. Markets make decisions, but where do they reside? 

Certainly not in the buildings, where hardware may temporarilly live to embody various 

aspects of networks of software which could reweave their incarnations as well elsewhere. 

Software is now that which floats in the cloud, and many new forms of selfs with this as well. If 

software has gone virtual, perhaps even how we relate to our bodies, and how these serve to 

anchor our selves, might have too.  

 

It is quite possible in such a sense to have a self today without a body, or at least, without a 

single or unified one, distributing one's self between various bodies in all sorts of ways. Just 

as software no longer lives in single computers, but networking between them, so the Internet 

arises from everywhere and seemingly nowhere but always in between its computational 

bodies, and in this way, full of distributed selves of all sorts today. The Twitterverse, for 

example, or various fandoms, online communities, trends and fads, or other distributed 

agents increasingly impact our world, yet lack clearly defined bodies, or rather, are distributed 

across many seeming bodies, hardware and living and more.  

 



Clearly such new forms of distributed selfings these evolve and grow, decide and change, feel 

and think, do and remember, and so much more, impacting our world in ever more powerful 

ways by the day. In such a sense, having a body, at least in a more traditionally centered 

sense, is only part of having a self today, and in more ways than one.ccxxvi We need to 

understand what this means, for more distributed forms of self formation are likely only to 

increase. For there is every reason to think that more radical reworkings of the limits of what 

was previously understood as “the human,” via genetic engineering, cloning, artificial 

intelligence, implants, neural-computer interfaceing, nano-technologies, and other such 

developments, while visible on the horizon, have only just begun. Before a new discovery 

comes about which hurtles us deeper into the future of our cultural spacetime, disorienting us 

even more radically. we need to begin to understand what all this means and could come to 

mean. In order to do this, however, we need to first get a sense of the forces which are 

impacting our world and its structures of self formation today, if from a relational perspective 

of the sort which a networked worldview can help provide.  

 

“Dividual” Realities and “Trans-individual” Life 

 

One powerful way in which the Internet is changing our world is that it has given rise to an 

increasingly morphing set of new social agents, quite unlike both the individual or collective 

selves of old, whether understood as crowds, mobs, masses, or in more organized forms as 

nations, states, ethnic groupings, classes, etc. Our age is increasingly dominated by networks 

which rework our bits and pieces, our words, images, actions, views, and so on, into raw 

materials for their own purposes, giving rise in the process to formations which exceed the 

control of any individual or group thereof, and which follow their own pathways and 



trajectories. Increasingly, such new forms are havings ever more powerful effects on our 

world, in seemingly ever new sorts of of ways.  

 

Such new formations have antecedents in the distributed networkings of economies and 

languages of the past of course, In a market, our buying and selling is separated off of us, 

intertwined with the buying and selling of others, and our deeds all impact the rises and falls 

of the market as a whole, in ways which seem detached from us, beyond our individual or 

even collective intentions such as could be seen in a crowd. What is evident in market is not a 

collective person, but an abstractly collective person, one refracted through the logics of the 

market. Something similar can be said about languages, and how our ways of speaking and 

writing give rise to ways of using language that take on a life of their own.  

 

While markets and languages have always had these logics about them, and likely other 

phenomena as well, ever more of our increasingly Internetted world today seems to function 

according to such forms, and in ever more baffling and powerful ways, giving rise to new 

forms of social change at a pace which makes processing everything all but impossible. The 

world seems to ride the waves of anger or fear or hope or glee, or bits of images or ideas or 

whole ways of thinking, all of which rise and fall as if from anywhere and nowhere, not created 

by any one person or any group, but by swarming agencies which form and disperse online 

all but instantaneously, virtual realities which can emerge and vanish in instants yet remain 

long enough to do their work, thereby making it all but impossible to assign responsibility or 

claim agency in traditional terms. 

 

Clouds and swarms of clicks, posts, comments, and tweets combine with others on online 

platforms to release cascades of affects, images, memes, text which congeal and disperse, 



sometimes in instants, giving rise to leaderless new forces which can topple governments, 

crash markets, or sway public opinion as if on a whim. These new agents have new rules all 

of their own, function on platforms whose codes are hidden from sight, and even seem to 

have a sort of life-cycle to them, as they emerge and evolve and then fragment, changing our 

world in the process, if in ways which are able to elude the structures of comprehension, 

feedback, control, and regulation which individuals and groups have developed over the 

course of centuries or even millennia. We thereby find ourselves in a world cast about by 

volatilities and crises which are clearly of our own making, somehow at least, even if in ways 

that are nearly impossible to understand by yesterday's methods.ccxxvii  

 

Clearly the new forces shaping our world today arise from us, for they would cease to function 

without us, and yet, their logics are new and strange, following rules all their own. A click or 

view is hardly a person or a group of them, but today, swarms of these may move mountains 

that neither sort of social formation in the past had been able to. What is more, clicks and 

views only make sense in regard to systems of these, yet these play games according to 

often shifting rules which hardly follow those of the social formations of old. As a result, where 

once we could look to a leader or representative to speak for a movement, or emerge as the 

“head” of a group, much as one might imagine that it is a person's head which does the 

thinking or speaking for them, today's representatives seem to shift as swiftly as the 

movements they describe, as most changes seem to arise from no simple centers, from 

anywhere and nowhere and in all manner in between. But how and why is this the case, and 

how can we begin to understand such new formations? 

 

So much of what is determining the path of our world today is not so much the doing of “full” 

individuals or groups of the past, but rather, our fragments and shards, what Gilles Deleuze 



and Félix Guattari famously called bits of individuals, or “dividuals,” the likes and views and 

clicks and comments, all of which, when they begin to flock with others like schools of fish, or 

are compiled with those of others by all sorts of algorithms behind the scenes, are taking on 

lives of their own, and in ever more powerful new ways. And what do we call groupings of 

these which are not quite individuals, nor collectives? Following Deleuze and Guattari, we 

could think of these as “trans-personal” agencies, and our world today is ever more full of 

these, and their impact grows in leaps and bounds by the day.
ccxxviii

 

 

For example of such a phenomena, an entity like Wikipedia has founders, of course, 

individuals who began this endeavor, but even their wildest dreams likely barely imagined that 

it would become the largest organized repository of “human knowledge,” and much else of 

course as well, ever created. Composed and editing by everyone and anyone but no one in 

particular, with a governing committee that is as self-organized as it is anonymous, Wikipedia 

has become the platform that, through accident as much as design, became the new library of 

our world, with an accuracy that rivals that of the Encyclopedia Britannica,
ccxxix

 and nearly 

overnight. 

 

Or take another platform, such as Twitter. Scholarly dissertations have already been produced 

about using Twitter to gauge online trends, and Twitter was deeply tied up with how the string 

of revolutions known as “the Arab Spring” toppled governments in much of the Arabic 

speaking world starting around 2010. Donald Trump, to the great dismay of many, became 

the United States' “Twitter President,” and today politicians use Twitter as one of the primary 

way they release statements. Twitter edged aside many other similar messaging apps, and 

came to prominence, as many such innovations do, through a set of factors which included 



the right feature set as much as being trendy, which is to say, the luck of being in the right 

place at the right time.
ccxxx

 

 

But now, like Wikipedia and so many other online phenomena, Twitter has taken on a life of 

its own, it has become a social organism, one which, like a biological organism or species, 

has its own habits, instincts, growth, and evolutionary dynamics. What is more, like Wikipedia, 

Twitter is more than merely an organism or even species of organism, but also an online 

ecosystem. That is, it is a platform in regard to which one can see memes and other online 

phenomena grow like virtual reality creatures all of their own, powered and formed by our 

clicks and likes and views and comments, but clearly more than the mere sum of these parts, 

all functioning according to forms and structures which are hardly those of the individual 

subjects of the past, whether understood as citizens, human beings, voters, speakers, 

owners, or other such roles of the past, any more than that of the mobs, masses, peoples, 

nations, states, or other sorts of collective subjects of old. 

 

While Deleuze and Guattari saw the coming of the age of the dividual and the transpersonal, 

not to mention what Deleuze famously called what he took to be the coming “societies of 

control,” they did live to see the rise of the Internet.
ccxxxi

 Despite some prescient instincts, 

however, they could hardly anticipate some of the new ways which in the age of the Internet, 

our bits and pieces would gain the ability to assemble with others “like them” online, with all 

sorts of new platforms designed to amplify their effects, and even harvest and collect them as 

bits of data to help herd us to give rise to new ones, woven in the process with prediction 

algorithms and Big Data and artificial intelligences and so much more. Deleuze and Guattari 

were also famously uninterested in speaking to what it might feel like to be a self, as they 



imagined, nearly half a century before this book was written, that such a notion was already a 

thing of the past, something like a bad dream to be forgotten.
ccxxxii

 This is particularly the case 

in regard to anything like a self which has experiences in any traditional sense, a topic which, 

as will become clear, is a crucial part of what follows, as it continue to be for so many in our 

daily lives. 

 

For despite all the critiques and radically new social formations, “we” are still here today, if in 

some mutated forms. Even if in some ways distributedly, we still all feel, think, live, dream, 

and do what we do, and in ways which, for all their radical changes, still have far more in 

common with anything which Deleuze and Guattari imagined might or perhaps should be the 

case today. In these senses we are neither totally beyond the notions of the selves of the 

past, nor merely flocks of dividuals. Rather, we find ourselves caught between, in a world 

rapidly changing beyond all recognition, a world which is in fact far more of the future than of 

the past or even the present.  

 

Becoming “Someone Like Me,” Or Learning to Love the Prediction Machine 

 

We live, in a sense, in times in which time itself seems to be shifting underneath and around 

and within us. For the Internet, if one can be permitted to personify such a distributed agency 

as such, harvests our shards for it purposes of prediction in ways which are short-circuiting 

more traditional senses of the linearity of time.ccxxxiii Our time today is increasingly a perpetual 

now of reupdating, one which erases as it rescreens, in which whatever does not pay the 

piper vanishes into the void of seeming oblivion.ccxxxiv What appears and reappears, however, 

and more insistently, is the ways in which the images seem ever more several steps ahead of 

us, teaching us how to desire as much as learning from us.  



 

For by studying which views, clicks, likes, comments, searches, and other online behaviors 

tend to produce patterns with others, “the Internet,” to personify such a distributed agency if 

there ever was one, has begun to use its massive troves of data to predict our moves, often 

before we know them ourselves. In this way, it can often seem like the Internet is reading our 

minds from the future, as if it had been hacking tomorrow's fantasies and dreams. Then 

again, By shaving off all our bits and pieces, and processing larger troves of data than have 

ever been assembled about us throughout the history of the world and by a long shot, the 

networks which keep everything online going are able to see correlations at macro and micro 

levels of scale and in ever new ways.  

 

Augmented by “Big Data” analytics and artificial intelligence, the platforms online now study 

our every view, move, comment, and click.
ccxxxv

  Using prediction algorithms which are growing 

more potent by the day, everything the Internet shows us is increasingly “customizing” around 

us, and in ways which have become uncanny and downright creepy,” making it often feel as if 

the Internet can “read one's mind.”ccxxxvi No wonder our cinema today seems to only ever 

make more complex time-travel films, with all the dystopian tendencies these evidence along 

the way. And if the tulip crazes, stock market crashes, and fictional currency crises  of the 

past are any indication, our capacities for creating feedback machines which take on a life of 

their own, often with disastrous consequences, should make us wary as to where this all 

might lead.  

 

At first the results seemed clunky, but today, we all but take it for granted that we see 

advertisements and new articles which seem to anticipate what we may want before we even 

realize. Every news story we share, we find more like them; every search entry we click, we 



find more like them; every product we buy, we see ads for more like them; our every action 

produces waves of feedback in regard to how the Internet shows us what it does. The Internet 

reads and searches us as much as the reverse today, such that we thus increasingly learn 

from our screens what we want and how to desire, not simply because they have has 

programmed us, but rather, because we are programming ourselves through them and the 

waves of feedback they have unleashed.  

 

All of this is changing what it means to be a self today. Our mediatic webs have powers of 

narcissistic seduction of which prior forms could hardly dream, and these powers are used to 

powerful effect. For as we are sold a version of the world sculpted to what the Internet thinks 

we want to see, do we not find ourselves as if stretched the size of the world, projected upon 

it, as if it were something like a giant screen for our fantasies, giving us world shaped to the 

contours of what the Internet takes to be our fantasies? Are not our deepest desires, hopes, 

fears, and dreams showing up ever more in the very fabric and pores of the world presented 

to us by our screens?  

 

In prior ages the term “delusion” was most often used to describe a situation in which hopes, 

fears, and desires inflect the very texture of how a person experiences the world beyond 

them, and in more extreme forms of this, hallucination or paranoid psychosis. But today, such 

a situation is simply what it is increasingly like to be a part of our everyday techno-lives, not to 

mention the stuff of computer algorithms which function as market technologies on which the 

fortunes of some of the most powerful corporations of the world are based.
ccxxxvii

 The situation 

is quite real, however, if not quite in the same senses as before.  

 



Even as we find our voices amplified by our own virtual echo-chambers online, then, and 

even as we find the world increasingly molding to our shapes – though as we know that the 

world beyond the Web can't fit everyone's narcissistic shaping equally – we live in a world 

which seems to move from one feedback and feedforward crisis to the next, the result of one 

of the greatest social science experiments ever conducted, namely, the construction of a 

massive interwoven distributed humanity prediction machine, one which is doing its best to 

steal the very future from us.   

 

What this feels like on the ground level however, is that the Internet is now calling out to each 

of us in increasingly uncanny ways. Did you enjoy this movie you watched last week? Then 

perhaps you will like this one too, because people with your viewing habits tended to! Did you 

enjoy your hike last week? Then maybe you'd like to buy new hiking shoes! It is as if our past 

selves, if reshaped by how they are understood by the systems at play, are now resurrecting 

into the future selves we could become, continually trying to sell us products and lifestyles 

and entertainment and news, calling out to us from ever more aspects of our world.  

 

In such a way, it seems as if our bits and pieces, sorted with those of “people like us,” are 

calling to us, from the past to the future and whiplash to the present, warped and mutated 

ghosts of our selves past trying to get us to become future selves in their images, as the 

programs behind the scenes get ever better at tracking, predicting, and suggesting to us what 

it thinks we might want, and in ways which are ever more sly at merging with the world they 

show us so as to obscure their workings and cover their tracks as they read our mail, listen to 

our phone calls, and otherwise try to hack our dreams and thereby our realities. 

 



We thereby come to see our wishes and desires, even our most secret ones, showing up in 

ever more unusual places online, and as online and offline reality increasingly become less 

easily distinguishable, we find our selves ever more surrounded by populations by reflections 

and refractions of aspects of ourselves, so many shadows and foreshadows and avatars, 

weaving themselves into ever more places in the world, producing all sorts of short-circuitings 

in the process. There may be conveniences to all of this, but all of this is making it possible for 

the system to literally program our desires in ever new and more powerful ways, so that what 

it comes to read in us is only its own message in inverted form, as we come to see our world 

and very selves through the eyes of “someone like me.” 

 

Whatever advantages this may bring, it is clearly also a cage. After all, what if I want to see 

something that “someone unlike me” would want, or many other such perspectives? Since 

many of the main software platforms, such as Google or Facebook, are in this for the money, 

what would make us think that this does not inform how they present the world to us? Just as 

radio and television before, the Internet has learned, in its semi-distributed way, that it is 

better to make its profits by giving away its products on the surface, and extract their pound of 

flesh by means of advertisements, and now, collecting, mining, parsing, and selling our data 

as well, more data about humans than has been collected in the entire rest of the history of 

humanity, and by a long shot.  

 

Why should we not be radically skeptical in regard to where this could all lead? Credit scores 

and “Sesame Credits” are likely only the start of the social engineering this could give rise 

to.ccxxxviii And if technologies past are any indications, the sheer unreadiness to handle 

technological changes have made it easy for new forms of collective violence, including 

various fascisms and totalitarianisms, to come to power, and what sort of new forms of these, 



or new horrors, could such technologies as we are producing unleash if we are not incredibly 

vigilant in regard to what this could all come to mean?  

 

Who is the “someone like me” who has become my uncanny doppelgänger, my strange twin, 

the way the Internet sees me refracted through its algorithms and filters, the zombified double 

into which it is trying to transform me? To the extent to which I let “someone like me” become 

me is the extent to which I see myself mirrored in the image the Internet the is trying to sell 

me. And no matter what that image is, the more I let this happen, the more I let its logics 

determine how I see myself, the more “someone like me” becomes the self which I come to 

see as the very medium of my reality. While it may seem that I am still a self when consuming 

in the mode of “someone like me,” taking on the guise of another in a way which would make 

the plot of Invasion of the Body Snatchers seem quaint, the system neither knows nor is 

interested in me or anything like me.ccxxxix  

 

What such a system provides is a generalized particularization, a mask of sorts, one which as 

we wear it, becomes a part of our faces as much as our primary lenses on the world. And yet, 

this lens, for all that it shows us, only presents a version of the world and ourselves which are 

always already warped around the prioritization of increased profits for the tech companies 

which control the platforms behind the scenes. “Someone like me” is a version of myself 

sculpted to the way the system wants me to see myself, even if it sees me, not as a self, 

atomized or otherwise, but simply as an assortment of actions which can be converted into 

data to help refine its prediction machines. Just as a nation is generally seen today as a 

collection of selves, so to such algorithms, I am merely a collection of my data.  

 



Whatever ground there may be for something like a self today then, there is every reason to 

think that the last thing it likely is is the “someone like me” which some nameless and faceless 

prediction algorithm is trying to implant and graft on to my ways of thinking. It can, of course, 

be quite difficult to resist, for by means of repeated actions and on-screen spectacles which 

feel like rewards to seduce my brain to reinforce such patterns of selfing, it can often fee like 

part of me is becoming more and more like this version of myself, no matter my best efforts to 

the contrary.  

 

Self-Formation as Mediatory Weaving 

 

We have likely always been shaped by our media, of course, and there are ways in which 

these can be seen as having always been networked, far before the advent of the Internet, 

and understanding this can help us situate what has been described above in regard to the 

crises of self formation at work in our contemporary age. The Internet is clearly a form of 

media, and understood in this sense, it becomes possible to situate the rise of the Internet in 

regard to revolutions in media technology of the past.   

 

It may seem strange to some to see the Internet as a form of media. And yet, it is a truism to 

say that the Internet connects, and the very word “media” in English is closely related to that 

for words such as “meta-” and “metaphor,” but perhaps most importantly here, the word 

“middle.” Anything which connects anything else, in fact, can be understood as a form of 

media, and studying media is to study how the aspects of our world which separate by 

connecting and connect in and through separating impact how this manifests in various ways 

in our world.  

 



In such general senses, media are phenomena of the middle, so to speak, and in this, they 

are like networks, for both connect while separating and separatingly connect. I am connected 

to the newsperson on the screen by means of the image I see, even as the image and 

screen, virtuality and concrete support, separate me from the person they connect me to as 

well, and in a way which not only represents a content beyond it, but also the content of its 

form. Whatever networks is of the middle or between, so to speak, and whatever is of the 

middle or between is media. And in this sense, media are phenomena of networking and vice-

versa, such that media and networking can in fact be understood as differing versions of each 

other.  

 

What is often spoken of as media today, however, is mass media, media directed to the 

masses often by entire industries. Television, cinema, and the Internet are clearly media, and 

from the perspective outlined above, so are the systems of language, economies, tools, 

gestures, and so much more. The later are also mass media, yet differently so. But even 

beyond this, so much more is media than is commonly taken to be the case, for like 

networking, media provide a way of looking at things, lens on the world. 

 

Our very bodies and senses organs are the media of our experience, shaping as they do the 

aspects of the world beyond which they mold and shape as they make it possible for us to 

gain access to what is beyond. Genetic materials are forms of language, and they manage 

communication and fabrication networks in ways which our telecommunication and 

commodity production systems in our social worlds are merely echoes. To imagine there is a 

premediated world to which we should strive to return would be to imagine going back to a 

past that never was. We should not try to see the world without eyes, after all, because eyes 



are what make it possible to see. But we should understand how our eyes impact what we are 

able to see.  

 

It is, however, difficult to tell where our media end and where we begin. The more I watch 

television or use the Internet, the more everything becomes sculpted in form and content 

thereby. Language speaks in and through me, as I become a subject of how it does this, just 

as the economy buys in and through me, and I become in this way bought and sold thereby. 

To imagine any one particular media formation along shapes us in fact a form of fetishism, 

linguistic or otherwise, and a limiting perspective to say the least.
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 Do not our economies 

likewise shape us and our worlds, or our tools, gestures, and other mediatic formations? 

 

While I may see an image of a newscaster on television, the televisual image also conveys an 

additional meaning, by means of it form, the message which says “watch me!,” for in its way, it 

molds everything it shows to the form of its televisuality, and likewise, those who watch it into 

televisual viewers in the process. All contents presented to us by various media have a 

double meaning, that of whatever they seem to present on the surface, and that of the form of 

the media itself, how it molds all its contents to its form in advance, shaping the contents and 

realities we are presented in the process, and shaping in this way in part the very selves 

which are formed in relation thereto.
ccxli

 

 

 

Those who use hammers, as the saying goes, become hammerers, and likewise to a 

hammer, everything becomes a nail. So it is with us and our media. Media are openings, 

lenses on the world, and like all lenses, they bring various aspects of the world into focus 

while others blur, and as we use various lenses to access the world in various ways, we 



change in the process. This is not to say there are not powerful differences between mediatic 

weavings of the present and the past. Whereas once it was possible to draw pictures or tell 

new tales oneself if one did not like the dominant ones, today we live in a world increasingly 

mediated by screens which present us with virtual reality constructed by codes kept out of 

sight, and which most of us would not know how to reprogram anyway. For today the codes 

run on hardware none of us could simply manufacture on our own, and which rely on distant 

towers to broadcast information we use to mediate now everything and anything right in front 

of us.
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But even as much has changed in a world in which we are surrounded by glass that is as 

much window as mirror, so much remains also the same. For our media call to us, and in 

many senses, they call us into becoming the selves we are. From our films and our television 

shows, novels and dramas, religious stories and philosophical modelings, our tools to our 

images to our words and our rituals and experimental practices and more, we self our selves 

in and through the mediatic weavings which have given rise to us. Such media networks are 

part of how our brains evolved from those of apes, and as our bodies are media through and 

through, whatever sense of selves we have are the result of the evolution of the massive 

media machines whereby our sensory organs and brains, genetic materials and molecules, 

forge various shards of the world around them into media whereby to interact with others.  

 

Before we are even selves then, there are media, media which contribute to our individuation 

as selves. Such media are our extensions, but they also grow and change in and through 

their relations to us. Our economies, our systems of tools, our networkings of meaningful 

gestures and ways of speaking and writing, all of these have life-cycles, they grow and 

evolve, and we emerge as selves within a relatively coherent system of weavings of 



mediations. We excrete various mediatic networks, and they excrete us back in turn, each 

weaving the others, and in and through each other. Such a set of systems determines the 

terms of what is feelable, sensible, valuable, actionable, and thinkable within the worlds in 

which we are brought in childhood to form as selves in this world.ccxliii  

 

While we tend to think of our selves as emerging within carefully curated cocoons of “early 

care environments,” even the ways in which early cartakers support our burgeoning 

capacities and weave these into various social formations of language, rituals, various sorts of 

turn-taking and social exchanges, role-playing, and other cultural games, is hardly an atom ot 

itself. Caretakers extend various social formations to us as so many tendrils of a society 

which calls us into being largely through them, by means of how they were formed by social 

institutions such as famiies and schools and various economies and forms of play, books and 

websites which describe forms of parenting and norms and images taken from television and 

films, all of which influence the very terms in regard to which we relate to the processes, 

situations, opportunities, and concerns which guide us through our worlds as the selves we 

become in such ways.  

 

While we may eventually decide to change how we maintain and reform aspects of our 

selves, even the very notions of what would constitute the potentials for such change are 

those which we have gotten from this system of systems. This is not to say that real change is 

impossible, but rather, that trying to even imagine what it would look like in ways which do not 

simply feed back into the system's aims is often a process which requires mutating aspects of 

how the system continually shifts and maintains how it forms and reforms us as selves, in and 

through each other and our mediatic extensions and actions which weave us as they do, each 

and every day.  



 

We are in many senses this system's eyes and ear, its neurons and feelers, its thoughts and 

its brains and bodies, depending of course on the lens and level of scale in question. This is 

not to say that the system does not also play these roles for us in various ways, nor that the 

system is a single unified system, no matter how much it may at times appear this way, or it 

may even be useful to characterize it as such. Any monolith is multiple beneath the surface, 

even if it can be quite useful to speak of a multiple as a monolith at times, particularly to get a 

grasp and handle on the emergence of a new structure in dominance.  

 

Today, the weavings of mediation which individuate us as they do have taken a radical new 

turn. Just as the emergence of language, of printed books, of radio, and other such 

emergences of entirely new leveling systems of mediations indicated a massive shift in how 

we weave the social in and through each other and our worlds, so it is today. In a very short 

period of time, the Internet and the screens and mobile computing devices we use to interface 

with it have created, as so many of the most powerful media formations of the past, a new 

“second skin” and massively distributed “second brain” for us all.ccxliv  

 

Just as language recreated everything and anything and more for us, changing us radically in 

the process, so we are in the process of being rapidly changed by the Internet. With its 

incredible skill for absorbing other media formations,
ccxlv

 so many of the powers of earlier 

media formations are now at the disposal of the Internet and its new logics and pathways, 

mutating as they go. Online fads and trends impact concrete realities, the ways in which news 

is depicted online radically impacts real events, revolutions which began online have now 

toppled governments, and elections have been swayed by social media feints and bots, and it 

seems clear that this is only the start. The Internet is becoming then something like a “general 



mediator” of our experiences, one which does not connect us but rather divides us from the 

very means whereby it mediates our access to nearly everything.
ccxlvi

 

 

 

Similar to the emergence of technology with such potential as the moveable type of the 

printing press, such a development has some powerful ramifications indeed. For as media 

approach a certain saturation point, they begin to merge with how we understand our worlds, 

and we are starting to see this with our experiences online. Just as at some point it became 

difficult to tell just how much of our thoughts and fantasies were the result of cinema and 

television and the various ideologies, images, stories, and advertisements they projected, 

building on how this occurred in relation to economies and written texts and other mediatic 

formations of such reach before, so today it is becoming difficult to tell how much of what we 

experience about the world is the way it is due to the various ways in which the Internet 

impacts how we have come to think and feel about it.  

 

None of which is to say that language, writing, money, or older image technologies have gone 

away, and they clearly shaped us first,ccxlvii but they have been overladen by the Internet in 

ways whose impacts are easily as epochal as the advent of photography, and whose full 

development we are hardly yet able to appreciate.
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We are thus in the midst of a mass 

reprogramming of the global brain we have become, with all of us the Internet's neurons, its 

eyes and ears, the means whereby it senses, thinks, and feels in and through us.
ccxlix

 We have 

become shards in the giant image-crystal, means to an end for the tools of our own makings, 

mere functionaries of the world made weaving machine.
ccl

 

 

 



in such senses, however, our selves can be seen as weavings of the media which have 

produced us as much as in content as form, and the result is the the networking medium 

which is the way in which we do what we do and understand this in regard to the worlds in 

which we find our selves. We are, in such senses, a meta-medium, or in a sense, a meta-

meta of our mediatic networkings. That is, our selves are networkings which weave together 

all the networkings which we encounter as aspects. And if there is one thing which our 

societies produce, then, above and beyond any other social products, they are precisely 

these selves. Rather than ask whether or not our selves are products of media, we should in 

this sense perhaps then try to take such a notion for granted, and instead, understand how 

and the stakes of this. That is, perhaps what is crucial here is to get a sense of what sorts of 

media, and what sorts of weavings between these, have given rise to the selves we are, what 

limitations go along with this, and how we could rework these, to potentially give rise to the 

sorts of selves we might want to become.  

 

For if selves are produced in ways which come into sync with those of the social system in 

question, everything else will fall into place from there. If we sync up with the dominant forms 

of selfing in our world, we will world on its terms, and self our selves accoringdly. To those 

who are selfed atomistically, an atomistic world will follow. To those who are selfed more 

openly, a more open world will follow. And as our actions contribute to the sort of world which 

selfs us, we need to try to understand how to use our media to shift the very ways in which it 

contributes to our selfings. In order to do so, however, it will be crucial to understand how we 

have been shaped by our contexts in ways which often make it difficult to see the very options 

around us, in ways which continue to impact us, with the hope that understanding this, we can 

begin to see the outlines of such limitations, and begin to peer beyond the blinders which our 

social formations in dominance today have sold us.  



 

 

Chapter Two: Theorizing  the “Atomistic Self” 

 

Everything in our techno-modernities today encourages us to see our selves as the center of 

the cosmos, the fundamental building bloc of all the social formations around us, the sources 

of all criteria of interpretation and value that pertain to us and perhaps beyond, the legimate 

decider of our actions and life-plan, and in such a way that any encroachment from without on 

what are framed as our rights and privileges to determine “who we are” is seen as a 

fundamental breach of what it means to be a self at all. To whatever extent this is really the 

case, this is what the systems which dominate our world today on our screens sell us as a 

contemporary myth of sorts of what it means to be a proper self on their terms.  

 

Such a notion of the self is, however, is quite different from any notion of self which existed 

previously in Europe, or the parts of the world it dominated as it moved from feudal, to 

industrial, to now post-industrial cultures, becoming the Euro-American cultural bloc we know 

today. Even in the histories it claims for itself, such as those of Ancient Greece, dramas 

preached of the calamity which would befall one if one tried to avoid the dictates of δική (diké, 

Ancient Greek), understood as something like fate or the order of the cosmos, which decided 

one's lot in life for one.  

 

In many cultures in the world today which are only partly saturated by Euro-American notions 

of the self, extended families or cultural groupings are often seen as those entities which 

decide the roles, norms, values, rituals, beliefs, and practices which dominate individuals 



lives. This is something I can personally attest to, even if in attenuated form, as still existing in 

my own Italian-American family, in which “thinking for myself” rather than letting the family and 

local ethnic norms decide how to approach my life, is discouraged, even though my family 

has been in the United States for over a hundred years, even if it derived from one of the 

more traditional parts of what was nevertheless Southern Europe.   

 

If the majority of the world's cultures for most of its history and many even today seem to have 

likely to have seen individuals as subordinate social units in relation to more encompassing 

groups, how is it that to whatever extent it is really the case, that the Euro-American culture 

came to see individual selves as the primary social units of the world? After all, it seems 

abundantly clear to anyone with a set of eyes to see the world around them that much of the 

world is formed by powers and structures which are collective and largely beyond one's own 

making. How did the idea of radical personal autonomy, freedom, and uniqueness ever take 

hold in the first place, and why, and how did this very peculiar notion come to a position of 

cultural dominance in our world today?   

 

The “Atomistic Self” and its Limitations 

 

According to Zygmunt Bauman and Rein Raud, “the history of modernity is also a history of a 

certain type of self: the basically rational individual, the singular person in control of his or her 

actions … [and yet] this inherited view of selfhood, of a single, indivisible, self-contained and 

self-controlled individual … is no longer either adequate or functional ...”.ccli In order to 

understand why the form of the self which dominates our world today is structured as it is, the 

stakes of this, and how this is transforming, it will be helpful to get a sense of how the history 

of such concerns continues, in modified form, in the present day.  



 

The form of the self dominant in our world today, what this text will refer to as the “atomistic 

self” of our contemporary hyper-capitalism of images and networks, is that which the Euro-

American cultural bloc, in the process of its coming to domination of those within and without, 

imposed on the world in one form of another, first in a more industrialized form, and today, by 

means of its technologies of image-production and network communication. Unlike the forms 

of self dominant many traditions around the world which are less mass-mediated and less 

industrialized, including those from which the European and later Euro-American bloc 

emerged, an atomistic self is one which is seen as the primary unit of its social world, far 

more than the clans, guilds, extended families, or even nations of the past.  

 

Such as self is one which is supposed to make its way through its world on its own, make its 

own choices, choose its own path, develop its own capacities, detach from whatever is unlike 

it, select various images, roles, products, lifestyles, products, opinons, and professions which 

it feels suit it, and largely, try as much as possible to recreate the world in its own image. This 

is quite different from more traditional understanding of selves throughout the world, which 

largely saw selves as the roles which one played in various collective social organisms, 

identifying this self as a weaver, that as a mother, another as a father and farmer, and so on.  

 

But with the rise of industrial capitalism, and now morphed by its images and networks into 

new hyperbolic forms, rather than seen as byproducts of a world dominated by relatively 

conservative social groups, the world today is one in which individual selves are the primary 

currency, the atom from which society is built, a moving cog within a network of cogs, an 

image which can refract and reflect the others around, to function as our avatars and primary 

screens of and to the world. The atomistic self has taken on some new aspects in its new 



image based form in our networked world, and yet, much has remained in regard to how this 

self was formed in and through the way in which Europe and then Euro-American gave rise to 

our capitalist industrial modernity.  

 

To experience a self in an atomistic way, whether in more industrial or contemporary image-

based forms, is to see a self as radically distinct from one's physical body, social role, family 

legacy, social history, other people, membership in this or that group, or anything like this. 

Such an atomistic self is one which is one which is seen as radically distinct from what is 

around it, a pure, abstract, and ideal bit of ideal subjectivity, or kernel of pure mind, 

subjectivity, specialiness, uniqueness, originality, creativity, etc., which is“within” the head, 

heart, or body, but not in a physical way, more in a supra-physical sense, as a sort of “person 

within,” a sort of je ne sais quoi (“I do not know what,” French) of inner-ness, a pure interiority 

which seems “inside us more than our very selves”.cclii  

 

It is often unclear, in common usage, what such a self is understood to be, or what it means. 

Whatever it is, we are told that this is what we express in our every word and deed, the core 

of “who we really are,” an atom of the world which makes us the person we are, and thereby, 

a member of this or that social group which we constitute by associating in such a way. Such 

an atom of personhood is like an inner island in the ocean of the world, or a tiny fortress in 

need of defense, a bit of concentrated interiority or “infinite inwardness” separated from the 

physical shell and the world beyond by gap, seemingly unbridgeable, even if, paradoxically, 

such a gap is bridged by our every incoming sensation and outgoing deed.  

 

One might imagine that having such an ideal node makes one much like anyone else, and 

yet, we are so often told, and in so many varied ways which each “doth protest too much,”ccliii 



that each of us is unique, and that there is no other like us anywhere else, such that what 

makes us absolutely singular and special is somehow concentrated in and continually 

expressed by this inner essence, this fountain of our desires and wishes, that for which we 

wish and desire, our gift to the world. We owe it to our selves, so we are told, to express this 

self and foster all its potentials, to develop this self and give it a great trajectory in the world, 

for there is no other like it.  

 

We are trained, told, taught, and encouraged to see our selves as the standard of all truth and 

value, a veritable center of the world, the source of all our singular qualities, thoughts, and 

feelings, the one the one who says “I” and “me,” the one in regard to which all our future 

projects and plans depend, that which we must love and care for above all, for ourselves 

alone and for experiences with other selves that may enrich our lives, but merely that. Such a 

self alone is the author of their ideas, originator of their feelings, an artist and storyteller, 

prime-minister and ultimate arbiter of that most precious commodity, one's own personal 

opinion and free choice, the freedom to think, say, feel, do, or buy whatever one pleases. 

 

Where does this self reside within us? Within, we are told, and yet, the self is not seen as a 

part of the body like others, even if the details of how this is possible, or how matter and “pure 

mind” could interact tend to remain hazy, or are left to be explained in some distant future 

which never seems to arrive, at least, if one is to believe philosophers. Scientists have of 

course looked for the “seat” of the self, or consciousness, or awareness, and while they have 

found many distinct factors which likely contribute to producing our sense of this, there is 

nothing that seems to “be” the self within our brains, nor a simple, easily localizable “seat” of  

where this would reside.ccliv   

 



None of this, nevertheless, has seemed to change the way we are told to think of our selves, 

and scientific evidence of the lack of an atomistic self seem to only confirm, in strange ways, 

the belief in such a notion. It is often said then that such a self must therefore be ineffable, 

beyond the reach of materialistic science, that which no machine, even one as wonderfully 

complex as our bodies, could give rise to. For what is more pure and all but ungraspably 

incomprehensible, it would seem, than that essence of what makes us “who we are,” the self 

that thinks and feels, that which comes up with new ideas and forms of expression?  

 

Such a self, it is imagined, could hardly be the result of anything like base matter, for we eachj 

of us is a small miracle, and any attempt to use logic or scientific observation to grasp the 

singular uniqueness each of us are is bound to fail, for we are the measure of all such things. 

For are we not like inner nuclei whose oracle we consult for guidance whenever we need to 

do the sorts of things only selves can do, such as vote, write a poem, plan for the future, or 

imagine what we were like in the past and will be like years from now. It is this self that we 

educate and develop, for which we must accumulate and acquire, plan and prepare. This is 

the self that we express with all our utterances and purchases, all the assemblies of images 

and products displayed on our physical shelves and our virtual displays online, that for which 

we look for when we “try to find ourselves.”  

 

Our selves in this way become atoms of the social world, interacting with other atoms, but in 

and through the channels provided by the mediatic systems in which we live. In such an 

always already segmented world, everything is a subject, object, or a quality or quantity of 

one of these, and anything which does not fit into one of these categories becomes unable to 

interact with the others, and seems, as seen by means of lenses formed in such ways, as if 

meaningless, valueless, irrelevant, useless, irrational, or unthinkinable. The notion that a self 



could be created or modified, its freedom sculpted or mitigated, except in the most gross of 

ways, seems absurd, for selves are miracles which somehow are imagined to arise in our 

bodies as if from anywhere and nowhere, as if we birthed our selves.  

 

Today, all of this is refracted with all the powers of social media, as all the prediction engines 

of the Internet seek to seduce us to buy into how this self can be ever more like how the 

Internet thinks it should be, and in the process, we are given a world which is sculpted to be 

ever more like such a version of our selves turned inside out. Where once we were 

encouraged to buy products used by celebrities, today we are each encouraged to become 

reality stars of our own making to a public “they” online which we are encouraged to see as 

always waiting to hear about our latest idea, meme, purchase, view, opinion, or other such 

individuating quality, as even the very space-time of “the news” warps around the uber-

personalized reality curvature field of the image which the Internet has of our atomistically 

online identities.  

 

We likely know on some level, of course, that only so much of this lmakes sense, but for 

those of us raised in the Euro-American system, what a wonderful fantasy! I must even admit 

its seductions are strong, for they are the core of how I was formed to imagine to see my 

place in the world, and old habits die hard. Even when we might feel we are relating to the 

world otherwise, even when we might slyly feel too smart for such tricks, it is so easy to slip 

into the mode of disavowal, to still do things in the world with a knowing wink, as if to say, “I 

know this is not really true, but what a fun fantasy, what a fun game of pretend, 

nevertheless.”cclv 

 

Beyond “Unidual” Atomistic and Binary Thinking 



 

In such ways, within Euro-American influenced media cultures, we are encouraged to form 

selves as sorts of internalized inverses of the images of the commodities we are made to 

desire. In the process, we are made to see our selves as like inner nuclei of pure desire within 

ourselves, as essences idealized images which serve to anchor all the other images, roles, 

and stories we tell ourselves and others about ourselves, as well as our projects which 

attempt to attach ever more desirable images to our central one over time. To the extent to 

which we form our selves in such ways, we become good, docile subjects for the image-

based consumer capitalism of our day, no matter how poor we are.  

 

For such is the form of desiring we are sold by a world which needs us to desire to buy more, 

for which we labor, which can bring us closer to the ideals we see embodied by stars and 

celebrities of various sorts, and in regard to which we are rewarded in various ways if we 

sculpt ourselves accordingly. In this way we are atomized and thingified, idealized and 

calcified, frozen and petrified. We are encouraged to possess images of things and to sculpt 

our desires around the contours of these, and in such ways, we become imagistic and thing-

like in the process.  

 

Such an atomistic and binary conception of the self is in many ways the anchor for so many of 

the atomistically binary systems in our world. Whenever we divide the world up into 

fundamental “atoms” with firm boundaries, and assume these atoms are the basic elements 

of a world which could not be divided up otherwise, we perpetuate the status-quo of whatever 

system that taught us to divide up the stuff of the world according to its categories in such 

ways. The world, however, has continually shown that it will not be so easily chunked, even 

down to the quantum level, such that different forms of thinking and doing have ways of 



revealing what prior forms of dividing up the stuff of the world left out, de-emphasized, pushed 

to the side, oppressed, or otherwise kept from view.cclvi  

 

“Atomistic” thinking, imaged based or in less abstract forms, nevertheless tends to be 

threatened by such excesses, and does whatever it can to purify its atoms and police its 

borders, becoming in many ways the natural ally of systems of dominance and control which 

seek to accumulate power for the few, and guard this from the many. For example, if we 

consider a nation as a unity composed of “citizens,” then “non-citizens” are other atoms which 

are considered not to belong to the more encompassing “atom” of the nation. The atoms and 

splits between these form a system, a system split between the atom of the nation composed 

of its citizen-atoms, and and all the other atoms which are not part of this. Whatever is within 

an atom seems coherent (ie: the nation and its citizens forming a self-reenforcing whole), and 

whatever is without is seen as lacking such unity. Such a system of “atoms” and “either-or” 

splits is a unified system of divisions, one which this text will text will refer to as “uni-dual” or 

“atomistico-binary” forms of thinking and/or doing. 

 

From such a perspective, what makes an atom an atom, and provides its seeming unity, are 

the boundaries between that which is inside an atom and that which is without, such that for 

that atom to remain an atom, it needs to keep those boundaries secure. The division between 

what is seen as “inside” or “outside” an atom is crucial to it being or seeming to be “what it is,” 

just as its seeming “unity” depends on the firm exclusions provided by its boundaries. 

Atomistic thinking thus has a way of linking up with various forms of binary or dualist forms of 

thinking, those which see everything in terms of “either-or” logics, including those of “inside 

and outside” the seeming necessity of dividing the world up into atoms and various related 

formations.cclvii 



 

Atoms and binaries often arise in dynamic systems in related ways, often manifesting as a 

tendency to centralize potential and control within various atomistic centers which use the 

potentials they drain from what is around them to purify within and exclude without. For a 

nation to remain an atomistic structure, after all, it needs to depend on no others, have 

relations with no others, and be purely and solely enclosed within itself. While much of this is 

not quite possible, but many nations try to get as close to this as possible, often by exploiting 

others to build walls and boundaries, armies or forms of exploitation. Such nations may 

isolate themselves in various ways, proclaim themselves as in need of no partners or ties to 

others, police their borders against immigrants, attack other nations that are imagined as 

threatening, and even engage in processes of inner “purification,” whether in the form of the 

“soft power” of things like “citizenship classes” or the hard power of militarized borders, or 

even engage ethnic cleansing or genocide, giving rise to some of the greatest horrors our 

world has known.   

 

Some forms of atomism are more subtle, however. Capitalism, for example, uses binaries 

such as “profitable” and “not-profitable” to divide the world up into various sorts of atoms, 

such as commodities, consumers, laborers, markets, etc., if in ways which often tend to 

reduce everything to sameness and uniformity of the intensification of profit at all cost, the 

exclusion of everything that is not profitable, and the division of the world up into atoms which 

are based on capitalist ideals which make it more easy for them to only reproduce the world in 

a way that makes it easy for those with more money to have the most say.  Capitalism seems 

decentralized on the surface, but underneath, its form is that of centralization in hybrid form, 

using decentralized means for centralizing ends, even as it often relies on various traditional 

forms of division to maintain its grip on things, reinforcing them along the way in the process.  



 

Atomistic thinking and “either-or” binary/dualist thinking tend to manifest together, as the other 

simply turned inside out, unitary atoms and dualist binaries, two sides of a unitary-dual, or 

“uni-dual” or “atomistico-binary” way of doing and/or thinking which are linked to centralizing 

forms of networking. This text will also track how any one system which operates in such a 

manner tends to potentiate others which do so similarly. For example, those who see the 

world in atomistic and related binary-dualist terms in one area of life tend to be easy prey to 

fall into this form of thinking in other areas. 

 

“Unidual” forms of thinking promote “unidual” forms of doing which atomistically divide up our 

world in the process, making it easy to control. If one starts thinking in terms of atoms and 

binaries, after all, one is already predisposed to other forms of atomistic and binary thinking, 

and everything in the world seems to reflect back to one in atomistic and binary lenses. And if 

one does things in ways which atomize and divide the world up into binaries, it is easy to 

come to think of the world more and more as necessarily having to be in this way.  

 

All of this can be seen in regard to how we think of our selves, and with wide social 

implications. There is an easy slippage between “me versus the world” and “us versus them” 

thinking, one that makes us prone to paranoid violence and accumulative territorial thinking 

and doing: this is mine, not yours, hands off, the big man with the army will protect my 

boundaries and his own from the “them” who seems threatening and is blamed by the big 

man for everything, let's give away more power and wealth to the big man to make all fears 

go away, etc. From there, the cycle goes on and on, and demagogues arise again, 

manipulating groups to violence, as the real powers behind the scenes profit all the way to the 

bank as they are ignored once again.  



 

For just as one can store treasure and power in an atomized territory such as a fortress,  

convincing people they are atoms is a good way to keep them thinking in terms of protecting 

boundaries and shoring up controls, in terms of private accumulation and security against 

exterior threats. That said, if the world is seen more in terms of webs of relations, this picture 

becomes complicated, and in ways which could defeat the often self-fulfilling prophecy of 

various forms of enclosing paranoia, leading to new forms of opening which could defuse 

threats and aggressions, and giving new social structures which could benefit everyone and 

anyone by decreasing the very causes of violence, physical and otherwise, rather than 

keeping the many at each others' throats so the few can benefit.  

 

We remake so much of our world anew each day by means of our actions, and how we 

weave these with those of others. If we tend to make and remake the world reifyingly, which is 

to say, into atoms with binary boundaries, then we will abstract concepts and develop models 

from such a world which are equally atomistic and binary, and this will feed back into us only 

seeing potentials for action which are those which remake the world more atomistic and 

binary. Limited and limiting centralizingly atomistic and binary forms of thinking and doing can  

thereby spiral into and reinforce each other, dividing the world up and producing process of 

centralizing accumulation and bounded purification, or even hybrid systems which use 

seeming decentralizing means to centralizing ends, such as capitalism, often with disastrous 

results.  

 

This text is hardly the first to make many of the criticisms leveled above. Critiques of this self 

abound, and yet, because so many were convinced that the dualist and binary ways of 

thinking were the only way, particularly during the Cold War, it was hard to imagine self-



formations which could go beyond those sold to us. But today, just as networks are recasting 

so much of our world, they make it possible to recast what it means to be a self. For a long 

time, however, much of this was imagined to be simply impossible. Many during the middle of 

the twentieth century were absolutely convinced that that binary thinking was the only way in 

which thinking could happen, a notion which was particularly prevalent during the heyday of 

the binary computer and the attempt to split the world into two opposed blocs during the Cold-

War which helped to give rise to it.
cclviii

  

 

By the 1960's, however, all this began to change. For a wide variety of reasons, not the least 

of which were likely global political uprisings against various forms of domination, various 

dualist/binary ways of thinking were shown to only be able to give rise to systems of thinking 

which on their own terms, when taken to their limits, lead to irreducible problems. In a wide 

variety of disciplines and fields, various dualist models, including those of various notions of 

the self, were deconstructed repeatedly during the revolts against the rigidity of 1950s style 

binary thinking which, building upon some earlier attempts at deconstructing traditions before 

and between the wars, reached a climax during the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

 

But rather than liberate the potential to produce less atomistic and binary models of thinking, 

including that of the self, however, such deconstructions were in many senses both too radical 

and not radical enough. For while they showed that binary thinking taken to its limits on its 

own terms was either incomplete, contradicted itself, or was inconsistent, very little in what 

was argued imagined there were ways of thinking of such issues which were non-binary, for 

few were able to see beyond the binary horizons of the times.
cclix

 The result was a continual re-

deconstruction of older models, and only the inklings of new pathways beyond this, most of 



which were so immediately self-deconstructing as to be able to do little more than show 

this.cclx 

 

In today's world of networks and networking, of artificial neural networks and distributed 

computation, all this seems in hindsight rather quaint. The seeming necessity of binary 

models of the past have gone away, and with this, the assumption that thought and models of 

the self need to be binary, and that binary thinking and their deconstructions are all that is 

possible.cclxi Networks show that there are other ways. And yet, unless there are new 

alternative models of the self, the old ones will remain, like ghosts, haunting us from the past, 

used because what else is there, even if, after so many critiques and deconstructions, 

theoretical and everyday, we hardly believe in them as we once did, making all sorts of 

cynicism the order of the day.  

 

A newtorked model of post-selfing makes it possible to move beyond both atomistically dualist 

traditional notions of the self and their continual deconstructions. Rather than simply show the 

contradictions of the atomistic self, however, as if hoping for everyone to just wake up and 

move on without some alternative to take its place, this text will work to produce a more 

networkedly relational model of the self, and it will do this by entering into the discourses of 

more atomistic forms of the self, unraveling them from within on their own terms, and then 

reworking and reweaving their fragments with aspects of what they excluded, in more 

relationally open sorts of ways, until a more relational form of self emerges from within the 

deconstive reconstruction which this text will produce in and through itself along the way.  

 

Thing-ification, Or the Self Production of Industrial Capital 

 



Understanding the ways in which the atomistic self came to be, it becomes possible to 

understand how its form limits our senses of the possible in our present day. Such a process 

can begin with an examination of those who have described the self in similar terms in the 

past, and work from there. The description of the self of Euro-American culture as “atomistic” 

is not, after all, without precursors. For example, Herbert Marcuse speaks of “the psychic 

atoms of contemporary society,” and how automation makes us become like “human 

atoms.”cclxii Marcuse does not make frequent use of such a descriptor, however.  

 

A thinker around his time that made far more use of related notions is sociologist Norber 

Elias. In a series of influential works, Elias describes what he calls homo clausus, or the 

“closed human,” in the following terms:  

 the act of detachment in observing others and oneself … this type of dualism, of positing two 
 views of one's self as separate and absolute … was consolidated into a permanent attitude 
 and, thus fixed, generated in the observer an idea of himself as a detached being, condensed 
 into the idea of a universal detachment of the individual … [thingified] as a component of the 
 human being like the heart, stomach, or brain, a kind of insubstantial substance in the human 
 being … these two aspects were so … [fixed] in  the habits of thought that and speech that 
 they appeared to be different objects, such as “body” and  “mind,” one of which was housed in 
 the other like a stone in a plum … [final emphasis mine].cclxiii 
 

Elias' description, written not long after World War II, is a description of the way the system of 

self in the world around him had, in the terms of his “process sociology,” dealt with social 

processes as if they were things, a project he sought to correct by a more process oriented 

method.  

 

Elias notes René Descartes as his most crucial example of the origins of this, and yet, despite 

his emphasis on process, he does little to describe what processes could have given rise to 

the writings of a figure such as Descartes, tendencies not only to the enclosure of the self, but 

also, to enclose and thing-ify in a more general way. While post-war image cultures were 



providing new forms of objectification around the time in which Elias wrote, there is of course 

every reason to think that he was right to find the origins of this trend far earlier than himself, 

going back to the time of Descartes. But to trace the enclosed self he described back to 

Descartes only does so much, for one person is hardly enough to start such a landslide.  

 

For if the world is dominated by the atomistic self in crisis today, clearly no one person could 

do this. Rather, that person and his idea must have tapped into a more encompassing social 

trend, one which was simply waiting for something like Descartes' writings to come along. Or, 

in words much beloved by the psychoanalyst Slavoj Žižek, had Descartes' writings on the self 

as “thinking thing” not come along when it did, “he would have to be invented.” That is, the 

culture in which he lived was likely looking for something of this sort, and when they found it, it 

took on a life of its own. 

 

To take the writings of Descartes and other philosophers and read them as symptoms of 

wider cultural shifts is a practice with a history, one which mostly derives from Marxist 

critiques of various trends in “intellectual history” as produced by various larger social 

dynamics, and in a manner which seeks to go beyond more traditional sociologies such as 

those of Elias. It is hardly incidental that Marxism comes up in this text now, for in fact, there 

are many reasons to think that the self as we know it came to be as a symptom of the more 

encompassing process of distributedly centralizing networking which has generally come to 

be known as capitalism, with our contemporary atomistic self, and its crisis, as aspects of the 

development of this.  

 



Within the industrial capitalism which gave rise to such a capitalism of images and 

networkings, according to most traditional understandings, the primary product of the system 

was generally taken to be that of the commodity. There are of course also practices produced, 

services which are valued, but the commodity represents the way in which capital is able to 

bind processes of labor by workers and raw products into a congealing of value which is the 

inverse of the laborer, as static as laborers are dynamic, in a manner which can be easily 

transported and sold elsewhere for profit. If capital is money in the process of making money, 

as it is generally taken to be, then commodity is labor in the process of becoming abstract, 

which is to say, detachable from the laborer.  

 

To enjoy a commodity then is to enjoy congealed labor of someone who need not be there, in 

this way transforming raw materials into things processed by circuits of labor and the virtual 

reality of capital, an entire social logic sedimented into the form of a concrete thing which both 

is and is not a mere physical thing. Such a process is crucial to how capitalism works. 

Capitalism abstracts and objectifies, reworking entire social systems as it does so. What each 

and every aspect of the capitalist system comes to mean and value throughout such a 

process of social production is not merely the content of its own meaning and value within 

these systems, but the form of the system itself as a whole. That is, the meaning and value of 

any commodity is not merely its ability to be used, enjoyed, or even priced within the system. 

It is also that of representing and selling the system itself.  

 

But it is not merely purchasing which is at issue. It is action, repeated collective action, which 

leads to the production of the society which produces us as selves. We may buy a product, 

but we also “buy into” systems through our practices, practices which revolve around 

commodities and what is commodified, commodifying images and commodifying actions, 



forms of production and consumption which are commodifying, and in this process, our form 

becomes more and more commodified and commodifying itself. A brief detour into some 

Marxist theory in this regard can be helpful. While this text has largely bracketed such 

examinations, it is worth here to make a brief exception.  

 

One of the most trenchent theorists of how capitalism impacts self formation, and a likely 

influence on Marcuse, is that provided by Hungarian Marxist theorist György Lukács. While 

his approach to these issue needs updating, they have much to offer in helping to historicize 

our contemporary crises of the self. Lukács is perhaps most famous for coining the term 

“reification,” a notion related to his critique of the self, and one which is crucial in how a 

philosophy of networks theorizes the tendencies which it opposes in the world.
cclxiv

 Lukács 

argues that industrial capitalism of his time, the early twentieth century, can be understood as 

social machine for the radical “thing-ification” of the world, including selves, and how we think 

about our world, its aspects, and our roles within this. The term he uses to describe this 

“thing-ification” is “reification, from the Latin word res for “thing.” 

 

For Lukács, reification describes the ways in which our society trains us to see everything as 

composed of atomized, thing-like units and systems which relate these, but in ways that 

require that an aspect of the world be “thingified” in particular ways in order to register 

according to such ways of understanding things. As a result, the world comes to be seen as 

composed of relatively reified subjects relating to relatively reified objects in systems which 

actively chunk the world into such ways, to be able to control their forms of potential relations 

thereby. Anything which is neither subject, object, nor a system of relating objects and 

subjects, tends to vanish from sight, including the contexts and processes which give rise to 



all of these, and which, if shifted, could change the ways in which the world become reified in 

the process.  

 

In Lukács' own words, under industrial capitalism,  

 … [a person can] do no more than look on helplessly while its own existence is reduced to an 
 isolated  particle and fed into an alien machine … mechanization makes of them isolated 
 abstract atoms … The atomization of the individual is, then, only the reflex in consciousness of 
 the fact that the 'natural laws' of capitalist production have been extended to cover every 
 manifestation of life in society … typical of  society as a whole ... [in which this]  self- 
 objectification … reveals in all its starkness the dehumanized  and dehumanization function  

 of the commodity relation [sic].

cclxv

 
 

In the same 1929 essay, Lukács describes how capitalism’s focus on making commodities 

has a way of reifying the world and people around it. Lukács argues that the more we sculpt 

our lives around things and thingifying processes, the more thing-like our thinking and doing, 

and in fact, our very selves, tend to become. In the thingified world of industrial capitalism, 

advertising depicts products in relation to metaphors designed to make the products alluring 

beyond their uses, and in ways which obscure the contexts and processes of their production, 

including often terrible labor conditions, giving rise to the erasures of what Karl Marx 

described as commodity fetishism, in which relations between people are replaced by those 

between things, thingifying everything in the process.
cclxvi

 

 

Such a world is one of thing-ified persons relating to thing-ified commodities, related only by 

processes designed to connect these to each other in ways which exclude in advance ways 

connections with anything not so thing-ified. Commodities are advertised in ways which 

foreground fantasies and brands which serve as symbols of these, in ways which abstract 

commodities from the forms of labor which produce them. And labor becomes increasingly 

abstract and mechanized, making it such that those who produce parts of various 



commodities by means of often highly repetitious gestures find themselves often rarely 

knowing how their labor helps give rise to commodities, not to mention how this contributes in 

any way to more encompassing social logics.
cclxvii

 The result is that the ways in which the 

system is produced and reproduced by people's actions becomes obscured by the very 

system which their actions reproduce every day. 

 

It would likely be a mistake to imagine that Lukács hoped for a world in which there was no 

reification of any sort. It seems hard to imagine a world without things, or ways of looking at 

things as relative unities of one sort or another. Just as our hands grasp relatively unified 

things, and our language grasps the world by means of various abstract ideas, we need 

handles on the stuff of the world to help us deal with it. The danger is not so much reification 

itself, but rather, over-reification, the way in which we become seduced by our reifications to 

shift from using them as a means to an end, and instead taking them as ends themselves, in 

the process, reduce the world to such. Reification will be understood then as a short-hand 

way of describing the tendency of that which is reified to give rise to feedback effects which 

can lead to over-reifying unless we continually work to unravel and rework what we reify. 

 

An analysis of the (over)reification produced by industrial capitalism can be expanded by 

notions derived from Marxist theorist Jean-Paul Sartre, writing a few decades later. In the 

early 1960s, Sartre argues that we find ourselves in a world which seems petrified and frozen, 

and even if this world is in motion, this only happens in the same ways. Clearly this describes 

not only the world of capitalism in which he found himself, but our world today as well, in 

which everything is in frenetic motion, and yet, there is an odd sense of stasis, as if the 

possibility of doing things differently seems somehow foreclosed. Sartre calls the petrified or 



frozen world we encounter that of the “practico-inert.”
cclxviii

 We create and recreate so much of 

our world each day through the actions we weave together with those around us, this is the 

“practico-” part of the word. But somehow, all our activity ends up in the same channels, 

producing things the same way as the status-quo of the past, often despite our dissatisfaction 

with the overall state of things. This is the “inert” part of his notion. 

 

Sartre describes the way in which the world as practico-inert comes to be by means of his 

notion of “seriality.” Sartre argues that repeat actions create a feeling that something is normal 

and must be the way it is, giving a weight of the feeling of inevitability and “reality” to the world 

as it has been. Sociologist Erving Goffman presents related notions, but in regard to the very 

notion of the self, arguing that there is a continual performance of the self in everyday life, one 

which is not always the same in all circumstances.cclxix A similar notion can be seen in the 

work of contemporary philosopher and gender theorist Judith Butler, who argues that repeat 

performance is what produces, retroactively, a feeling of normalcy.
cclxx

 The first time we do 

something differently than we have, it will necessarily feel strange, but with repetition, such a 

new action will feel increasingly normal.  

 

Butler's theory of performativity is one which has a peculiar temporal structure, in that it 

makes it possible to say to oneself that while doing things differently may feel odd at first, that 

it “will have felt increasingly normal” with repetition. This is why, for Butler, it is crucial to be 

able to experiment with new forms of action, for this can lead to new forms of feeling and 

thinking as much as the reverse, down to and including the very ways in which we structure 

our selves and self-images. We repeat is that which comes to feel normal, retroactively, over 



time, for normality is precisely the weight of collective action taken in the past. Shift this, and 

the sense of normal shifts with this.  

 

José Estéban Muñoz takes this further, arguing that our selves are weavings of performances 

which may repeatingly identify with those of others around us, counter those of others in 

counter-identificatory performances, or mutate these performances by means of 

disidentifications. Our sense of self can be seen to emerge, in such a sense, retroactively, 

when we try to grasp our selves in the process even as we continually shift and change, even 

as our performances, images, feelings, and narratives of self might not always line up with 

each other.cclxxi Muñoz's account describes how it becomes possible to talk back to reductive 

social systems from within, and in ways which could come together to produce various sorts 

of “counter-publics” in the process.cclxxii 

 

The Atomistic Self From Spectacle to Contemporary Networking 

 

All of this can be understood as arising, in a more encompassing sense, in the mediated 

networks of our contemporary age of which, in many ways, we are aspects. Ours is a world in 

which capitalism has gone into overdrive, becoming hyper-capitalism, by means of its 

increasing reliance on networks of images to speak to selves, and networks of networks of 

finance, data, products, code, and so much else that keeps the entire system running as it is. 

And so, in what follows, this will be referred to as the hyper-capitalism of images and 

networking.  

 



We thereby encounter a world reified not only in the form of commodities, consumers, and 

systems, each of which assume these as primary terms to be connected in only pre-

determined ways according to accepted channels, but increasingly, reifying images of these 

which are saturating our lives in novel ways. Our selves become in this way increasingly 

modeled not so much on things as images of things and other sorts of thing-ifying images. 

The result is that we tend to relate to our selves as thingified and thing-ifying images of our 

selves in the process, with what falls beyond this becoming largely seen as unintelligible and 

unvalued, with some powerful ramifications.  

 

For the systems which segment off our actions and use them to assemble things are 

fragmented off of us and woven with those of others to produce the system, but in ways which 

are kept largely from sight. And as a result, the world in which we live often appears strange 

and confounding, except for whenever we see another image of a commodity or consumer, 

for these are what the lenses on the world produced by this system make legible to us, 

providing us with lenses which always already reify what we see beforehand, leaving 

everything else out of focus, including those aspects of ourselves beyond the systems reifying 

dreams.When understood more relationally however, the structures at work which give rise to 

such a system are not difficult to see, particularly when one relates such a system to its 

history.  

 

Our contemporary world system evolved out of industrial capitalism, which itself grew from a 

system of crusade, slavery, and colonialism which provided the surpluses which it needed to 

industrialize, and industrialization made it possible to then further colonize and dominate 

much of the rest of the world. Surpluses fed back upon each other, and the rise of mass 

transportation, from railroads and steam-ships, and long-distance communication, with 



telegraph and telephone, knit this vast Empire together. As industrial production gave rise to 

industrial commodities and social formations which attended these, all of which impacted 

what people did on a daily basis, the Euro-American cultural bloc was thereby able to 

industrialize the production of images as well.  

 

Just as the printing press had industrialized the production of written texts, the advent of 

photography and then cinema industrialized image production, and in a way which made it 

possible to mass produce identical copies of images, static and moving, and disseminate 

these widely across the globe.cclxxiii And as silent reading in the privacy of one's own home 

revolutionized the relation of the selves of the European middle classes to the written word, 

giving rise to an inner monologue at first divine and then that of new literary heroes sculpted 

in their own image, so the Euro-American self learned to hear the call of its ever more 

mediated forms through the new image-technologies to which it soon gave rise. One could 

see photographs of one's body from without as others saw it, objectify and hold such images, 

rather than merely catch fleeting glimpses in mirrors. One could see images of glamorous 

people, fixed on paper by photographic chemicals as if etched in stone, and dream of being 

more like what one saw.  

 

With the rise of cinema, one could see forty foot tall faces for the first time with the new 

image-technology of the close-up, and such faces could be made beautiful with all the 

resources of film production studios.cclxxiv One could attend viewings of such images in vast 

“movie palaces” which produced mass gatherings held rapt attention in ways which had 

previously been the province of religious ceremonies, and in such ways, cinema celebrities 

became the modern saints.cclxxv The images were woven into stories and depicted cinematic 

worlds so convincing, that just as with novels beforehand, the experience of immersion in 



cinematic worlds became common. People could imagine themselves seeing what characters 

in cinema saw, and feel as if they were performing the deeds of those on screen as their 

surrogates of sorts.cclxxvi No wonder Horkeimer and Adorno, who were part of the same 

intellectual networks as both Marcuse and, to a lesser extent, Elias and Lukacs, referred to 

the “cultural industries” as “factories of the soul.”cclxxvii  

 

Extending religious and literary forms of the past, forms of imaginary identification with such 

virtual realities, various “fictions as technologies of the self,” were layered on top of those of 

workplace, home, and school, all of which formed selves in their own ways.cclxxviii One did not 

have to necessarily identify with the images provided, one could counter-identify or partially 

identify in various ways, but the images provided a cultural lexicon of pre-made types and 

positions, and these were no longer fixed to individuals at birth, but rather, raw materials to be 

reworked to form various internal identifications with bits and pieces of images, stories, roles, 

ideals, etc. Advertisers used mass produced images to solicit desires and mold them to those 

for various products and then brands of products which promised life-styles identified with 

those of the celebrities on screen, and as cinematic images wrapped the globe, it gave rise to 

entire networks of image production which altered structures of self-formation over the entire 

globe.  

 

In such contexts television came to be, bringing the massive spectacle of cinema into the 

intimacy of the home, that extension of the self and collective self of families, imprinted on  

objects and build environment, and in such a way, cinema came to speak to us in a potentially 

more private voice. Weaving advertisements for products into and between aspects of 

“shows,” viewers were able to have the television beaming images to them whenever they 

were at home in a state of constant cinematic envelopment. Older forms of imagination and 



identification, such as with heroes of legends or wily saints, were reworked by the new image-

technologies, and celebrities and stars, “dear leaders” and talk-show hosts, Internet 

personalities and reality-television Presidents were the result.  

 

If early human cultures were likely wrapped in images, the rise of linear writing, mass literacy, 

and the printing press managed to eclipse cultural dominance in representations of selves for 

many portions of industrial modernity, with the advent of photography, cinema, and television, 

selves were once again as much formed via images as much as words. Such was the 

saturation of the world by images that Guy Debord famously described the world of this period 

as one of the “society of the spectacle.”cclxxix While the system was still that of industrial 

capitalism, what was sold was not as much products as images, often of brands or entire 

lifestyles, which sold products which “supported” images of these.  

 

One was in this way encouraged to buy a particular article of clothing to look more like a 

celebrity one saw in a movie wearing it, or buy a particular brand of soap because the 

advertisements for that brand were associated with scenes of luxury whose connotation 

became associated with its products. It is within a world dominated by networks of televisual 

image cultures of this sort that those of the Internet emerged. While the images of cinema and 

television were broadcast one way to a largely passive audience, those of the Internet were 

interactive, and while this would seem to have increased the agency of consumers, its forms 

of control were pervasive and subtle, as one could only interact with such images according 

to the programs which gave rise to them, programs which remained out of sight.  

 

The production of images was crucial to how post-war industrial capitalism transformed itself. 

As the United States became fantastically wealthy from its industrial dominance not long after 



the war, it became possible for it to largely satisfy its material needs and wants, and needing 

a way to keep demand high, advertisers used the new technologies of mass media to 

inculcate desires in consumers for luxuries and lifestyles, images and brands. So powerful 

was such a shift, that during the few decades after the World War II, the very engine of the 

global economy shifted. Rather than production determining what options consumers had, the 

entire global economy began to pulse to the rhythms of consumption. Advertisers convinced 

the world's more prosperous classes to spend money on frivilous things they did not need, but 

with such purchasing power that the world's laboring poor would strive to produce such non-

sense for them, no matter the cost to themselves, all for the pittances they were paid.  

 

Economic demand, on a global scale, became determined by image-production, and  image-

production became more valuable in its way than the material production which it came to 

regulate. The world of the virtual realities of images began to drive that of the concrete world 

of things.  All of this was of course modulated by economics, and as image-networks became 

more supple, so economic networkings as well, even as money and images were becoming 

much like mirror inverses of each other in the process.cclxxx Monetary networks shifted form 

coin and specie to paper money and stock, banks shifted from places to store coin to 

speculators on capital investments, and during much of the twentieth century, and culminating 

in the early 1970s, money became truly virtual as any residual ties to the physical meta-

commodity of gold was severed in world currency markets.cclxxxi  

 

At such a point, money became as virtual as the images, and the entire world system became 

one which fully embraced the relatively open use of virtual realities to organize its more 

concrete realities and how they wove with each other. Tradings in options and futures 

flourished in markets as much as they did on screens.cclxxxii And all of this helped pave the 



way for the world which, as the Soviet Union fell under the weight of desire for the consumer 

lifestyles which such image-worlds provided, the way was paved for the emergence of the 

Internet and its interactive image-worlds thereafter.  

 

The images produced by the capitalist system, both before and after the end of the Cold War, 

appeal directly to us as selves, teaching us how to identify and desire, and in this way, we 

learn to play roles within various social systems. But they do so in ways which do not address 

the networks of finance and data which make these possible, giving rise to what Debord 

described as the form of the “generalized disconnection” at work in the society of the 

spectacle of the mid-century, made far more radical today, even if the roots of this can be 

seen in nascent industrial capital as well.cclxxxiii  

 

After all, when a factory worker was made to perform the same repetitive actions on a 

machine for countless hours, all to make parts for other machines according to plans they did 

not need to see to perform such labor, they could hardly be blamed if they did not understand 

how this was part of giving rise to the world, not to mention helping to make a better one, as 

their form of labor did not require this. And yet, the very form of this labor not only produced 

parts for machines, but also laborers who worked in such ways. People were fashioned into 

what, in many ways, were little more than cogs in machines, or as Marx put it in his later 

works, rather than the machines labor for us, we labor for them.  

 

And so it is today, in our more image-based forms. The system works to mystify us as to its 

workings, and encourage us to simply detach and disconnect, tune out and engage in 

escapism of some sort or another, and simply watch and buy. We are kept rapt in a mixed of a 

fascinated stare and continual distraction, caught in a perpetual present focused on a here 



and now which is as atomized as we are, tied to basic and shifting bits of narratives whose 

continual change makes it nearly impossible to produce wider scale senses of context or 

history.  The system depicts the world as irrational to get us to desire escape into games and 

films which nostalgically present a world in which meaning and real change was still possible, 

making it impossible for us to see the very glimmers of possibility of such lurking in the 

glitches of the system itself right before our eyes.cclxxxiv  

 

What makes it difficult to see such openings, however, is that form of the commodity, 

particularly in its newer image-based forms, saturates all it touches. This is a form which, like 

a fractal, reaches across multiple levels of scale, and gets into the pores of things, objectifying 

into rigid atoms and pre-determined channels of financialized flow, making change except that 

which increases profit seem wortheless, erasing any history and potential future beyond the 

horizons of the system, as well as any potentials for modes of interpretation or forms of 

evaluation which could open on to new forms of thinking or doing in the process.  

 

This is what we buy into with each and every move within this system. To buy a commodity, or 

in the sense of today's updating of this, to consume images, is to buy the system along with 

the mere thing one buys, and in the process, a role for yourself within it. And as selves are 

produced by the worlds in which they are formed, so the system produces the forms of self it 

seduces, shaping us in the process. We become objectified as meta-commodities, 

commodified producers and consumers of commodified things, images, and processes in a 

commodified world. Today, consumption drives production, but selves and the roles they play 

within all this are the engines. We are produced to labor and desire, value and interpret, 

watch and buy.cclxxxv Without selves to do this, particularly in the way the system needs, the 

entire system ceases to function.  



 

Life as Meta-Commodities Within the Recognition Machine 

     “... we get that the things that you surround yourself with  
     reflect who you are. Your style. Your drive. Your passions.  
     Venture through a curated collection of astonishing items  
     ...'Cause sometimes things aren't just things. They're  you.” 
         -“Reflections,” television advertisement,  
       Touchofmodern.com, 2019.cclxxxvi 
  

What is described above helps explain the ways in which producing the right type of selves, 

capitalistically atomistic selves, first in more industralized and now more image-based forms, 

is the primary way our contemporary world system reproduces itself. As described by 

Maurizio Lazarrato,  

 The production of subjectivity constitutes the most fundamental of capitalist concerns … In 
 modern-day capitalism, subjectivity is the product of a world wide mass industry. For Guattari, it 
 is even the primary and most important of capitalist effects, since subjectivity conditions and 
 participates in the production of all other commodities. Subjectivity is a 'key commodity” whose 
 “nature” is conceived, developed, and manufactured in the same way as an automobile, 

 electricity, or a washing machine …cclxxxvii 

 

In such a sense, capitalism reproduces itself by reproducing us, and in very particular ways 

which fractalize its ability to turn anything into an object which can be abstractly reworked to 

signify the form of the potential to increase the quantity of profit, for its own sake, with no 

reason or value other than simply that. No wonder Deleuze and Guattari speak of “desiring-

production,” for our very desires are what produce the world by directing our labors. In our 

world, of course, in which desiring subjects are what the system produces as its primary 

commodity, or meta-commodity – a commodity which buys and views – little is more crucial 

than to produce us to desire according to such ways, for in this way, we remake the world and 

our selves on the system's terms, and take this as our deepest wish and dream.   

 



As this entire system arose from the production of the commodity, so today we are produced 

on the model of commodities. And as the system morphed from producing things to images 

which are supported by things, so to today we are formed to identify with images which shape 

the meta-things, the desire-for-images-of-things, which we are formed to become. And if 

capitalism once turned us into meta-commodities, so today we are like meta-images of meta-

commodities, weaves of desires for images which turn us into forms of the same. In such a 

way, our entire form of self is curved, like a planet's gravity curves space time, around the 

form of financial gain.  

 

To say that such a system is capitalist, however, may seem to some an oversimplification, but 

this depends of course on what one takes the world “capitalism” to mean. Karl Marx and 

various Marxist discourses speak of capitalism in various economic senses, in regard to the 

notion of financial capital. But monetary value is merely one form of value in the world, and 

from a more relationally networked perspective, monetary economies only arise within many 

other forms of economy. That is, if an economy is a system of value and valuation, then 

money is only one highly restricted form of this. We value in all sorts of ways, of course, and 

while monetary economies, and the more complex financial economies to which they give 

rise, are particularly intricate forms of this, thinking economically is to look at the world in 

terms of value.  

 

Tthe very term meaning of the term capitalism needs to be rethought then, and many Marxist 

and post-Marxist theorists have worked to expand this notion in various ways which can be 

helpful here. For example, Michel Serres argues the following:  

 What is capital? It is the reservoir above the dam, an iron mine ... a gold mine. An oil well. It is 
 a stock of energy and of primary material … What is capital? A city, a class, a group, a nation. 
 Us ... a treasure, a wad of bills, a bank ... a sign: paper money, checks, credit cards ... an 



 engraved number ... information ... Large enough for a pile, a stockpile, an accumulation ... a 
 well supplied account, but also large enough to be able to designate an individual: every object 
 has its register …  The real ultimate capital is the sun ... only the sun creates and transforms … 

 our inventive works have never done anything but imitate the sun …”cclxxxviii 
 

Such a position is one which does not seek to do away with Marx's approach, as much as 

contextualize it in a wider context, and there is an entire discipline of econophysics which has 

sought in various ways to help situate human forms of valuing in relation to contexts and 

processes from which these likely emerged, and which continue to inform these. While not all 

of these are resonant with a networked approach, some are.  

 

In terms of networks, capitalism is all about centralizing, which is to say, the production of 

networks which centralize value. Just as the word “capital” derives from the Latin word caput 

for head, capitalism is all about domination and hierarchy of what is not the center of a 

network by what is. The simplest forms of cultural centralization tend to be accomplished by 

force. Capitalism in its more developed sense is a system whereby things are centralized in 

more subtle ways. Economic capitalism of the sort developed in Europe and then America is 

system whereby centralizing is done in such a way that those who are most centralized often 

think they are the least, a subtle ploy if there ever was one.  

 

After all, what better way to make someone not fight domination than to convince them that 

they are really free?  And as money quantifies, dividing the world into units of monetary value, 

so we become units of potential purchase, or in our new Internet economies of attention, 

views and likes and such.cclxxxix No matter how dispersed the system may seem, the form of 

capital links it all, at a distance, and just as money is meaningless unless the form of its paper 

or coin is seen as valuable, so the entire world becomes meaningful only in relation to its 



ability to be valued within such circuits, such that all dance in their own way to one 

centralizing beat.  

 

The form of this beat is that of the caput, or head, which is to say, centralization as such, if in 

its newer forms. For this is not centralization in one place, or around one person or group, be 

this a race or nation, as it often had been in the past.ccxc But rather, a sort of second order 

centralization, around a form of doing things, that of increase in quantity of monetary value at 

all cost. The very way in which money represented social value falls out, and the pure form 

and the intensification of its reproduction at all cost becomes what drives the entire system. 

The biological word for such a growth of the form of the same, one which devours all content 

not like it to convert it to its own form, no matter the cost, even to the point of crashing the 

system which supports it, is cancer. We live in an age of the social cancer of a capitalism of 

images and networks. Money is simply the quantitative form which our cancerous over-

centralization takes, and while money is not itself anything more than quantification of various 

forms of social value, taken as an end in itself, it can give rise to feedback effects of 

massively destructive potential.  

 

It is difficult to see the dangers directly, of course, if they are one's lens on the world, one's 

primary medium for experience, even if it is always possible to see the effects. From within 

the system, however, the destructions will always seem as if necessary or unavoidable, 

because to avoid them would require changing many of the very ways in which the system 

understands meaning and value in the first place, and our roles within this. But we see the 

destruction, the violence, and the oppression, even while being told there is no other 

conceivable way.  

 



What keeps the system going, even in its more disavowed forms today, is the implicit promise 

of reward, of recognition and recompense for the individual self. It is no accident, after all, that 

the system arose from that of Euro-American religion. The Christian soul was radically 

disjunct from the “fallen” world of matter and “sinners,” but connected to God. The primary 

distinction was between holy and unholy, and those who heard the call were deemed the 

“chosen ones,” those worthy of reward, at least, if they submitted to the divine and its plans, 

often eschatological in nature, to reward some and punish the rest.  

 

In the past, Kings recognized vassals, vassals recognized knights, knights recognized each 

other, peasants recognized each other, and in theory, God recognized all who recognized 

each other as playing their roles in this social order, as recognized by priests, and while this 

version of this is that of the European version, analogous structures arose in many feudal 

systems around the world. Members of families recognize each other as playing their 

assigned roles, and in this way, everything appears “proper,” and life proceeds. In traditional 

societies, each clan's leader was the center of recognition, while as such groups consolidated 

into kingdoms and empires, such systems became more abstract.  

 

It was in fact the promise of individual recognition which, extracted from the personal 

salvation of Christianity, bolstered by the way the Church used confession to ingrain itself in 

the lives of any and all in a way which made it seem that divinity cared about each and every 

person's peculiar and particular deeds. In such a way, Christianity produced a God who 

recognized each and all as individuals.ccxci The Late Roman Empire attempted to use 

Christianity to weave itself back together, too little and too late, but through the European 

Dark ages, it was the Church which wove Europe together out of feudalism, organized it into 



crusade, and that from which nascent capitalism had to free itself in and through Protestant 

“reformations.” 

 

In such a way, the “invisible hand” of the market replaced that of the divine as the center of 

the system of meanings and values which anchored this world-system. The binary holy-

unholy shifted to that of profitable-unprofitable, and rather than each soul being linked more 

directly to God than others or the world of matter, each self became the center of the world in 

place of this God. Such a self was now the standard of all truth in scientific and philosophical 

inquiry, and the standard of all valuation in morals as much as markets, and even at times 

seen as a citizen with “inalieable” rights, at least, so long as they were not born in the wrong 

part of the world, or had non-European features, or looked different from those who were 

recognized as such.  

 

The need for recognition by a great imagined “they,” a secularized Other which would see 

one's work and provide a reward, even if a work of refining one's tastes and styles of self-

expression, remained. In such a way, God did not vanish. This imaging of the social process 

as a whole, this sort of meta-subject, was transmuted. Just as the soul had been that “little bit” 

of the divine within, so the self became the “little bit” of the “invisible hand” of the market and 

its potential to recognize one's hard labor, and then one's personal expression, was 

internalized within. The self and the position from which it wished to be recognized, the 

imagined “they” which would, if all went right, could bestow riches or fame or perhaps both, so 

long as one continued to chase the rat race around in the present. Even if one knew it was 

not true, the fantasy itself presented its own rewards, even if never those of the promised 

recompense.  

 



In early periods, various forms of Protestantism deemed it moral to work to show that God 

had blessed one, yet immoral to feast on the luxuries provided by such means, leaving one 

little option but to reinvest. Work became its own gospel, and thrift with this, as exemplified, 

as Max Weber aptly notes, in the adages of Benjamin Franklin.ccxcii Those who labored hard 

and enjoyed none of the spoils were deemed more moral, and more deserving of the rewards 

that the market could provide. And as it was the industrial centers of Europe who 

industrialized first, so this gospel of work created a system of desire by those in the colonies 

for the “opportunity” to labor in industrial cities of Europe and America, just as those laboring 

in such cities were taught to desire the rewards to come if they worked hard and smart 

enough, namely, those of the “captains of industry,” the capitalists, which served as model for 

all.  

 

After a while, such a system was able to dispense with the morality of production, and 

switched instead to the desirousness of consumption, and shifted the need to be recognized 

by God for one's industry, to the need to be recognized, like a mini-celebrity, for one's unique 

assortment of tastes and life-style choices, one's particular “style” of being the incredibly 

unique individual one “is,” a hunger which of course only express itself in the image 

commodities and life-styles the system provides. Each of us are told to be different, but why? 

We are never told, even if every film we see seems to teach us to want to be the lovable 

rascal who “doesn't play by the rules” but still restores the social order for the “good guys” in 

the end. Under such a system, as Henry Ford famously said, “you can have any color you 

want so long as it's black,” only today, it's “you can be anyone, so long as the system gets to 

mine the data in regard to who is watching.” But what does “uniquely individual,” so crucial to 

how the system gets us to want to express our selves within it, even mean? More form than 



content, such a notion is the means whereby the system sells us ourselves, and by means of 

this, its own self in and through ours and vice-versa.  

 

Today, this is extended by the general networking of all the supports of all that keeps the 

system selling itself to us as individuals who feel beyond special because the hypercapitalist 

network deity has managed to make it seem that it always speaks directly to us. No wonder 

we are provided with so many films which speak of the protagonist as being “the chosen one” 

simply for being who they are. Each of us is chosen by the screens around us, called to 

“suture” our selves into the identificatory positions of spectatorship provided to us, and in 

ways which shape us to the form of the contents provided. And as celebrities increasingly 

become famous simply for being them, so it is with a consumer culture in which our every 

purchase is invested with implications for how we “self-fashion” our selves for the fans we 

would have if we were to become “reality” celebrities which, like so many online today, were 

discovered seemingly randomly, simply for being “who they are.” The system primes us to 

form our selves as such “stars” in the making.  

 

It is difficult to imagine such in the abstract, of course, and so, dreams of self-actualization 

and a “better standard of living and a style of life” were modeled after that of various 

celebrities, people who may have at first become famous for doing this or that, but after a 

while, were simply famous for being famous. In such way, the market took on the faces of the 

selves we used to form our selves through various processes of mediatic identification. But 

the faces were always there to sell us products, and in the process, sell us a form of the self 

designed to help us allow the system centralize all contents around its own cancerous form, 

reproducing the structure of the same in any content, any sort of self you want, so long as the 

form remains the same. And the faces themselves chase recognition of the “They” as much 



as any others, in the form of adulation of their “fans,” each providing a face of the “They” to 

the others.  

 

In such ways, according to Debord, the spectacle takes a “concentrated” form, and while he 

sees this as manifesting largely in the images of politicians and celebrities during his time, it is 

not difficult to see how this has modulated into new forms today.ccxciii With the Internet, 

everyone can be a celebrity of sorts, for everyone can post their own content. Rather than 

identify merely with celebrities on screen, we are now all celebrities, but we need to seduce 

an audience. And so, we all become promoters of our selves as brands, and it is largely by 

means of how we sculpt our self-imagings that the system recognizes us with likes, views, 

and other forms of networked recognition by the distributed “they,” one which builds on that of 

deities, markets, governments, and other centralizingly distributed structures of recognition 

past. We are encouraged to become both spectatoral “fans” of various online content 

producers, and can in this way function as recognizing spectacle for others, now in reversible, 

if often highly uneven, ways.  

 

The result is nevertheless a shift from selves being merely consumers of reifying images to 

being producers and marketers for our own versions of these. In such ways, we produce the 

spectacle in both its dispersed and concentrated forms, and in ways which can saturate ever 

more aspects of our life-world. Run by everyone and no-one in particular, seemingly 

everywhere and anywhere, we give rise to the systems which keep us constantly in search of 

recognition from a “They” we produce and shatter each and every day. For all that we sell and 

are sold, that core of individuality that we are all made to feel we possess, and that we must 

find and express, that unique value which our choices can impart to anything simply by being 

ours, is nevertheless as identically empty as that of the person next to us.
ccxciv

 What is it other 



than an empty placeholder and center of gravity around which spin a series of atomizing 

images which form the atom of the empty center around which they profitably swirl?  

 

We are in many senses thus empty places within such weavings of images and the 

commodities which support these, be they paper money or branded products or screens, and 

we commodify ourselves by expressing our inner virtual reality cores by means of assembling 

various images within all this which reflect their value into ours and vice-versa. We are made 

into virtual atoms from which emanate views, clicks, and purchases, and whose desires for 

images supported by products which allow us to manifest lifestyles we imagine express our 

cores keep the whole system moving. No longer do our economies fill needs, but the virtual 

reality simulations thereof. We are, in many senses, like vanishing points in these virtual 

realities, in ways which seem far too abstract to even understand. The system is designed to 

keep us chasing fulfillment for the cores which it leads us to perpetually empty, all to keep 

things running faster and faster around an ultimately empty frame.  

 

Everything else can fall away, then, so long as the lovers, the subject and object of capital, 

are allowed to play, devoted before the image of the great “They” which promises wealth and 

fame and images and more, and yet, in the gaps between, in which history and violence fall 

away, so do all the other potentials for worlds which can once again have meaning beyond 

the fleeting rush which vanishes and recharges as lack with each convulsive click, followed by 

the distractedly blank stare waiting to convulse once again. To move beyond this, however, 

means moving beyond the notions of self-hood which have been ingrained in us from earliest 

ages.  

 



A crucial part of this, however, is the dream of the self which this system has sold us, and the 

dreams of where such a notion of the self has situated us in our social realities. But what 

allows all these dreams to anchor as they do is the content which has become the form of all 

others, that media of all the rest we experience. The deepest dream is the dream of a self 

shaped in the form of capital itself. Such a dream is the anchor of the entire system. If one 

controls the grammar of a language, all that one says can only vary so much. But if one can 

shift the grammar, entire new types of things can be said. The atomistic self of capital is part 

of the grammar of our world. It is time we learned to dream some radical new forms of selfing 

instead.  

 

Facing the Atomistic Self as History: From Crusade and Colonialism to Image and 

Identity and Beyond 

 

Selves feel the world through their bodies, and many more complex organisms organize their 

feeling through various organs which sense and do, but also those which process affects and 

present them back to the world, which is to say, faces. Our faces present the outer layer of 

how we self to our selves and those around us, becoming, in a sense, part of the leading 

edge of how our bodies and their modes of feelings tend to reproduce in our world.ccxcv We 

feel and are felt in a social way in and through our faces. Some researchers have even 

argued that our faces play a role in helping us to organize and unify how our bodies feel, at 

times in contrasting ways, about complex situations. By reading our faces then our brains 

learn are able to learn about how our bodies feel in general about something, much as they 

do in regard to reading our bodily posture as a whole, releasing chemicals which make us 

“feel emotions” in regard to this thereby.ccxcvi Faces are thereby likely a crucial part of how the 

thinking in our bodies networks with that of our brains.  



 

To see the face of another is to be open to what they are most open to, and it is through 

opening to the face of another that we can begin to feel with them. That said, a face can 

easily become a mask. We can be forced to “wear” the face of another, and we can “hide” our 

faces behind masks in various ways, including social roles and institutions. If the Euro-

American self is one which has been imposed on the rest of the world, so with its face. There 

is its open face, of course, plainly visible, and yet, this is a mask, one concealing its hidden, 

deeper face. The outer mask, or “over-face,” pretends to a sort of universal openness, while 

the face underneath is anything but. But there is another face, one which hides in plain sight, 

for it is imposed in inverted form on those oppressed by the atomistic self more than others, 

those who are forced to wear in varying degress and ways as part of how they face the world. 

 

This face, the “under-face” of the atomistic self, is not pretty. For it bears the history of the 

violence of how this face came to be, in reverse, and it is scarred, scarred by the violence it 

inflicted upon the world and itself to bring itself into being, and it passes these scars on to all 

the selves produced in its image, distorting in this way the faces of those who are forced to 

face the world in a way which bears in inverse form the psychic weight of the dominant 

groups projected without. Unless we learn to see, understand, and deal with the face of the 

atomistic self and its legacies in our present, it will remain as it is, and in this way, it will haunt 

any attempt to move beyond it, and any attempt to liberate our world and selves in the 

process. For the content of the form of the atomistic face is as much a history of domination of 

the world by European White heterosexual males as those of capital.  

 

There is no history of capitalism, after all, without the history of the horrors of Whiteness and 

the enslavement of kidnapped Africans done in its name, the history of the genocide of the 



indigenous populations of the so-called “New World,” the history of colonial domination, 

subordination, and theft which accompanied this. Like two sides of a sheet of paper, the 

emergence of capitalism and the history of the rascism which was developed to justify its 

greatest violences are inseparable.ccxcvii If the form of the Euro-American self is atomistic, then 

its leading edge, its face, is White, and, in forms not unrelated to this, also male, 

heterosexual, and generally in these many forms, murderous in regard to all who are deemed 

not like it.  

 

It is for this and related reasons that Deleuze and Guattari speak of the face which the 

Europeans brought with the to the “New World” as the “White-Man” face, one they associate 

with the process of self-formation as it came to be under capitalism, what Franz Fanon called 

the condition of being someone with “Black Skin” being forced to wear a “White mask,” that 

which results in the imposition of the “two-ness” of the split psyche of “double-consciousness” 

of being a Black Man in America as described by W.E.B. DuBois, the need for the 

“oppositional gaze” described by bell hooks in regard to how women of color are represented 

on nearly all the mass media's screens.ccxcviii  

 

In their processes of conquest, Europeans brought their religion, recently re-rigidized from 

religious war with Islam during the crusades, into a world they sought to conquer and control 

as they were increasingly doing with their own God and nature by means of social processes 

which were soon to produce so-called “Enlightenment” and industrialization. As Europe and 

later the United States secularized, the identification with God's chosen through Christianity 

faded into that of the “White Man's Burden” of the Protestant Work Ethic, and as that faded, 

into the cultural assurance that they had invented industrial modernity, without taking into 



account the fact that this was not evidence of superiority, but rather, a history of moral 

bankruptcy and horrific brutality.  

 

in these many ways, the “White Man Face” became the standard of which all the faces of 

those atomistic selves produced by capitalism were formed, such that those who had such a 

face were “more equal than others,” and were deemed worthy of inheriting the spoils of such 

a system from those who inherited enough money to rig the system to their ends as well. 

Money makes money in a capitalist system, after all, and as capitalism consolidated through 

the surpluses it derived from crusade, genocide, and outright theft, the face of the atomistic 

self of capital became implicitely more White, male, and heterosexual, not to mention 

secularly Protestant, and in such a way, the gospel of the market was able to replace that of 

European ethnocentrism in its more directly violent forms, and yet still produce a world in its 

own image largely unchanged.  

 

Some of course were and are granted access to the system's spoils to the extent to which 

they play along, to which they don a mask provided by the dominant, one formed in its own 

image in one form or another. Such a mask, atomistic in form but taking its content from the 

White Man Face of the “They” of the secularized capitalist divine, is one which formed the 

foundation on which the contemporary spectacle was built. Women and queer folks are often 

given some degree of access to spoils in this system, at least to the extent to which they do 

not disturb the system of providing unlimited domestic labor producing more laborers for such 

a system if they are women, and if they are queer folks, they do so in ways which are invisible 

to a system which seeks to enclose gender as part of how it reproduces labor in such 

ways.ccxcix  

 



The “White Man Face” has hidden under the guise of money, for as Stuart Hall famously 

argues, “race is the modality through which class is lived” in our world today,ccc and so often, 

the impoverished are people of color, people of color are the impoverished, and this is clearly 

no accident, as the history books clearly show, even though it is often depicted as simply de 

facto, simply what “just happens” to be. But we know this is hardly the case. For while the 

Euro-American form of the self, with its atomized commodity structure “in reverse,” so to 

speak, was one which took its form from industrial capitalism, the images which linked selves 

into capitalist processes, which captured individuals' desires and thereby channeled their 

labors, were those which took up the images provided for it by the cultural traditions of Europe 

and later America, to seduce the more privileged strata of those societies to slot themselves 

into its systems.  

 

Under capitalism, it is the market which rewards and punishes, or so we are told, according to 

the supposed labors and merits of those atomized individuals within this, each with their 

private property and bank accounts. And yet, those who enter this system having inherited 

wealth can rig the system in their favor. Money makes money, and money which is not 

needed to keep oneself barely alive enough to labor can be reinvested in making more 

money. One can buy factories and machines, turn the labor of people into products to sell, 

and raise one's children in places where they will have better education and access to all 

forms of cultural resources, and as such, they will find the world “just seems” to open at their 

feet.  

 

Those who inherit wealth of course tend to so from families, and since the Northern European 

Protestant White heterosexual males were those to benefit from the violences of the past 

which they could then disavow, simply reinvesting the surpluses they received from the past, 



in roads which were paved in the past and cities built in the past, even if they did not need to 

ever think about how this came to be. And in such a way, the violence of the crusades, 

slavery, and colonialism were able to continue their legacies by indirect means through the 

markets.  

 

The atomistic enclosure within and its binary divisions, the uni-dual system of the self in 

dominance in our world today, could have of course taken on on its form by means of the 

content of any particular group in our world. It could have formed its mask from any material, 

but there is always a particular, and the particulars of this group have been forged into the 

exceptions which prove every rule in our world, describing in their way the openly hidden 

manner in which all the systems in our world remain rigged. 

 

For in the world of capitalism, anything goes, money is free to flow, and yet, that money has a 

history, a series of biases, a gender, and a color. In such ways, the atomistic self of industrial 

capitalism came to have a face, a dual one, an over-face of universal access and an under-

face which is split into dominant and marginalized forms, a networked facing of violence, one 

which remains implicit in its uni-dual oppressive way in the more image-based forms of this 

self in the present day.ccci Such accounts are often overlooked by Marxist approaches, 

emphasizing “pure” economics as they do. And so, while Lukács focuses on the economic 

aspects of self formation under capitalism, and even was open to the role nationalism played 

in this. He did not see the ways in which, without crusade, slavery, and colonialism, Europe 

would not have been able to turn mercantilism into capitalism and industrialization in ways 

which outstripped that of the rest of the world.  

 



Many theorists in fact now see modernity in our world as birthed by the first slave ships, the 

first colonies, the first modern capitalist formations in places like the Dutch republic with its 

speculative waves of boom and bust and the Dutch East-India joint-stock corporation, and the 

intellectual abstractions produced from this, including that of the young Descartes who spent 

much of his youth in the Netherlands, along with other such abstractions of modernity 

developed in such a laboratory, which were used to try to enshrine the seeming necessity of 

the worldviews of the dominant powers in the domains of abstract universality and the clothes 

of the seeming Absolute.
cccii

 

 

From Descartes' influential theorizations, many in Europe began to speak in terms of a “Light 

of Reason” which shines through the darkness, as Europe often saw itself as doing to lands 

not yet “Enlightened” by its “culture,” leading up to the narratives of the “civilizing mission” 

which was later immortalized in the racist language of Rudyard Kipling as “the White man's 

burden,” which was how colonialism came to see its own mission from within.
ccciii

 “Us versus 

them” thinking was not incidental to this process, nor the logic of “mine versus yours” and the 

seeming inviolable rights of private ownership, with any violence being allowed so long as it 

was “nothing personal, just business,” even if “just business” was always justified by logics 

which either depended in the past on racist theft to get the money to dominate a given social 

terrain, or which was in the process of doing so in the present. 

 

For there was no notion of Europe, after all, until the start of the Crusades, exemplified in 

moments such as then in which Pope Urban II called all Christians to stop fighting each other 

in order to fight those he saw as the real threat, who he felt had invaded the Christian “Holy 

Land,” giving rise to the First Crusade in the process.
ccciv

 Such was the process, at least in 



part, whereby Europe was unified and called into being, as Crusades unified the peoples who 

fought together into what came to be called Europe. And as people returned from such battles 

with spoils and learning from the Arabic speaking world, Europe was flush with surpluses to 

be invested in various projects, particularly in the vicinity of Genoa and Venice, the cities 

which served as Europe's main ports during much of the Crusades, becoming famously 

wealthy in the process, and flush with knowledge from the Arabic speaking lands, such as the 

trigonomoetry which the Islamic scholars developed from Greek geometry.cccv  

 

Without Islamic navigations skills based in such optical trigonometry, there would have been 

no age of exploration in Europe, and all this gave rise to. Without all the learning, knowledge, 

and texts which the Europeans gained from the Arabic speaking world, the explosion of 

mathetmatics in northern Italy, slowing working its way north with the founding of the 

University of Paris and all the new theorizing which grew from this, Europe would have never 

emerged as it did.cccvi And so, the “Dark Ages” thereby gave way to “Renaissance,” founded 

on an imaged return to Greek learning, even if the Europeans soon erased from their histories 

the inconvenient fact that so much of what made this possible was the incredible 

sophistication of the learning which the Europeans imported from the Arabic speaking and 

then Muslim worlds which spent centuries developing them from Greco-Roman and other 

local sources of inspiration. And the profits made by the crusades, where did all those go? 

Fleeing grabby Italian dukes, excess money flees according the path of least resistance, and 

in fact, much of it ended up in Portugal and then Spain, and was used to fund voyages of 

exploration to try to get around the relative monopoly which the Arabic speaking world had on 

trade with Eastern and Southern Asia.
cccvii

  

 



When this did not happen immediately, Europeans saw opportunities for slavery and 

colonialism, and by means of this, Europe acquired massive surpluses which enabled it to 

industrialize before the rest of the world. Once trade routes were established with East Asia 

around the horn of Africa, the Islamic world's monopoly on connecting Europe and the 

Southern and Eastern Asia collapsed, and with this, a fair degree of its profit and power. As 

China turned inward in the bout of nativism brought about by the rise of the Ming Dynasty, 

and Europe found a way to cut deep into the profits of its nearest rivals, Europe began to 

trade in slaves from sub-Saharan Africa and colonialism to its West, all funded, to a large 

degree, by money which was invested by those who gained these surpluses largely from the 

Crusades. Once slavery and colonialism of two new continents opened for the Europeans, its 

ability to capitalize, develop modern forms of science, banking, technology, and industry, and 

by means of this, dominate the others, was all but assured.  

 

While slavery was an old practice in much of the world, and originally many Europeans were 

sent to “the colonies” overseas from Europe as “indentured servants” and worked in the fields 

along with enslaved people indigenous to these new lands and slaves brought from Africa. 

But as so many indigenous inhabitants of these new lands perished due to diseases to which 

many in the rest of the world were already immune, there were far higher numbers of African 

slaves brought in than indigenous workers.
cccviii

 

And as more workers were needed back home 

to work in the growing factories during the period of European industrialization, fewer 

Europeans were sent to the colonies,
cccix

 

more and more African slaves were enslaved, and 

this was all justified by new notions of “Black” and “White,” which is to say, discourses of race, 

and those of concomitant notions of racial inferiority.  

 



The very first references to people as Black and White, in the modern sense, was in the 

Virginia colonies, in order to distinguish between the indentured European “servants” who 

would eventually “earn” their freedom through labor, and the African slaves which would not 

have this option, with early forms of the discourse of race and supposed inferiority being used 

to justify why this was the case, and in fact, to justify the entire institution of slavery, and 

various forms of colonialism, in the process.
cccx

 Interpretations of Bible verses which would 

make most modern theologians and scholars cringe were used to justify racist justifications 

for slavery, at least, until Darwinism made it possible for various forms of social Darwinian 

pseudo-science to perform such a social function.
cccxi

 

 

 

Slavery and colonialism gave rise to racist ways of seeing people, in which morphological 

traits were invested with social meanings which various groups were forced to bear, the 

inverted form of the violence which White dominant forced on those they marginalized, which 

men forced on the women they dominated, which heterosexuals forced on queer folks, etc. 

With the histories of the production of these erased, such ways of seeing came to seem as 

“simply the way things are,” signifiers whose meanings “go without saying,” conditions so 

obvious as to be part of groundings of an entire culture's way of doing things, and in this way, 

domination perpetuated itself with the weight of seeming normalcy of so-called “reality itself.” 

as the very form of reality itself.  

 

Such structures only continued the logics of crusade which gave rise to them, if in new, 

increasingly “rationalized” forms, even as, on the other side of the world, Europeans were 

producing some rather unique new histories of their own formation, a very particular history, a 

“Western” centric one in which the contributions of Greece and Rome were acknowledge, but 



never the Arabic and later Islamic scholars who advanced their work, often in radical 

ways.
cccxii

 The philosophy produced in Europe during this period needs to be seen in such a 

context, and beyond the way in which Lukács sees this as due to the impact of capitalism. 

Philosophies can be seen as excreted, in a sense, by cultures, in a way which frames the 

world in regard to the biases of the dominant group, abstracted away from particular contexts 

and processes which situate these, in order that these can seem ideal, necessary, normal, or 

otherwise as absolute, universal, and as “going without saying” or otherwise circularly self-

evident.  

 

Nevertheless, Euro-centric ideals which framed themselves as beyond history and material 

particularlity, perhaps in part because these would show that the supposedly dispassionate 

“light of Reason” was in fact the obverse of the systems of capitalist surplus extraction and 

the systems of racist destruction, enslavement, and colonial genocide and exploitation which 

helped make these possible and bring them about. This is not to say of course that slavery 

and violence, nor ethnocentrism in various forms, did not pre-exist the rise of Europe, for 

clearly they did. But these took distinctly new forms in European and later American hands, 

forms which were modern and technical, abstract and idealized, which framed themselves as 

beyond history, matter, cultural particularity, and as Reason itself to help obscure the irrational 

horrors they inflicted on those which made it possible for their culture to complicate as it did, 

and become a standard which it could then impose by means of its new technological powers, 

produced from surpluses extracted by violent theft, on the rest of a world seen as lacking in 

comparison.   

 

The abstractly pure atomistic self, the systems of “enlightened Reason” which accompanied 

this, and the messy violences of the systems of justifications for world conquest are in fact 



two sides of a system of the same. One need only to look at the genocides and colonialisms, 

down to the neo-colonialisms of the interior colonies of immigrants and migrants and exported 

wars and horrific working conditions of the present, all of which Europe and America 

produced, for all their enlightened rhetorics, to see these as obverse sides of the same.  

 

Who then were the selves which were called into being by the documents of “enlightened 

rationalism” of the new “capitalist democracies”? Take for example the Declaration of 

Independence (1776) , a primary documents of Enlightenment philosophy made social 

contract. Did not Thomas Jefferson, author of the “Declaration,” call into being “We, the 

People,” with certain “inalienable rights granted by our Creator,” even if he excluded the 

African slaves which he did not think to mention, and which he imagined he “owned”?
cccxiii

  

 

What of the Déclaration des droits de l'homme et du citoyen (“Declaration of the Rights of 

Man and Citizen,” 1789), on which Jefferson consulted, which, when Haitian slaves revolted 

against France, citing its own document to them, resulted in them nevertheless being 

invaded? Why was the Haitian revolution not seen as a triumph for freedom, even as every 

single capitalist country, banding together in White supremacy in their embrace of slave-labor 

based economies, shunned Haiti, cutting it off economically from the rest of the globe, in an 

attempt to doom its economy, with effects that can be felt to the present day?cccxiv  

 

Had Jefferson, who wrote the American Delcaration and consulted on the French one, 

theorized the claims of enslaved Blacks to the very same rights he proclaimed as inalienable 

and God given, he may have been lead to produce a reply that was contradictory or 

inconsistent, and yet, he chose instead to simply remained silently incomplete, passing over 

such concerns without even a mention. And in such a way, slavery became the original sin of 



United States, the nation which was the child and inheritor of Europe which learned from its 

parents well, taking even further their formations of Empire. And how were the assumedly 

White upper class described in documents of the period? As owners, as owners of inalienable 

properties, such as property rights and rights seen as properties, including the right to own 

property and people counted, horrifically, yet not surprisingly, as “property” as well.   

 

Just as the European Kings were often seen as Leviathans which “represented” the 

people,
cccxv

 so the assumedly White male citizen was made to see themselves as mini-

monarch-to-be of his domain, including a household, “possessing” a “right” to a vote, and 

potentials which were labeled “properties.” And as this mutated, each was supposed to see 

themselves, according to market logics, as a rational agent, an investor, the owner of 

properties such as “inalienable rights,” including those of “owning property,” in the modern 

sense, and eventually, a private citizen of a state. Each was to aspire to be like a mini-

monarch in their domain, at least if one is a White non-sodomite upper-class and standardly 

embodied and gendered male.
cccxvi

 and to see this as a God-given right, then God-given 

capacities for “Reason,” with all the barely secularized baggage of Enlightenment discourse 

which this brought with it.  

 

Some have argued that selves were “decentered” in the early twentieth century during the so-

called “modernist” period, giving rise to literary and visual cultures of fragmentation and 

alientation, radicalized in “post-modernism” after this. But the very idea that selves were ever 

centered in a manner which could be decentered in such a way is itself a myth. The Euro-

American self was always in crisis, always fragmented and trying to center itself, a project of 

unification as tenuous and incomplete when it was articulated in early stages by Rousseau as  



it was when its dreams of coherence began to seem less likely during so-called crises of 

modernism and post-modernism. The atomistic self was always already empty, and while 

some were allowed to imagine their selves as full or potentially fillable, this was only ever in 

regard to the desire which the system worked to install in the hollows it used to install its form 

in each of our bodies along the way.  

 

While various moderns and post-moderns complained of being fragmented, alienated, or 

decentered in various ways, they were in such a manner projecting backwards a nostalgia for 

a fullness which was never there in the first place. What there always was, however, was an 

ability to point to others as being less full than oneself, and this in regard to various markers 

of identification with which dominant groups identified, often doing so as a way of “filling out” 

the feeling of voidness when it began to feel like a burden in various ways. Toni Morrison has 

famously argued that Black slaves were the first moderns, their psyches and world shattered 

by the horrors of being kidnapped and enslaved, in and through methods based in capitalism 

and its varied systems of production and exchange, and in light of this, the alienation and 

fragmentation of moderns and post-moderns seems quaint.cccxvii Hortense Spillers has 

extended this in various ways, arguing that the shattering of Black psyches and worlds, as a 

result of the systematic efforts at destroying all familial ties under slavery, have continuing 

effects which reproduce the legacies of such shattering in the present day, becoming part of 

the very grammar of our present day.  

 

The very structures of capitalism are the inversely abstract forms of these. And as such, to try 

to reform capitalism without racial justice will never be possible, for to this day, those who 

inherit money, “good schools,” social connections, and other implicit benefits tend to be White, 

and by such means, they can continually rig the system to reproduce a perpetual underclass 



of impovershed others to do underpaid work, giving rise to the surpluses whereby money 

makes money, all in a system in which various forms of racism are fundamental to how such a 

system produced itself, and continues to reproduce itself by various means to this day. Try 

outlaw inheritance, for example, and it will largley be White folks who object, and try to fund 

all schools equally well across the world, and it will be the same, showing in such ways the 

extent to which capital, to this day, is simply trying to hide its ties to White supremacy, and 

how attempts to reform capitalism without dealing with racism will never be able to succeed 

on their own.  

 

Those within such a system who were most able to recreate the world in their own images 

were able to often imagine themselves as “full” and not lacking, even when the capitalist 

system formed them to always be empty places within its networks of desire. To feel the 

ability to cover over the void, even temporarilly, such fictions of identity were produced such 

as those of being a citizen, being European, being French or English, American or male, 

Christian or “normal,” and in such ways, unlike those “others” who were seen first as being 

“dengenerate” from such ideals, whether one was an alcoholic, a criminal, a sexual deviant, a 

person with darker skin, a non-Christian, all seen as deviations from the assumed 

standard.cccxviii As capitalism continued to do what it does best, however, it divided and 

distinguished, segemented and internalized, giving rise to atomized identity markers with 

which people were able to identify, at some points forming groups in opposition, at others, 

niche markets, depending on which was more needed to keep the status-quo of maximum 

profit for those with the profit to invest maximally flowing.  

 

When capitalism comes to crisis, it redeploys various traditional hatreds, which it mobilized to 

give rise to the surpluses whereby it formed itself and which it resurrects as needed to 



maintain itself in and through various crises and transformations. When capitalism is in a 

period of relative dominance and stabilization, it tends to find places for various “othered” 

groups within its hierarchies, so as to best exploit them. In some moments of crisis, such a 

system may even provide niches within itself for various “othered” groups, if in ways which are 

often designed to split the moderately exploited from the maximally exploited, so the former 

side with the dominated and majorities are not able to form against it, even if only small 

groups in dominance at the top truly benefit.  

 

Today, as our systems in dominance are more driven by consumption than production, 

capitalism is more than happy to sell us reworked images of the very traditional groupings it 

redeploys at various moments within it, as so many ways to anchor us within its weavings. 

Nations, races, genders, sexual identities, religions, each is commodified as an “identity” 

within the niche-marketing systems which capitalism produces when it needs to weave more 

circuits of consumption in and through us, and as images and lifestyles began to dominate 

ever more of the globe via consumption, so the society of the spectacle learned to sell us our 

own-differeneces in reified form back to us. Even as the system is one which was produced in 

and through exploitation, it is not above selling the categories which made this possible back 

to us to help anchor identity markers within us which it can help use to further divide and 

manipulate us to buy and view yet more of its products.  

 

Sex had a unique role to play within this, however, for sexual pleasure, when divorced from 

reproduction, was abstract enough to be reworked as a generalized eroticism of the 

commodity, and was able to be commodified in ways which were general enough to link our 

bodily drives into the system in ways which made us ever more manipulable. In such way, 

today all the images we see, as Paul Preciado has argued, are a form of porn, and all our 



bodies, in a way, are addicted to the various drugs, particularly that of birth control which 

liberated sex from the limitations which reproduction imposed on us and made it open for 

commodification, which the system sells us to keep us more driven to pornify our world and 

selves in the process.  

 

We live in a world in which there is a generalized eroticism of looking and a generalized 

commodification of the body, with our atomistically yearning selves as the primary products of 

these. Sex has been linked to various other identity markers in various ways over time, 

ncluding those of gender, sexuality, race, class, religion, and others, as part of the ways in 

which various traditional social formations have attempted to fight against full absorption into 

capitalist world systems and their atomistic forms of selfhood, even as the system has sought 

to absorb as many such more traditional formations as possible, converting them to all but 

brands within its structures.  

 

This is not to say that such identity markers do not have their uses, of course, for just as 

capitalism has so often made use of various identificaitons and structures based in these to 

exploit, so various politics of resistance were able to be formed in relation there to these. 

While these can be restricting if taken as ends on their own in various ways, in times of crisis, 

the sort of “strategic essentialism” which Gayatri Spivak argues for, for example, can have 

powerful uses in an effort to help give rise to less destructive worlds. Between more restrictive 

forms of traditional identity politics and post-identitarian forms of resistance which can be so 

empty of content as to have little concretion at all, there are more meta-stable forms of anti-

oppressive politics with which the notions described here have much in common. Thinkers 



such as Gloria Anzaldúa, José Estéban Muñoz, Ernesto Laclau, Paolo Friere, Stuart Hall, and 

Chela Sandoval indicate thinkers in such traditions. 

 

Such concerns can of course not be addressed at greater length here, but it can nevertheless 

be said that in many forms, giving up the atomistic self means giving up its face, the 

implicitely open over-face and the violently scarred under-face, the face scarred by the 

legacies of dominantion in the name of Whiteness, heterosexuality, male domination, religious 

hatred, and related forms of social violence, oppression, and exclusion, a face which is 

projected upon the marginlized of the world in inverted form. To try to de-atomize without 

dealing with the continuing effects of the violent history of the formation of this face is to 

ignore how this violence is hardly incidental nor something of the past, but inextricable from 

how the atomistic self does its work.  

 

If we remain atomistic while trying to give up its face, the atom will simply find anew face. We 

need to move beyond both, to learn to see ourselves more distributingly and openly, and in 

more senses than one. The poor and the impoverished of our world, the racialized and 

migrant, the queer and the women of color, the undocumented and those born in 

impoverished countries, these are the faces of those who can teach the world to see itself 

more distributingly, and it is to these, not as one, but beyond atomistic unity, as multiple, as 

opening beyond the atom and its singular face, that we need to listen if we are to become a 

better world which can learn, perhaps for the first time in its history, to not simply perpetuate 

maximum sustainable exploitation, violence, enclosure, paranoia, and now paranoid cancer.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three: Unraveling and Reworking Contemporary Self-Formations from Within 

 

The atomistic self is the cap-stone of Euro-American project of dominance, a reclacitrant knot 

which makes it possible for it to anchor so many of its structures, for it is the form which 

makes so many of its contents possible, inflecting, like the shape of a screen, the contours of 

any image which is projected on it. Nevertheless, if examined closely, on its own terms, from 

within the terrain of its own discourses of self-formation, it becomes possible to find various 

threads which, if pulled, can begin to unravel the entire proverbial sweater.  

 

In such a way it becomes possible to reweave the form of the self in which we largely find so 

much of us made to self our selves to day, to produce from within a mutation, not towards 



new forms of closing and capture, but rather, emergently networking opening, giving rise to 

something more supple, more slippery, something which can open on to new ways of thinking 

of the self in relation to nearly anything and everything and more. All that is needed to see 

how porous the traditional model of the self has become today is to examine it in terms of 

some of the very discourses which have been developed to describe it, and see how they are 

shifting in radical ways which could be made to open on to those of networking.  

 

Introjection, Or Psychologies of Self-Formation from Outside In 

 

How do we form selves? Psychologists often speak of a process of “introjection,” and while 

there are limits to such an approach, one which in many ways presumes that which it seeks to 

examine, such an approach makes it possible to at least start a process of discussing such 

notions, even if many of the assumptions at play will need to be reworked along the 

way.
cccxix

 From such a psychological perspective, as infants, we experience aspects of our 

world around us, abstract off what seems common to many of these, and internalize aspects 

of these, building our sense of what it means to be a center of a world as we are from that 

which seems most common in our dealings with the world. While much in our world changes, 

our experience of our bodies from within are the most common of our experiences, as they 

are the very means of our experiencing, and likely serve as the primary means whereby 

infants first form a sense that they are selves within worlds of experiencing, including that of 

others which are selves in ways similar to them. 

 

Such a process seems to largely occur from outside in. As infants come to realize that others 

have bodies like theirs, and these seem to localize an ability to experience and choose 

various actions, by means of internal processes hidden from immediate view, which is to say, 



thinking and feeling, so infants likely come to see aspects of themselves through these 

understandings of others. Just as others have bodies, so the infant comes to realize it does 

as well, even if it finds itself, unlike others, feeling this body from within, with its “inner” 

thoughts and feelings being those which arise from the body, the medium of experience and 

action which relate it to a wider world, which comprises what it comes to see as experience 

without.
cccxx

 

 

Infants are thereby able to distinguish a zone of relative mineness of the here and now related 

to the body which remains relatively constant within their world of experiencing, and a world 

beyond this which changes. Seeing this from the perspective of others, the infant realizes that 

as it moves its body in particular ways, it is able to in fact move its entire body around within a 

world which contains its body, along with that of others. Others have thoughts and feelings, 

like the infant does, which arise privately within their body, and which others can only grasp if 

they are somehow represented or shared. So the infant starts to understand that the feelings 

which arise from within its body, including those of images and feelings “within one's head,” so 

to speak, are similarly private, existing only within and not manifesting without unless they are 

somehow extended by actions of limbs or mouth, in gesture or speech, etc. 

 

Most developmental psychologies tell something of this sort of narrative, building upon the 

observation first made by Sigmund Freud that “the ego is first and foremost a bodily 

ego.”
cccxxi

 Freud argued that infants introject an image of their bodies in memory, and they use 

this to imagine themselves as if from without, as a body like any other. This is the nucleus 

from which the ego forms. The ego, for Freud, (literally, the “I” in Latin), is nevertheless not 

merely an image, but also a structure, one which is built around this nucleus. The ego is an 



image which becomes a locus of stories and narratives, descriptions of social roles and 

places within various social networkings, but it is also the sense of self which people have in 

regard to their conscious actions and inner speech, or at least, that is how Freud described 

this.  

 

Freud also imagined that there are other aspects of the self, more encompassing than our 

conscious ego, and these are the Id and Superego (the “It” in Latin, and the “Super-I”), the 

locus of our drives in the case of the former, and the images and functions of our introjections 

of society and its norms, which often serve to curb our drives, in the latter. In his first works on 

this subject, Freud was a bit ambiguous about the extent to which such structures are images 

or functions, and the extent to which they were conscious or unconscious, leading some later 

thinkers to argue that there are unconscious aspects to ego, id, and superego.
cccxxii

 

 

More contemporary developmental narratives tend to evidence similarities to such stories, if 

with a variety of modifications. Most seem to agree, due to various experiments on infants,  

they lack a sense of self as distinct from that of the rest of the world, at least for the first 1-2 

years of life. Infants seem to cry when others cry around them in earliest infancy, something 

which stops as they develop.
cccxxiii

 Many experiments indicate that between 1-2 years of age, 

children develop some form of “object-constancy” as they perform actions which are taken by 

experimenters to indicate that they realize, for example, that toy trains do not vanish when 

they disappear into tunnels, but can come out of the other side, or that experimenters do not 

vanish or become someone else when they put on a mask.
cccxxiv

 As children realize this, they 

tend to experience great joy at “getting” how a game like “peek-a-boo” works. 

 



Once children realize that external objects do not vanish into the void when they are obscured 

or out of sight, so it likely is with their sense of themselves as an inner object. For it does 

seem that an understanding of the constancy of outer objects emerges around the same time 

that infants seem to understand images in mirrors as indicating not merely the presence of 

another baby, but rather, as a reflection of themselves.
cccxxv

 What is more, it is in the same 

period of infancy in which there is a development of object-constancy that infants ability to 

coordinate their bodies grows in leaps and bounds. Various studies in artificial intelligence 

have shown that a body image is a powerful tool whereby mobile robots (or “mobots”) are 

able to better coordinate their actions and learn new ones.
cccxxvi

 

 

Psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan influentially argues that infants pass through what he calls a 

“mirror stage” in which, supported by various care-takers, they come to unify their sense of 

self around an internalized image of the body. While Lacan's account is one framed in regard 

to gender dynamics related to childrearing in the patriarchal nuclear family of the Euro-

American world of his contexts, it is nevertheless possible to rework aspects of his account to 

help more directly address the more general concerns at stake here. In such a reworked 

sense, Lacan famously describes a scene of a caretaker holding a child in front of a mirror, 

and saying something like “that's you!,” a moment of realization which Lacan describes as 

that of “the mirror stage.” While such a staging is likely an idealization of a process which may 

slowly consolidate and occur over time, the basic dynamic has been massively influential.  

 

Continuing in this reworked Lacanian sense, the infant's motor incapacity may not yet feel 

organized, the maps in its brain of its body still forming, and yet, by observing the bodies of 

other babies, reflections in mirrors, and perhaps noticing structural similarities between their 



body and that of others, the infant can come to a moment of realization that they “have” a 

body, this body is “like” that of others, that it “represents” them to others in the world, that their 

world of experience can be divided into the most stable experiences, those which arise from 

within the body, and those which change more rapidly which arise without, that this means 

that the stable experiences are “one's own” and arise from “within” the body, and that such a 

divide is one which pertains to all such bodies.  

 

The child in the process identifies with an external image of the body as its mask and ideal 

core, continually trying to become closer to the idealized image of the body as seen from 

without. Feeling lacking in relation to this imagistic ideal, the child seeks to approximate the 

coordination and control it sees in other bodies, and may even imagine is possessed by its 

own body when seen from without, for example, in mirrors. The social ratification by the 

culture, represented by caretakers, makes it such that the child takes their body as their 

representative, both to others, and to their self-in-the-making, and in this way, the image of 

the body become the center of gravity around which the ego forms.  

 

Lacan describes this as the “alienation” of the infantile subject-in-the-making in the image of 

its own body, for the image both feels in some ways more and yet also paradoxically less full 

than it, and the interplay leads to an oscillation between fascinated pull to be more like the 

ideal and graspable consolidating inner image of the body as if seen by others from without, 

and the vivid dynamicness of the lived present. Such a present nevertheless makes 

increasing use of this image to help navigate its world, even as it may feel less full, knowable, 

ideal, or complete than it in various ways, though all of this nevertheless occurs at this early 

stage at the level of pre-linguistic affect.  

 



At around this age, children tend to also begin to learn language, including their own names, 

along with that of the crucial word “No!,” a word which can apply to everything and nothing, 

and requires the development of enough strength of working memory that the child can hold 

one idea in mind while negating it as well, to potentially concentrate on the first in relation to 

another. This is around the same age as children tend to learn about deferring gratification for 

later satisfaction, perhaps in regard to a parential prohibition in regard to a promised future 

reward. The child thereby learns to exchange immediate satisfaction, via a negation of this in 

a state of temporary frustration, for a hoped for image of later satisfaction.  

 

“No!” is in many ways the companion of the “I,” the word which stands for anyone and no-one, 

regardless of one's name, and as the child learns to substitute immediate satisfaction for 

deferred gratifcation by means of negation, so it learns to mimic various social roles and 

customs, words and phrases, and in the process, the child begins to understand there is a 

larger world beyond that of its early care environment, one to which it can gain access if it 

exchanges the security of infancy for the increased power and automomy which calls to it 

from the wider world.  

 

In this way, the infant learns to negate its immediate sense of itself as the “me” of its name, 

and take up the more social “I,” a term whose referrent shifts from speaker to speaker, a self-

designator which can be taken up by anyone, and in such a way, take up a place not only in 

the shared grammar of social images, but that of language as well. “I” functions as a meta-

sign, a stand-in for not only a thing or meaning, but the locus of meanings, the addressee and 

speaker of language and the social processes of substitution, exchange, and representation 

of the self in such ways. The child learns to identify with types of people in their various social 

categories and roles, to mimic various professions and occupations, and to associate their 



image of themselves with various words for identities, roles, and develop basic narratives in 

the process.  

 

The “I” of language and the image of the body thereby weave together the dynamically 

embodied self with the circuits of the wider world. The image of the body, and the “I” of 

language, of course, layer on top of each other, the latter building on the former, the former 

solidifying the latter, as inner images serve the role of representing the meanings of words to 

the developing subject, even as the relation of the various levels in play is always a slippery 

and complex one to say the least, one in which interplays of anticipated fullness and lacking 

presence tend to push and pull the subject in regard to various images, roles, narratives, 

performances, and ideals in the process.  

 

In such a way, language and images of the body as if seen by others form webs of sociality 

which collaborate with the self-in-the-making to pull itself into the world in and through the 

anchor of how its body represents itself for others in the world, and how this can serve to 

anchor an image of the body around which to consolidate and ego, and affix a location to the 

ability to speak the word “I,” and engage in circuits of deferment, substitution, and exchange 

in regard to various social games, along with their performances, roles, identifications, 

narratives, beliefs, and practices in the process.  

 

All of this seems to nevertheless have many varieties in regard to culture. Bernard Stiegler, 

for example, argues that the world of utensils, furniture, dwelling places, toys, and other 

aspects of our lived environment “mirror” us as much as images in the mirror. They make the 

world “call” to us in particular ways which, if encountered at early ages, provide us with a 

scaffolding for finding niches for interaction with the world around us. Abstracting what is 



common to all these, what is least variant, and anchoring these to an internalized image of 

our bodies, seems to offer huge potential variations for types of self-formation, particularly in 

regard to local variations of imagistic, linguistic, gestural, and material cultures. Nevertheless, 

particularly when described in the reworked form articulated above for purposes of this 

inquiry, such an account seems able to describe much of self-formation as it could likely be 

understood, in such terms, as they would likely be used to make sense of a wide variety of 

traditional as well as modern structures of self formation.  

 

That said, it is worth noting that many critics have argued that language in the abstract is the 

mere cutting edge of complex dynamics of interwoven attention, affective gesturing, prosodic 

intonation, and a world of meaningful things and practices, all of which provide a wide 

networking of meaningful support, or “semantic context,” which make it possible for our 

linguistic systems to link up with the world in ways which find traction in the world as much as 

our selves, and to such an extent that their pull on us to to self our selves as we do in and 

through them seems all but irresistible.  

 

How much of this is biological, how much easily varies with cultural peculiarities, and how 

much our biology is, has, and can be influenced by such traits, is difficult to say. Many 

theorists now seem to think that the selves likely evolved, for the species but also again with 

individuals, in order to help us coordinate our bodies as wholes rather than merely in part, 

plan actions in the future in relation to those in the past, learn through this, and even plan 

multi-stage actions.
cccxxvii

 To be able to think of one's body as if from without has many uses, 

even if it reduces the complex processes of unifying incoming experiences with various forms 

of meta-experiencing which transform this into actions which impact the world without, into the 

form of a graspable image, based on that of the body, as a form of inner self-feeling. It is likely 



that whatever sense we have of a self-image or ego-image which represents our self-process 

to our self likely arises in such a form, if in one manner or another.  

 

The distinction between the image we may have of our self and the self as more complex 

process which extends beyond this is also one which has many forms in various 

psychologies, even if such a distinction is quite common.
cccxxviii

 

Many have also argued that the 

attempt to turn the complex process of self-ing into something like the mere image of the self 

as ego-image, and the various forms of this, is one of the great causes of misery in 

individuals, and suffering when those individuals are powerful or are able to gain power 

through such means, and then become able to project their reduced sense of self on to a 

world which it seeks to remake in its own limiting image.cccxxix  

 

Cultures vary in how they raise infants, of course, even if such early stages of development 

seem to largely be shaped by experiences of the body and its relations to the world, such as 

learning how to decode depth and distance cues, distinguish objects and people, and other 

such relatively basic aspects of the lifeworld, followed by the acquisition of social roles and 

linguistic learning in turn. Still, all of this is likely saturated with social forms of meaning from 

the earliest stages, as various forms of infant care are often deeply modulated by the 

conceptions of the adults at play, impacting how they hold infants, how they tend to their 

needs, and in this way, often likely communicating interpretations and evaluations in all sorts 

of pre-verbal ways, not to mention verbally as such skills develop.
cccxxx

 

 

Beyond the relative immediacy of families, however, are all the other often overlapping roles 

we are made to play in the various social games in our world, many of which inflect how our 



early experiences shape us through both family and increasingly representations in the 

media. Such roles are many: a member of clan or people, a follower of a deity, a subject of a 

local ruler, a speaker of a language, a member of a trade or profession, and more recently in 

many parts of the world, a citizen, a property owner, a laborer, a member of a nuclear family, 

an opinion holder, an investor, and more recently yet still, a social media profile, an avatar, a 

username and password holder.
cccxxxi

 

 

Adults tend to forget that they are navigating such panoplies of social roles, becoming so 

adept at this process that all but its most difficult aspects are automatized. For infants and 

children who are new to all of this, however, they absorb it all like sponges, trying to find 

places within these, linking up with various images, scripts, habits, modes of dress or 

behavior, partially reworking these along the way, but often with limited degrees of agency 

within structures which, at least at the start, far exceed their attempts at negotiation and 

influence. As infants individuate in one form or another within these, they weave of so many 

influences together, including those of faces, bodies, images, words, affects, tools, gestures, 

toys, furniture, comportments, buildings, roles, styles, screens, rewards, tasks, and so much 

more. Each tries to mirror infants from without to get them to mirror them back from within, 

pulling them into dialogues on their own terms, to draw infants from relatively unformed into 

more molded states in the process
cccxxxii

 

 

All of this happens in such a way that our earliest self-images and habits, roles and scripts, 

narratives and projects, seem to arise before, or at least alongside, our emergence as selves, 

selfing us on the one hand, and worlding themselves alongside this on the other. We are 

called into the world by so many voices, not merely of people, but of the fork which calls out to 



be used, the screens which call out to be watched, the clothes which call out to be worn, each 

molding the self of the child to accept these as aspects of its expectations of what it means to 

inhabit the extended selves of their worlds.  

 

In such a sense, according to Brian Rotman, our systems of meaningful signs, or “semiotic 

systems,” provide us a variety of ways to take up positions as “subjects” within them, and in 

ways which impact how we come to understand our selves in and beyond such systems in 

the process. For Rotman, “subjects .... are semiotic capacities, public, culturally constituted, 

historically identifiable forms of utterance and reception which codes make available to 

individuals. .... the one-who-counts, the one-who-sees,  .... the one-who-buys-and-sells ...." 

cccxxxiii It would not be much of a stretch, of course, to extend this to “one-who-shows-they-are-

'cultured'-by-eating-with-a-fork,” or “one-who-votes,” or “one-who-wears-such-a-style-of-

clothes,” or “one-who-prays-in-such-a-way,” or “one-who-speaks-English,” or “one-who-plays-

guitar-with-such-a-cool-swagger,” or “one-who-follows-the-rules,” or “one-who-identifies-with-

such-a-character's-perspective-in-such-a-film,” or “one-who-has-a-fascinating-collection-of-

favorite-films-posted-on-their-social-media-profile,” etc.  

 

We thereby take up positions playing roles in various systems around us, roles provided for 

just such a purpose, and each time we “self” our selves thereby, this impacts how we come to 

see our potentials for such selfing in the future, particularly in regard to how successful or 

rewarded we understand such performances to have been. In this way, our sense of our 

capacities for selfing complexify in regard to our evoluations of such multiple, varied, yet often 

repeated performances, with our images of selfing emerging from a sort of abstract and ideal 

distillation of such processes.  

 



There are of course likely massive variations within this, even if contemporary global capitalist 

formations are doing their best to homogenize these in forms most profitable to it to whatever 

extent possible. Nevertheless, powerful differences still remain. Where there are extended 

families, people are more likely to introject a sense of self based on interdependencies and 

fuzzy boundaries, while in a more nuclearized family, we are likely to model our sense of self 

on such a nuclearization as well, even as our models of family likely model themselves upon 

and reinforce various other social and political structures. 

 

The atomistic self is in many senses a formation of the Euro-American model of the nuclear 

family. Each gave rise to the other, and reinforces it, along with the social forces which gave 

rise to these in turn, many of which are relatively unique to the part of the world which 

industrialized and capitalized before the others, namely, the Euro-American bloc. Thus, 

according to anthropologist Clifford Geertz, “[the] Western conception of the person as a 

bounded, unique, more or less integrated motivational and cognitive universe ... organized 

into a distinctive whole and set contrastively both against other such wholes and against a 

social and natural background is, as incorrigible as this may seem to us, a rather peculiar idea 

within the context of the world's cultures.”cccxxxiv It is important thus to neither reduce the 

manner in which such a self is a recent production of one locality on the globe in relation to 

many others, nor overlook its increasingly global reach, any more than the uneasy relations 

which continue between this system-in-dominace and many alternative and local variations 

which exist often along-side it in various ways.  

 

In parts of the world in which extended families are more dominant, the Euro-American 

atomistic form is mostly layered on top of this by various internalizations from media and 

various social institutions, if only to the extent to which they impact how people do things and 



understand themselves. In more atomizing social formations, such as those in Europe and 

America, there is a tendency for individuals to see all their abilities and flaws, potentials and 

abilities, as deriving from themselves, rather than the contexts which formed them, and any 

obligations which this may incur. Decisions are made without how they might impact others, 

and people tend to see their fate as completely free, in their own hands, not limited by forces 

beyond their making or control, all dependencies as constraints, all connections which limit as 

baggage, and freedom as abstract and pure rather than situated by conditions which make it 

possible while shaping it in various ways.   

 

Rather than see one's role as playing a function in a larger social organism, each according to 

a type in which one's role is determined largely collectively, each is seen as fully moldable by 

oneself by one's own choice, with no limitations or obligations beyond this. Such thinking is of 

course suited to a capitalist system which values labor which is ever more flexible, able to 

function in one job one moment and another the next.cccxxxv Such a way of thinking is quite 

different from that which pertains in many more traditional social formations around the world. 

In many more traditional contexts, the self is often seen in relation to a social type, and one's 

personal aspects are seen as less crucial than this.  

 

Introjection Expanded Sociologically 

 

Extending such an approach, Sociologist Anthony Giddens argues that our modern world 

today, that of capitalism and industralization, is largely one which is “post-traditional,” in which 

whatever tradition dominated one's region for centuries, various “abstract systems” of 

“symbols” and “experts” serve as “disembedding mechanisms” which, to varying degrees, 

extract one or even one's entire culture from whatever traditions dominated them for centuries 



or even millennia.cccxxxvi In such more traditional systems, in many forms around the world, it 

is often the case that one's type indicates a social role, one which is seen as an 

interdependent organism composed of webs of intertwining relations, and to try to circulate 

within this, shifting roles along the way, is often seen as radically disruptive, and so, the role is 

made to take precedence over the individual and its autonomy, as well as particular 

characteristics which would individualize it from this role, reproducing in this way a social 

formations in which change is slow and gradual, rather than following the radical cycles of 

revolutionary change which capitalist formations produce as they reinvest surpluses into 

expansion and technologically inspired growth.  

 

There are of course many variations on such themes, but such social formations can be found 

in various ways, and as much in pre-modern India as much as Europe, less so in China, with 

its history of standardizing bureaucratic civil service exams which moderated this to some 

extent.cccxxxvii It is however only when compared to the radical differences produced by Euro-

American social formations that such contexts seem to have such traits in common, for 

without the standard of comparison with Euro-American capitalist formations, these systems 

are more different than the same. What they share, however, is a form which differs from that 

of more capitalist formations in rather particular ways, indicating that it is the capitalist system 

of self-formation which is the outlier.  

 

It is in the capitalist system that individualism is valued beyond all else, and families are 

nuclearized in ways which are designed to promote this, and produce flexible laborers which 

support this, influencing self-formation thereby. None of this is to say that capitalism and 

concomitant industrialization needed to evolve in Europe before other parts of the world, nor 

that it would have evolved necessarily the same way, though there are likely some structures 



that would have been similar had it first arrived elsewhere in the world before the European 

bloc. As Jared Diamond argues, there was every reason to think that it would have been the 

Islamic world or the Chinese world which would have industrialized first around the first 

millennia.cccxxxviii  

 

In fact, If one looks at the cultural products of social formations beyond those which gave rise 

to the Euro-American bloc at various points in their histories, there are descriptions of selves 

with a great deal in common with those at work in the European bloc at analogous forms of 

social, urban, and technical complexity, and any of these could have formed the ground from 

which a self of a non-European alternate modernity could have formed. For example, the 

interiority and reflexivity of a poet such as Rumi or a philosopher such as Ibn' Sina (with his 

“flying man” argument”, or the pluralism of a thinker such as Ibn 'Arabi, can be seen as 

examples of this in the Islamic context. Such Islamic thinkers were inspired by many of the 

same sources as those which were crucial for those in what became Europe. Beyond this, 

however, there are the debates on self-knowledge and cultivation at work within Song 

Dynasty Neo-Confucians such as Cheng Yi, Zhu Xi, and Wang Yangming; or debates on 

reflexive awareness and the self between Buddhists such as Shantarakshita and Kamasila 

and and Brahmanic theorists such as Vatsyayana and Uddyotakara.cccxxxix  

 

Had Europe not complexified first via capitalism, industrialization, and the various means 

which made these possible, there is no reason to think that any of these would have taken the 

place of figures such as Descartes or Kant in describing the dominant self-formations in the 

world today. Had such traditions or even the European one modernized less violently, it is 

quite likely this book would be telling quite a different story indeed. This text argues for what 



could in many ways be understood as a return to a more relational conception of the self, one 

which sees the self as embedded in networks of contexts rather than as a discrete atom.  

 

That said, this text does not put forward a notion of the self which is tied to social types and 

roles which determine one's fate, nor does it advocate a submersion of particularizing traits 

and histories within these. Rather, it sees the atomistic self and the nuclear family which helps 

give rise to this as an extreme, the product of a form of capitalist industrialism which is equally 

extreme, having formed selves and families in its own image. There is more at stake here, of 

course, than the relative immediacy of families and the early care environments they provide. 

Capitalist industrialism, along with its media prostheses, impact more than merely the form of 

families, after all. 

 

While in the past families and villages may have provided most of the earlier pulls in people's 

lives, today children are raised by screens as much as families, and small children swim in 

the grammars of mobile computers as much as those of language. No one has to teach 

children how to read the visual cuts and pastes of continuity editing in cinema or television, 

and they increasingly seem as if preternaturally aware of how to navigate windows and icons 

or avatars on touchscreens. Children swim in electronic and computational technologies in 

ways previously unimaginable, all of which impacts the structure of the brain which grows and 

develops in such a process. Neuroscientists refer to the plasticity of the brain as the manner 

in which it “soft-sculpts” in regard to its environment, literally sculpting its “software” in a 

process not unlike that of the molding of clay. To cite a phrase which neuroscientists are apt to 

mention as a truism of their field, “the brain is what it eats.”
cccxl

  

 



In such a sense, we are abstract refractive mirrors of the worlds which give rise to us as 

relative openings within them. What then are the places we find prepared in waiting for 

ourselves, places which call to us to take up positions in various social games?
cccxli

 

There are 

words, images, roles, stories, modes of arguing, protesting, teaching, learning, buying, selling, 

dressing, walking, rituals, performances, games, celebrations, meals, and so much more. We 

are mimesis machines, we copy what we see around us before there we are even able to 

realize that there is a self doing the copying. Only by such means, after all, was evolution able 

to keep early hominids alive, namely, by making sure that the young, like many animals, learn 

as much as possible as quickly as possible from their environments, including caretakers. A 

self is simply not needed for the earliest of tasks involved here, and in fact, it may even be an 

impediment to some of the cognitive tasks needed for acquiring the rudiments of 

language.cccxlii 

 

And so, we seem to enter our world in a manner which is always already self-ed, which is to 

say, in which we feel as if we always have had a self, even if we cannot remember its 

formation. Others around us who are older can, and various documentary evidence attests to 

this, be we always encounter our selves after the fact. Whatever sense of self we have, we 

have most likely learned it from the various practices in our environment whereby others and 

various media have self-ed us for our selves. Today this is all shifting in far more networked 

ways. If we want to have any say in any of this, of how selves are formed, maintained, 

transformed, and reproduced in the present and future, we need to understand what is going 

on, in terms which can speak to the changes at work today, and in ways which are able to 

impact the structure of our times on their own terms.  

 



In many senses, the term “introjection” may in fact over-simplify. D.W. Winnicott  argued early 

in the history of developmental psychology that, “There is no such thing as a baby … if you 

set out to describe a baby, you will end up describing a baby and someone … a baby cannot 

exist alone, but is essentially part of a relationship.”
cccxliii

 Today of course it likely makes sense 

to argue that, rather than a nuclearized “mother-child” pairing, there are instead many forms 

of “early care environment” from which infants emerge in varying ways into understanding 

themselves as selves. Many aspects of that care environment may come to symbolize it for 

the emerging infant self in various ways.  

 

In this sense, it is likely that there is something too individualized and voluntarist about the 

ways in which previous developmental narratives have described the ways in which 

developing infants “introject” images of the body, around which it begins to develop its sense 

of self, and to which it appends various roles, scripts, identities, narratives, etc. Perhaps it is 

more nuanced to say that the infant is individuated within a social weaving, and various 

images, including that of its body, along with scripts, and other such social materials, are 

internalized, resulting in the formation of the infant into one which takes up a social role which 

speaks of itself as “having” a self, one which tends to manifest in various typically 

characteristic ways, if with all sorts of local and historical variations.  

 

Such a shift in the mode of speaking works to displace the emphasis on the individual agency 

of the infant, and tries to keep the focus on the interaction between the infant, early care 

environment, and this environments larger contexts. This is not to argue that the infant is not 

an agent in all of this, or at least, that its body and brain is not. From the start, the brain is a 

sponge, abstracting patterns from all incoming sense data, and extracting meta-patterns from 

the relations between these in relation to sensory inputs connected to the musculature of the 



body which can help it map its body positions, changes within this, and begin to understand 

its capacity for action. Patterns within sense data and those within the position of the body 

quickly become linked to cycles of pain and pleasure, tension and release, woven into cycles 

provided by the early care environment. Rhythms solidify, and concepts of relative regularities 

within this make it possible to abstract sensations and types of these, body postures and 

movements and types of these, eventually times and places, and eventually even agents, 

each with their own outer bodies and inner feelings.  

 

The introjection of an image of the body, the most crucial experiential invariant within this, 

seems the primary means whereby the web of the infant in relation to its early care-

environment separate that which occurs “within” this from that which is “without it,” those 

sensations which are mine, and hence private, and those which are able to be shared, as part 

of the world, with others, each of which have private worlds as well. The extent to which 

infants understand first that others have inner worlds before themselves, or vice-versa, seems 

less important than that this happens, and perhaps it happens slightly differently in different 

cases. Likewise with the issue of whether or not the constancy of of outer objects precedes 

that of the object which is the infant's body.  

 

While the infant likely contributes little in a volitionally deliberate manner to this process, at 

least to start, by the end, it seems to have taken up such a place within this weaving, in and 

through its sense of its self as an agent in the world, able to make choices. This is not to say 

that choices may not emanate from the unconscious parts of an infant, however, as 

experimental evidence described later indicates. But the decisions do emanate from the 

infant, and as most people feel as if these are produced by consciousness, and it seems 

consciousness can definitely impact these, there seems little reason to quibble with such a 



perspective all that much, as functionally, it is often “as if” consciousness is the one deciding, 

and such a perspective certainly makes sense in regard to the ways in which agents are, at 

least in most circumstances and within certain socially prescribed limits, deemed responsible 

by society for their bodily actions either way.  

 

It would be a mistake to think self-formation comes to a halt after the acquisition of language, 

of course, or that the introjection of language is the last word in self-formation. The advent of 

the printing press was crucial to changing the way we form selves, creating entire cultures of 

silent internal reading, and the capacity to hear and interpret religious texts in one's own 

internal voice, or identify with characters in novels which became readily available to wide 

publics. But today we live in an age which, as some have argued, is returning to many of the 

models of the Middle Ages in being a “second visuality.” Texts still exist, of course, but the 

screens all around us have promulgated a culture of images in ways which influence self-

formation, particularly after childhood, in ways which have a wide variety of influences which 

likely impact our affective identifications far more than those we may want to admit, to 

ourselves or others, in language.  

 

The visual images of the present are, however, radically different from those of the past. As 

Walter Benjamin famously argued, they are mechanically produced and reproduced, having 

no originals but infinite potential copies, produced not by artisans but technicians and their 

machines, and as Villem Fullser has argued, such “techno-images” could not be produced 

without complex scientific theories, formulas, and often computing codes which keep the 

image technologies operating, functioning as a sort of invisible grammar beneath the surface 

which determines what contours the images can take. As film theorists such as Laura Mulvey 

have argued, the images of cinema and beyond captivate us by calling out to us to identify 



with them, and in regard to narrative cinema, to identify with the perspective of protagonists, 

encouraging us to take on aspects of their ways of doing things to further the image narrative, 

or ways of looking and desiring, or even various traits of theirs.cccxliv  

 

When immersed in the image worlds produced by such technologies, we become suggestible, 

regressing to various degrees to affectively image based thinking which tap into our deeper 

hopes and fears, making us  to be molded by social forces in order to get the escapist 

pleasures such fantasies promise. Our deeper strata of self-formation can become molded by 

such means in ways which conflict with our more explicit self-understandings and ways of 

thinking, making us easy to manipulate by advertisers and politicians whose appeal to affect 

and image can bypass our defenses, and access those aspects of our selves which we tend 

to disavow in waking life, but which pull at us deeply, reigniting aspects of our selves we may 

wish away, but which remained nurtured by the impulse fixation machines of our media 

systems. If we are to be able to impact how selves are formed today, we need to be able to 

intervene within how we are selfed by our media systems, and in ways which lead to various 

disavowals which make us easy to control, often despite our otherwise explicitly stated 

desires.  

 

For we are not in any way static, even if we may often think of ourselves imagistically, and we 

clearly know this. Despite the image-based echoes of the “objectified self of Descartes,” as 

Anthony Giddens notes, we continually update our obejctifying images of our selves, in a 

reflexive process which gives rise to a self as “trajectory”. Building on accounts provided by 

Winnicott and other psychoanalysts, and expanding to some degree on his claims, Giddens 

describes a “vectorial” self as emerging in the network of the early care environment, looking 



for invariances and stabilities with which to sync its portals of sensory, nutritive, excretory, and 

affective flows and exchanges.cccxlv  

 

Negotiating connections and absences, regularities emerge, patterns are produced, practices 

are transferred from caretakers to infant, and in the process, a nexus of habits, along with 

habitual ways of doing, feeling, interpreting, valuing, and even thinking are inculcated. The 

result is a set of stabilizing “performances” whose dynamic equilibrium gives rise to feeling of 

a “protective cocoon” or seeming “normalcy” and “taken-for-grantedness” which the infant 

uses to filter out those aspects of the world which threaten it, all in the effort to “keep a 

particular narrative going [emphasis Giddens]”.cccxlvi   

 

Elias argues that in “increasingly urbanized” life, people “increasingly leave behind the close, 

local, protective groups,” moving beyond the “[t]he traditional … ethos of attachment to the old 

survival unit of family or clan … ” is disrupted by a “detachment of the individual from the 

traditional groupings,” such that “... [t]hey have less need to adapt their behavior, goals, and 

ideals to the life of such groups or identify themselves automatically with them,” leading them 

to be confronted with an “increasing number of choices.”cccxlvii Giddens continues this, saying 

that in our post-traditional modernity, “the question, 'How shall I live?' has to be answered in 

day to day decisions … [leading to the process of the] temporal unfolding of self-identity.”cccxlviii   

 

From a traditional perspective, the group decides the habits, roles, and images which each 

individual is to internalize as pertaining to it, and it is often seen as a threat to the collective 

individual's integrity when any person decides to determine these for themselves without 

leaving, often physically, the local group. But in post-traditional social formations, the “survival 

unit” is no longer the group, but the individual organism. Just as the ability to plan multi-stage 



actions likely required the ability to imagine the self as if from without in order to plan actions 

in series which the self could do, so counter-factual images of potential self-hood as if from 

without are required in order to do this in a social sense.  

 

No wonder, as the Euro-American bloc of the world, as it industrialized and capitalized, 

needed a notion of the self as image. Without being able to grasp the self as if from without, 

how could individuals be able to plan their lives, lives which were increasingly demanding that 

people choose nearly everything about their lives, from their educational pathways, careers, 

lifestyles, modes of dress, and most crucially today, consumption and viewing patterns? Such 

a subject must be able to control its emotions and channel them, sit still and work at often 

tedious jobs which require specialized training in often highly technical fields, deferring 

gratification in ever more wide and abstract nets. All of this makes it possible for us to plot a 

pathway through a world by means of habits which surround the self in a manner which 

Giddens describes as like a “cocoon” of normalcy, or “basic trust,” one which we obtain from 

early care environments, and as we are shifted from these to schools and later careers, such 

trust shifts in turn to society and its institutions as a whole.cccxlix  

 

In this sense, we use the continually updated images we have of our selves to help us rework 

the narratives of our selves which orient ourselves in our world. In this way, we slowly come to 

shift our networked habits of selfing which, for Giddens, are not unconscious as much as 

“non-conscious,” for while they could become conscious, we tend not to reflect on them 

unless something dirsupts our sense of the normal, the protective concoons we continually 

weave around ourselves by means of how we continually check with those around us for 

signs that things are able to be taken for granted, that we should continue to reflexively 

update our life-paths, but that things are otherwise largely following the status-quo, following a 



path largely charted by the institutions which are excreted by our collective actions in such a 

way, sedimented into relatively stable social formations, and these give rise to the sets of 

habits whereby we are selfed in such a way as to largely take care of our selves in such 

ways.  

 

Today, however, things are changing. If selves are supposed to continually update themselves 

through series of mini-crises, today this very form seems to be hitting a crisis. For today, it is 

precisely the institutions of selfing, along with so many others today, which are today coming 

unmoored, largely due to the rise of new networked formations. While there is every reason to 

think they are an intensification of those which gave rise to the atomistic self, they seem to 

have also hit a tipping point which is now recasting nearly anything and everything which is 

atomistic or binary, including such a form of the self, with radical potential implications.  

 

Selves and the Neuroscience of Embodiment 

 

While there remains even today a large variety of forms of child-rearing, and likely a large 

many more throughout history, the human brain seems to have completed most of its more 

dramatic forms of biological evolution, including those likely spurred and reinforced by the 

development of stone tools, not to mention language, and likely the production of visual 

images and even written language, long before the start of recorded history. What seems 

likely common to the formation of children as selves since our brains took their modern 

human forms in nevertheless some manner in which children anchor their sense of selves in 

regard to their roles in their communities and world by means of internalizaing an image of 

their bodies as if seen from without.  

 



Such an image of the body seems to generally form the nucleus around which to develop a 

sense of an ego-self, and from there, develop the capacity for spoken language and the 

performance of social roles in ways which build upon this. The biological brains of humans 

which have evolved to seemingly make use of such an image in one form or another were 

themselves likely formed in and through the evolution of social processes, as the evolution fo 

these were potentiated by that of our biological brains in turn. It is worth examining how 

understandings of the role the brain plays in our sense of self can develop the account 

described in preceding sections.  

 

To start, neuroscientist Antonio Damasio has described how the brain-stem, a feature humans 

share with most mammals, includes basic forms of recursive mapping that are so linked to the 

body that it is all but impossible to say whether it is quite brain, body, or both, but rather, a sort 

of recursive looping in “resonant fusion.”cccl For Damasio, no matter how much complexity the 

cognitive mappings of our pre-frontal cortexes, unless they pulse in sync with aspects of our 

brain-stem nuclei which provide the core “feeling of self,” that of which we are thinking and 

consciously aware is unlikely to feel like “ours.” Unless our thoughts feel linked somehow to 

our feeling for our embodiment, no matter how global or general, it is unlikely that we will feel 

like we have a stake in any of it.cccli   

 

This is not to say that this is all there is to the feeling we have of a self. After all, such a 

feeling, at the level of the brain-stem itself, is clearly wordless, and likely feels like little more 

than a vague sense of being localized in the bodies in which we are. All the more complex 

experiences seem to take place in the more intricate parts of our brains above, and while they 

may need to include the brain-stem nuclei to feel like “ours,” all the vivid sensations we 

experience due to the workings of our brain arise in the maps above, in the cortex. While the 



brain's more basic nuclei present evolutionary hardwirings which link us to most of our 

mammalian ancestors and cousins, it is the cortex, and precisely the prefrontal cortex, which 

distinguishes humans. Most neuro-scientists believe today that it is bands of gamma waves 

neural firing patterns at around the 40Hz range indicates conscious awareness in the 

brain.ccclii  

 

What seems most likely in regard to this and a variety of other data is the notion that when 

neurons or nerve cells, essentially, pulsing living wires, fire off impulses in a relatively random 

way, there is the neural equivalent of static on a screen. But when various neural groupings 

fire in sync, they give rise to coherent patterns from within the brains wiring systems.cccliii 

These systems are largely maps and maps of maps, likely sorting for contiguity and frequency 

of inputs, reinforcing whatever patterns within them lead to success by means of a neural 

process known as long-term potentiation, or back-propagation.cccliv  

 

Sensory cortexes map in coming sensory data from whatever sense organ sends them 

inputs, motor cortexes map the body its various states in two way connections which can 

activate muscle groups or map their state, and various association cortexes weave various 

ways in which these can be linked in regard to maps and meta-maps, patterns and meta-

patterns derived from these.ccclv When a population of nerve cells begins to pulse in sync, it 

will generally try to link up with others, and as the brain's various parts are always trying to 

guess and predict what the others will do next, there is a continual guessing game whereby 

the brain is always mapping its maps in a dynamic manner.ccclvi According to neuroscientist 

Rodolfo Llinas, “Prediction … is the very core of brain function.”ccclvii That is, the brain plays a 

game of “memory-prediction” whereby it “largely talks to itself,” modulated by external stimuli 

rather than determined by them.ccclviii  



 

When sensory patterns and motor patterns are linked by associative links, there is a tentative 

plan for action which links the anticipated sensations which the brain thinks will arrive as the 

body moves. Such a linking is referred to as a schema, a temporary pattern of activation, one 

which can arise from sensory data, a position of the body, or an idea in the association 

cortexes which triggers potential movement in a more top-down manner.ccclix Such schema 

are abstracted from the more comprehensive mappings of the neural weavings, maps of 

colors and shapes, tones and harmonies, bodily positions and ensembles of movements, and 

various meta-patterns abstraction from these and their compositions, up to and including 

complex multi-sensory imagings of episodes of the body in movement in the past while seeing 

something particular, etc.  

 

Within this, the most global pattern of sync at any given time seems to be that of the dynamic 

core of consciousness.ccclx Various smaller populations attempt to link up with this main core, 

and various bits of the core disperse, resulting in the shifting flow of our consciousness. We 

know that much of our brain's work occurs unconsciously, in that, for example, we know that 

we do not need to pay attention to keeping our heart beating or our food digesting, and seem 

unable to impact this even if we try, even as our limbs remain largely under conscious control. 

I can imagine lifting my hand, and then a moment later, do this.  

 

Much of the brain's workings seem to be unconscious in such a manner. Various experiments 

have shown that our brain pre-processes much of our visual experience before we “see” it, 

and in fact, each of us has a blind-spot in our field of vision which is “filled in” unconsciously 

by our brains.ccclxi We do not see the blind spot, only the “filling in” which our brains have 



provided us, unconsciously, with such deftness that we do not realize that some of what 

seems genuine experience is in fact a highly adaptive selective hallucination.ccclxii  

 

This should not lead us to think, however, that it is always necessary to imagine doing 

something before doing it, because experiments have revealed that what is more likely is that 

various schema of potential actions are competing for our brain to stop actively inhibiting them 

with a “veto mechanism” of sorts, and only when this occurs to one action, and not others, do 

we become conscious of this as the action in question is executed.ccclxiii We can change our 

minds of course, but the command to lift the veto seems to arise first unconsciously, and only 

later enters into awareness as the movement begins.  

 

Nevertheless, there seems every reason to think that our basic sense of self arises from the 

brain's maps of the body and its potential states, something which is quite necessary for 

action controlling the body in motion. Neuroscientist Rodolfo Llinas argues that is likely 

neurons evolved as a way to manage motion in complex organisms, proposing a motor origin 

for nervous systems.ccclxiv Nevertheless, many incredibly simple single-celled organisms, such 

as the amoeba or paramecium, react when poked, managing to sense the stimulus and react 

to this. They do this without brains, nerve cells, or even observable sensory organs. What 

they do have is various networks of inner connections which weave them into a coherent 

whole, orchestrated by the dynamic genetic networking of the nucleus. Chemical 

messengers, coordinated by the nucleus, cycle through the cell, in a bath of ionically charged 

cytoplasmic fluid, given shape by a cytoskeleton of microtubules. Despite lacking a nervous 

system, even single-celled organisms can often react to their environments in dynamic 

ways.ccclxv  

 



Brains nevertheless seem to have evolved largely to manage the increasingly complex task of 

intertwining the distinct organs produced by sensory and motor tissue groups in multicellular 

organisms. While some organisms developed simple connects between these, more complex 

formations arise in global nerve nets, such as seen in the hydra. Simple animals may have 

collections of ganglia, small proto-brains, but in metazoans, this is organized into a single 

brain. One can do a lot with a more distributed architecture of ganglionic weavings, however, 

as the brain of octopi testify. In metazoans, unified brains form around specific single-function 

nuclei in relation to a more general purpose mapping area. This area, the cortex, is that which 

has gotten progressively larger as evolution developed.  

 

When I think of myself, I am likely to bring to mind an image of my body as if seen from 

without, coupled with a sense of me-ness within my world, one which centers my feeling of 

being at the center of all the sensations arising from how my outer world impacts the sensory 

organs of my body in ways mapped by my brain, as well as my readiness for various 

responses via action by means of how my motor cortexes are already exploring various 

potentials for action as associational cortexes are linking up recognized aspects of my 

sensory world with relevant motor patterns.  

 

Neural fingers of inner self-feeling, so to speak, extend from my sensory cortex to my motor 

regions, and in reverse as well, as various mapping of my body's current state try to link up 

with various aspects of incoming sensory data, prompting my brains conscious and 

unconscious networks to attend selectively to certain aspects of my sensorium more than 

others. Neural fingers from my sensory cortexes weave together in various sections of the 

brain which seek to produce inter-modal sync between sound and vision, taste and smell, 

movement and feelings of my viscera, and all these produce associations which also seek to 



find potential sync with other parts of my brain, as each tries to predict what will happen in 

any and all.ccclxvi Abstract fingers reach down to meet the incoming sensory data in a top-down 

manner, just as incoming sensory data prunes down the guesses produced from above in a 

bottom up manner.  

 

By means of the brain's matching algorithms, the so-called cortical columns, and their vital 

fourth level, it becomes possible to sync up top-down abstraction and bottom-up sensation, 

and percept is formed, one which can flow upwards in the neural hierarchy.ccclxvii Maps of 

gross features on the lower levels, maps of composite and supra-composite on the higher 

levels, the sensory cortexes parse data in multi-leveled weavings, exemplified by the most 

complex such sensory mappings in the brain, the massive visual cortexes. Whenever there is 

not a match, whether a prediction arises top down or bottom up, sideways or associationally, 

an error signal is produced, new predictions solicited, neural resources diverted.ccclxviii  

 

This can be seen the mostly clearly in a shift in attention when turning the head and seeing 

something unexpected, leading to an automatic shift in the movement of the head to inspect 

this and gain more information. Simpler forms of this happen on a neural level all the time, 

and often beneath the threshold of awareness. Only when a pattern of sync is able to sync up 

with the dynamic core by means of the thalamus and brain stem, areas of the brain which are 

in contact with nearly all others, does the pattern become conscious. It is likely that animals 

experience consciousness in a quite similar manner.  

 

There of course seems to be no simple way to know whether or not animals experience 

anything similar to what I do, nor other people for that matter. But animal behavior 

experiments reveal that most animals are unable to plan multi-stage actions, or to build tools 



in multiple stages. Many researchers believe that the human capacity for self-consciousness 

likely evolved in relation to the attempt to plan multi-stage actions. For example, if I am 

hungry, I may decide to cook dinner. But this only works if I am able to keep in working 

memory the goal of being satisfied from cooking a meal last time, along with the intermediate 

stages along the way.  

 

While the intermediate stages may be chunked into longer sequences and sub-sequences, 

both the state of the eventual longer term goal and the next step in a multi-stage plan need to 

be held in working memory by the prefrontal cortex in  manner which is in contrast to that of 

incoming sensation. The negating function of the prefrontal cortex seems to be the genesis 

not only of working memory, that which “frees us from the tyranny of the living in a perpetual 

present,” but it also that which seems likely for the eventual learning of language, in that it is 

only by negating the relation of a word to a thing that the brain is able to overcome the mere 

matching of words to objects, and understand the more systematic relations of language as a 

structure.ccclxix  

 

When the body is imagined in various states which are not those of the current position of the 

body, such as required in multi-stage actions, then the maps of the body produced in the 

muscle cortex have become truly multi-function. This is not to deny the fact that 

consciousness does not necessarily micro-manage complex ensembles of movement (ie: 

walking) which become automatized. In this way, there is only the need to decide to walk 

across the room, initiated unconsciously yet with the possibility for conscious veto a few 

microseconds after, for it to begin happening. The brain keeps the details largely out of sight, 

even if these had to originally be learned slowly and with all the brain's capacities. Once 

learned, however, they can then be filed away as automatic habits out of immediate 



awareness in the cognitive unconscious of the brain, likely in ways which draw strongly on the 

serial organization of many of the neural circuits of the cerebellum, in order to free up the 

cognitive resources of the more precious parallel distributed sorts in the cortexes. When you 

don't need to micromanage walking, after all, you can focus instead on where you are going, 

or daydreaming, or whatever else.ccclxx  

 

When the brain is able to imagine the body in various other states than that in which it is 

currently, in memory or planning, it can then likely begin to think about the relation of this to 

other bodies. Researchers are unsure if the famed mirror neurons, present in humans and 

chimpanzees, which light up both when performing an action as well as while seeing it 

performed, evolved before or after multi-stage actions. Either way, they are clearly activated 

when we either plan a multi-stage action, and when we see such an action done by another.  

 

Once the image of our body is separated out from needing to be the state of our body as it is 

currently situated, we are able to remember and imagine our bodies in other states, and from 

here, the brain is able to do what it does best, namely, abstract patterns and map them, most 

likely by similarity and difference of features with larger zones in a map indicating greater 

frequency, a so-called Kohonen-style “self-assorting feature map,” in a multi-level architecture 

linked by matching style algorithms not all that unlike those present in cortical columns, as 

seen in Google's facial recognition software.ccclxxi Such a mapping architecture is a likely 

candidate for the more general architecture of the maps in the cortex, in one form or another 

at least, and it does seem likely that with enough intermodular finessing between maps and 

meta-maps, that over time, more and more of the rudiments of human style cognition will be 

able to be produced by means of such artificial neural networks.ccclxxii 

 



There seems every reason to think that the rudiments of our conscious experience of 

ourselves as an inner “image” of sorts arises from our attempt to imagine our own body from 

without, and abstract the patterns of what our body has in common over time. Such a notion 

makes sense if we keep in mind that an “image, following Damasio, should only be 

understood as what it “feels like” when a particular network of neurons fires in sync in a brain 

such as “ours” as an aspect of a dynamic core of awareness. Such an image would include 

not only how it feels to be us at the level of our brain-stem, as interpreted by means of the 

more complex conceptual mappings of our cortexes, but also by linking together memories 

and fantasies of our bodies in various positions, as felt from within, seen to whatever extent 

we can, extrapolations based on our memories and fantasies of the bodies of others similar to 

our own, glimpses in mirrors and reflections, etc. The image of the body abstracted from time 

and place would not only be a hazy composite. It would also, by means of its links to the 

brain-stem nuclei, feel grounded in this body as it experiencingly feels this world, from within 

the body which it it is mapping as it is also a part of this.   

 

If, as Freud hypothesized, that the body is the nucleus of the ego, then clearly the body-

image, from its deep unconscious, wordless roots to its more fleshed out abstract conceptual 

imaginings, is the core around which something like auto-biographical memory forms. As 

neuroscience researcher Merlin Donald argues, we learn how to have a self with others, by 

means of shared networks of attentional interregulation, such as dominate early care-

environments of infants. Our sense of our bodies is social to the extreme, and we are 

individuated within a social nexus of which we are only ever aspects.ccclxxiii Even the words we 

use only make sense within the weavings of shared attention whereby we learn to name 

things, which aspects of things words match up with, affective affirmation that our linguistic 

utterances match with various physical and social expectations, and all the non-linguistic 



scaffolding without which we would never be able to acquire language as we know it, not to 

mention a self as we know it.  

 

For Donald, the idea of a language developed by one person, of a single person “I,” makes no 

sense, and in this, he has much in common with philosophers of language, such as Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, who have come to such a conclusion in their own ways. Wittgenstein, for 

example, famously argues that language only makes sense in regard to a presumed other to 

whom it is addressed. Likewise, for Donald, a language developed by a single person makes 

as little sense as the development of a notion of “me” without a body, or of a self without other 

selves, for whom the image of the body seen “as if” from without could function as a social 

representative.ccclxxiv For the sense of “me” which consolidates in regard to the body-image 

and the ego-image which forms around this requires thinking through the body and 

imaginging it, at least in part, as if from without. And to do so requires thinking of the body as 

others likely see it, namely, as a representative of a feeling agency within. 

 

This is not to say that one aspect or another of this precedes the others, for likely, each 

emerged in bits and pieces, boot-strapping the development of aspects of the others, in “an 

intricate network of mutual nudges” which are likely best understood as an emergence in all 

the many complex senses of such a term.ccclxxv This is also not to say that the linguistic “I” is 

necessarily the same as the imagistic and embodied “me” which seems to be concept at the 

top of our cortical hierarchy, anchoring various narratives, associations, scripts, roles, and 

social networkings, nor that it is completely distinct. But there is every reason to think that 

once we learn language, that it shifts the very structures of our brains, and that this happens 

for each of us individually as well as it did when language first evolved.  

 



Reworking Selves Through History: Or Beyond Descartes' “Thinking Thing” 

 

To imagine the self only in terms of body-image, however, is to miss conscious awareness, 

that which would seem to grasp this image of self and identify with it in some way. Many 

thinkers throughout history have of course attempted to understand the self in regard to 

consciousness, in and beyond any notion of a mere image of the body. Descartes famously 

attempted to describe the self in such a way, arguing that only when he could grasp his inner 

feeling of his awareness as a clear and distinct idea, that he was really a self, and this only 

occurred when you grasped himself thinking. The Latin term cogito “I think,” expresses this 

notion, and his famed “cogito, ergo sum,” or “I think, therefore I exist,” sums up much of his 

attitude. Descartes argues that while he can doubt much about the world, he cannot doubt 

that he is thinking while doing it, because doubt is a form of thinking. Therefore, by doubting, 

he proves that he is thinking, and such thinking proves that his doubts must be false, which is 

to say, that he must exist.  

 

There are many issues with such an account, as many have argued through the ages. But 

this is one of the fundamental accounts at the origin of the atomistic self, the one which in 

many senses founds the tradition of thinking of the self in its more modern, atomistic mode. 

Much of this was based on Descartes mechanistic approach to science. As Jerrold Seigel 

argues, Descartes's approach to the self was originally far more traditional than this, which is 

to say, it saw the relation of mind and body in a far more classical way, in a manner not all that 

dissimilar to that of Augustine with his synthesis of Stoic, Neo-Platonic, Aristotelian, and early 

Christian notions regarding the soul.  

 



It was in fact the conviction of Gallileo Gallilei for heresy by the Catholic Church which paved 

the way for Descartes' famed ruminations on the self.ccclxxvi Before Gallileo's conviction, 

Descartes was working on a massive and sprawling attempt to describe everything in the 

cosmos by means of his mathematical physics, a project he called The World, which was 

published only after his death, and is far less frequently read than most of the works for which 

he is famous and which he published during his lifetime. Descartes' system of The World was, 

like that of Galileo's, a heliocentric system, and after Descartes saw how this lead to Galileo's 

conviction for heresy, he knew he could not publish this system during his lifetime. He also 

knew that he had not published much, and felt the need to make a name for himself in print 

that could equal the minor reputation he had developed as a person to watch in the 

intellectual circles of his day.  

 

The result, according to Siegel, was that he began to publish shorter works which he felt 

could get by the censorship of the Catholic authorities.ccclxxvii Since his approach to the 

question of the self was safer, and in fact, could be made to depend completely on God, it 

was a much less risky bet than publishing his heliocentric physics. And so, Descartes revived 

many of the tropes which  Augustine famously framed in his Confessions. Descartes' 

approach is hardly as novel as it has often been taken to be, taking many of its cues from 

Augustine's approach, bolstered by the ontological argument for the existence of God from 

Anselm of Canterbury.ccclxxviii What is different, however, is that Descartes combines this all 

with mechanistic physics, and the result is the production of a sharp dualism between matter 

and mind was has been taken by many to be the primary feature of the Euro-American sense 

of self ever since.  

 



If mind is radically disjunct from the body and in fact all matter, after all, then that which is 

really my self is an island of pure mind floating in a sea of matter. How it is connected to the 

outside world of sensation or movement in and through the body is unclear, and the much 

stronger connection is that between the nucleus of pure mind described by Descartes as his 

cogito, and the supra-mind of sorts which is that of God. This is, of course, precisely the goal, 

namely, to show that the link between mind and body is necessarily mediated by the relation 

to God.  

 

Descartes argues that, sitting in his room by himself, he finds can doubt nearly everything, 

and as the senses can lie, such as in dreams, hallucination, fever, or even under the influence 

of an evil spirit, that the evidence of the senses should not be trusted. This is a time honored 

approach to the evidence of the senses, one which can be found in Neo-Platonically 

influenced Islamic philosophy as much as in Indic philosophy in regard to the famed example 

of a datura hallucination, namely, the experience of seeing trailing “hairs in front of the eye” 

when the eyeball is pressed upon.ccclxxix Descartes brackets, therefore, all the evidence of his 

senses, and asks himself that which he seems unable to doubt. He cannot doubt that a 

triangle has three sides, as this seems self-evident as soon as one understand precisely what 

is meant by the notion of a triangle. One can understand the parts and the whole, but also 

grasp this as a whole, the intuition of triangle-ness as such, and the feeling of indubitability he 

gets at such a moment is evidence of what he calls a “clear and distinct” inner intuition.  

 

Descartes searches for such a way to know the outside world beyond him in such a way, but 

he is frustrated. What if the entire world beyond him is a hallucination, put in front of him by an  

evil spirit. Wracked with doubt, he comes to a realization, namely, that this very doubting is a 

form of thinking. He knows that his self is doing something by the feeling that it is doing it, and 



doubting is a form of thinking. Even as he doubts his self's own existence, the very process of 

doubting is proving that this is in impossible. Doubting is thinking, thinking is proof that he 

exists, for nothing occurs except as done by a doer. The only one that could be doing such 

thinking must be himself, and as such, whenever he thinks, he exists.  

 

Damasio is quick to point out in this regard that Descartes's doubt is not a form of thinking 

alone. Rather, it is a form of thinking linked to the emotional feeling state of doubt. There is an 

inner insecurity, that nagging feeling in pit of the stomach that something is not right, followed 

by all sorts of hypotheses which could potentially account for this. Neurologically speaking, 

our brain is literally consulting our gut in such cases, as “gut instinct” is more than merely a 

figure of speech, for an emotion of this sort is one which, according to contemporary 

neuroscientists, loops through the body to produce a sort of feedback whereby what the brain 

is thinking impacts the body, the response of the body is detected by the brain's image maps, 

various chemicals related to emotional feeling are released in the limbic system in the brain 

and the bloodstream, and the feedback reaction continues.  

 

Even without such help from neuroscience, it is fascinating to note, as Damasio does, that 

Descartes conflates doubt with thinking. There is no question that thinking is involved in 

doubting, but doubting does seem to arise from the strange feeling in the pit of the stomach 

which rises, bottom up, as much as from any cognitive worry which may trigger it in top-down 

fashion. While one might imagine that Descartes would of course have objected to this, but in 

some of the lesser known works of Descartes, including his last published text, The Passions 

of the Soul (1749), published nearly a decade after his more famed Meditations (1641) and 

Discourse on Method (1937), in which he advanced his theory of the cogito, Descartes argues 

in fact for a close linkage between the âme (often translated from French as either “soul” or 



“mind”) and body, as cited by Siegel: “There is no subject that acts more immediately upon 

our soul than the body to which is is joined.”ccclxxx  

 

The problem, of course, is that if the only way Descartes can prove that he exists, in his 

earlier works, published in Church friendly Latin, is by saying “I think,” including in its variant 

form “I doubt,” then what links body and mind? In Discourse and Meditations, Descartes 

argues that the things of which one can be absolutely certain are only those of the clear and 

distinct ideas presented to the mind as pure intuitions, such as that a triangle has three sides, 

and that the self exists when it thinks because even doubting is thinking. The goal here is to 

be able to extend the deductive method of geometric proof, as exemplified by Euclid's method 

in geometry, along with its appearance of absolute certainty, to the realm of knowledge 

beyond this. Descartes goal is to be able to prove, with the absolute certainty of the fact that 

there are three sides to a triangle, that the self, its clear and distinct intuitions, and the 

deductions from these, can be a foundation for all knowledge.  

 

And yet, as Descartes feels that only the certainty of the sort attained in the proofs of 

geometry are of much worth, he then reduces the self to such a notion in his quest for 

certainty. But then he is in a difficult of another sort, for if the self is merely present in the 

mind, merely certain when it intuits its own thinking as proof of its own being, then how can it 

be certain of anything which is not of this sort, namely, a material aspect of the world? 

Obviously, this is a problem, if one of his own making. For when he thinks, the moment of 

cogito, Descartes famously divides the world into res cogitans, or “that which thinks” and res 

extensa, “that which is extended,” meaning here extended in the three dimensions of space.  

 



The irony of sorts, however, is that just as Descartes tries to show that the self is not material, 

he ends up reducing it, in a sense, to a sort of thing. This depends of course, on how one 

understand the term res which he used in Latin. The term res in Latin can be translated in 

English as either “thing” or “substance,” with the peculiarity that “thinking substance” and “a 

thinking substance” can both be viable translations of res cogitans, as much as that of 

“thinking thing.” So perhaps, in this sense, Descartes' thinking thing was not as thing-like as it 

might seem. But this was hardly the case after him.  

 

For ambiguity about the “thing-like” nature of such a self vanished, however, in regard to 

thinkers influenced by Descartes, as can be seen, for example, in the work of John Locke: 

 Self is that conscious thinking thing … a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and 
 reflection and can  consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing in different times and 
 places, which it does only by that  consciousness which is inseparable from thinking … by 
 this everyone is to himself, that which he calls self [emphasis in the original].ccclxxxi  
 

Locke shifts from thinking to consciousness, and makes other ammendations, but for all the 

differences between him and Descartes, he is a mind-body dualist just the same. Via the 

English language, Locke massively influenced the British and then American ways of thinking 

which were the ground from which capitalism grew more than any other.  

 

Beyond this, Immanuel Kant, in his efforts to place Descartes' project on firm footing, was 

responding to the extension of Locke's legacy in David Hume, with Kant's influence being 

nearly as powerful as that of Descartes or Locke. For Kant, the self was not merely a thinking 

thing, but ideal and pure, the obverse of the “thing-in-itself.” Kant may have shifted many of 

Descartes' dualisms, as did Locke and Hume, but he sought to reinstate them in ever more 

powerful ways, largely secularizing Descartes more implicit dependences on assurances from 

an otherworldly divine, all in his attempt to provide a secure foundation of “science.”   



 

In the thingifying world of proto-industrial capitalism, such thinking must have seemed all but 

self-evident, and as capitalism's powers of objectifying reification increased as it perfected the 

commodity form, describing selves as thinking things became all but commonplace. What 

could seem more obvious? To take but one example of a contemporary thinker influenced by 

this tradition, Galen Strawson writes, in 2009, that “In the ordinary human case, the self is 

figured as a subject of experience, a persisting single mental thing ...” [emphasis in orig.]ccclxxxii 

Such a perspective, one which sees the self as both mental and a thing, and sees nothing 

strange about the reification and dualism here, is simply what goes without saying as rather 

obvious in much of the world today, even if this was hardly always the case.  

 

The rest, as they say, was history. Such is the legacy of Descartes' dualism, one which did as 

much in what it openly stated as what it implied, namely, the “objectivity” of science based on 

conclusions made “in the first person,” the source and basis of all knowledge, even if it 

depended in turn on an ever-present yet implicit assurance from the divine that the world was 

both split in two yet also somehow connected. For by splitting the world in two, between mind 

and body, mind and matter, Descartes was able, to make everything dependent upon God, 

that otherworldly center which ensured that all our knowledge was certain and accurate, and 

that the world and its atomistic divisions and overcomings are the very form of his goodness 

which, out of grace, he bestows on us.  

 

For otherwise, how could Descartes be truly sure that the clear and distinct ideas in his head, 

for example, of a triangle, matched up with his sensation of a triangle in the world? God was 

the guarantor of the correspondence of sensation and the world, the one who made sure that 

our volitions became actions, perhaps not by micromanaging all of this (as some of those 



influenced by him, such as Nicholas Malebranche argued, for example), but rather, because 

he set up the rules of the world to work this way. God was good, God would not deceive us 

about the things of the world, for he created the world as it is to lead us to salvation. But how 

exactly did God make sure that matter and mind corresponded?  

 

In Passions, Descartes famously advanced the notion that pineal gland, the famed “third eye,” 

somehow is able to mediate between body and mind. He imagined this organ suspended by 

strings, with the soul held within, sensitive to the vibrations. In his attempt to account for how 

a non-material soul could be moved by vibrations, or how the soul could give rise, by 

vibrations or otherwise, he makes recourse to “spirits,” tiny force carrying particles which, 

according to Siegel, were not unlike those presented in his earlier unpublished manuscript of 

The World, and not unlike the vortex, or whirlpool, theory of material bodies as what today 

might be understood as emergences of force-carrying particles in motion as the basis for the 

orderly structure of the cosmos.   

 

What this means is that Descartes likely was not the radical dualist that he is generally 

understood to be. Rather, he was forced to take the position of emphasizing the cogito, and 

the corresponding radical split between materially extended things and “things which think,” 

as loosely translated by his inheritors, by the need to come up with theory which could 

harmonize his project of the mechanistic physics he desired with that of the Church's desire to 

have everything depend on God. Descartes therefore brought together mechanism with an 

otherworldly divine, and the only way he could do so was at the cost of slicing off the self from 

the world, something he never likely intended to do in the first place, in a move summed up by 

Siegel as follows: the sudden influx of self-certainty dispersing the nothing ness threatened by 



doubt … was immediately confronted with a new threat of nothingness, in the gap between 

consciousness and world that the cogito left in its wake … “.ccclxxxiii  

 

It is for such reasons that Damasio has taken refuting many of Descartes' legacies in the 

present day by means of neuroscience. In works such as Descartes Error (1994) and Looking 

for Spinoza (2003), Damasio argues that neuroscience no longer supports the Cartesian 

notion of a radical split between thinking and the flesh, mind and body, or mind and matter. 

Rather, in a perspective more akin to that of a thinker influenced by Descartes yet in a far less 

dualist bent, Baruch Spinoza, that matter and mind were two different ways of looking at the 

same thing. Matter is what a body looks like from without, and mind, or embodied feeling, 

including thinking, is what it feels like to be a body from within. Damasio argues, using 

evidence from cognitive neuroscience and clinical neurology and neuroanatomy, that when 

the parts of the brain which manage emotions are damaged, people make decisions which 

are deemed as irrational by those around them.  

 

Damasio sees this as a radical challenge to the notion that thinking is disembodied, that 

reason is the opposite of emotion, or any other more dualist approach to the distinction 

between mind and body. Various work in embodied cognition support this claim, and 

Damasio's work has been massively influential. There is little reason to think, based on 

scientific evidence, that mind and body are radically distinct. What is more, it seems that 

Rene Descartes, famed as the originator of such dualism, likely did not take the hard dualist 

line which is often attributed to him, at least not when one examines his work on the cogito in 

light of his other texts, published and otherwise.  

 

Back to Potential Futures via Shifting Systems of Euro-Modern Self-Formation 



 

None of this is to say that the dualist, atomistic self did not exist for a reason. As Brian 

Rotman details, a wide variety of cultural processes came into synergy at the time when 

Descartes famously announced his cogito along with mind-body dualism. Such a notion took 

off like wildfire because it gave body to the spirit of Europe during this age. Rotman shows 

how various processes of abstraction were shifting around the time in which Descartes' cogito 

took its place within European culture which it did.  

 

Rotman shows how the unification of the vanishing point in painting which arose around the 

time of the so-called Renaissance, was progressively internalized up to and including the time 

of Descartes. Tracing various shifts in painting styles, Rotman shows how the vanishing point 

was unified around the stand-in for the external viewer of the painting, then as that of an 

imagined viewer from the side, then in the form of meta-signs within self-reflexive paintings, 

such as those of Vermeer or Velasquez, including those which in various ways depict painters 

in the process of painting, even to point of painting models looking at viewers while being 

painted.  

 

If the vanishing point is an imaginary one in which any viewer can imagine themselves, 

outside the painting and in place of that of the painter, seeing the self “as if” another. It is also 

one which makes it possible for viewers to see from an idealized viewpoint which is outside 

that of space and time, as if a view from the divine, yet also at the same time, from a 

perspective which is this worldly, social, and even democratic. Anyone can slot themselves 

into the position of the unseen spectator, a spectator with pretensions to abstract ideality 

bordering on that of the divine, or even kings, those who could look at those they ruled over 

even if others were forbidden to do so. The vanishing point made it possible for each and all 



to become voyeurs and penetrators of the visual domain, able to survey freely from anywhere 

and nowhere without being surveyed.  

 

Such a pretension to the divine is one which can also be seen occurring, around the same 

time, as humans tried to take control of truth and knowledge from the heavens as well. As 

Rotman details, the first-person observer in experimental science, the standard of all Truth in 

the science of Bacon and empiricists after him, is one who can internalize the viewpoint of 

anyone and everyone, ideal and concrete, in practice, by performing an experiment which can 

be re-performed by any other experimenter, indicates a new way of recursive thinking about 

the self. With the advent of Protestantism, even value would be determined by how much God 

blessed one with material success, and in this way, the market, really just a way of networking 

people, could pronounce its valuations as if divine as well.  

 

It should not surprise us then that in 1637, the same year as he published his Discourse, he 

Descartes published his work on analytic geometry, including his famous Cartesian 

coordinate system. Such a system places the zero point at the center of a pair of axes, sliced 

into homogeneous units extending to infinity. What is the self but a meta-subject 

exchangeable with all other such subjects, such as seen in the painting of the day? Zero, as 

Rotman details, was a late addition to European mathematics, as it moved from Roman 

numerals to Arabo-Indic numerals, the zero coming with this, and slowly over the 

Renaissance, leading to the addition of negative numbers to mathematics.  

 

In this way, number was liberated from counting and literal objects, and became, in this way, a 

play of signs, and zero the meta-sign at the center of the numerical and geometrical world. 

The zero is a meta-subject of mathematics, and over time, it would be theorized that counting 



and all the numbers emerge as so many sets formed from counting countings of zero. Zero is 

the absence of any number in particular, but also all numbers and their genesis, their 

condition of possibility, much as the subject is represented indirectly as a vanishing point in 

painting, leading to various meta-subject formations which could then be internalized in turn.  

 

Would it not make sense that Europe at a time, suffused with such developments, would look 

to grasp itself as it grasped things, and try to grasp that grasping at the time? Does this not, to 

some degree, resonate with the ways in which developmental psychologists have mapped 

aspects of how infants come to form selves today? The development of an individual and that 

of cultures are not without similarities, after all. One can particularly see a movement from 

forms of thinking which focus on the immediate and concrete to those which increasingly 

mediate these with abstractions of various sorts, and meta-abstractions based upon systems 

of these.  

 

Alongside the shifts in painting, mathematics, and discourses of the self, Rotman also 

indicates powerful shifts in how people thought of money in the period leading up to the work 

of a figure such as Descartes. This was a period in which even the link of money to gold was 

being questioned and virtualized, in which a difference was developed between the money 

embodied in gold coins, which could wear away and not always weigh what they should, and 

that promised by a bank, a sort of “imaginary money” which became a standard of value 

making it possible to buy and sell physical money, such as gold.  

 

As Marx would famously later say, in capitalism, “all that is solid melts into air,” as even 

money became abstract, a zero, a meta-sign, ready for another leap of abstraction. It would 

not be long until Adam Smith began theorizing his “invisible hand” of the market which, like a 



divine presence, would direct all of this through abstractly invisible means which, while 

everywhere and anywhere, could be grasped in the hand as this or that commodity? This 

worldly science placed the individual observer of experiments at the center of knowledge, and 

the new humanism and Protestant Reformation put in the individual believer at the center of 

all processes of evaluation.  

 

But at the very same time, mercantilism was shifting to capitalism, which sees everything and 

everything as means to its ends. At the very same time, science was conceived as a process 

to dominate nature by the “inner light of Reason,” one which would penetrate the rest of the 

world and enforce European “civilization,” and its instrumentalization of the individual, at the 

barrel of a gun. Powers once granted the divine were now recentered in the individual, which 

was at once seen as composed of otherworldly pure mind, yet also paradoxically turned into a 

thing to be observed, a commodity whose “properties” were a property to be managed and 

sold on the market. Self-control, self-management, the taming of the passions, the self 

became something in need of fixing in place lest it run away and cause problems.  

 

This started small of course, for at first, the boundaries of the self came to mirror that of 

commodities, and the conquest of nature and the the non-European parts of the world 

occurred as Euro-Americans were encouraged to self themselves in the model of the 

atomistic nucleus of self within. Over time this nucleus and its light seeking to dominate the 

world, that from which it was separated by a massive gulf, was hollowed out, filled with 

desires, attached to all sorts of images, made expressive, and ultimately, took the form of a 

meta-commodity, an inner nucleus, a spherical image whose interior was a screen on which 

the images of commodities it desired could be projected, to which images of commodities 

could be attached.  



 

In all these permutations, even that of the society of the spectacle interiorized and turned 

inside out, a massive gap between inside and outside remained, such that the relation 

between these was only ever mediated by the great abstract system of rationality beyond and 

within, no matter its guise, no matter how it shifted its centralizing form to become more 

supple and sly. And by means of this structure, we became easy to bring into resonance with 

the mechanisms of control of our contemporary world.  

 

Rotman indicates a series of stages which are worth investigating in such a sense. First, there 

is the development of a series of signs which are said to represent “real” aspects of the world, 

along with a meta-sign which represents what it means to be a sign, that which founds the 

regime of signs, and which is different from these. That said, at some point, such a meta-sign 

begins to exchange amongst the other signs, indicating a shift in the meanings of these signs, 

and a new meta-sign emerges which describes this new sense of what signs mean. This new 

meta-meta-sign is one which represents the regime of signs as such, liberated from 

representing objects, replacing these instead with signs.  

 

With money, for example, this can be seen in the manner in which gold coins originally were 

stamped with a weight which manifested their ability to indicate the social value places on 

various things in the world. The exchange value of prices fluctuated against the use value of 

goods. But as merchants came to exchange various coins and monies between them, the 

prices of which fluctuated against each other as well, they needed to deal with the fact that 

many coins did not have the weight and hence value of pure gold they purported, and so, 

banks began to issue notes in 'imaginary money” which was equivalent not to so many coins, 

but so many “idealized” coins which could then be traded against various amounts of their 



“real” money, no matter how specious its weight or purity. A written note for such pure money 

was originally written to individuals, but eventually they became transferable.  

 

Only when anyone bearing the note could use it in lieu of minted coin was paper money, a 

social fiction of the sort we know today, truly possible. Such money no longer represented the 

value of things, but the value of a fiction of an idealized quantity of gold, which stood in for 

what was perhaps always at stake with money, namely, the social value for various goods and 

services. Gold coins of marked weights were originally a meta-signs for the values of things, 

but they too began to exchange against the value of “imaginary money” which was 

represented by the paper money we know today.  

 

Another step of course occurs when societies realize that paper money does not even 

represent idealized units of gold. While gold always was able to be bought and sold against 

other commodities, and fluctuate in price of exchange for various currencies, idealized or 

otherwise, as they shifted in value relative to each other, when currencies shifted off the gold 

standard, another dialectical meta-twist occurred. Now the price of ideal units of gold were 

able to fluctuate as well, as ideal, which is to say, fictional money, a virtual reality if there ever 

was one, became the standard of value of even gold itself.  

 

None of which is to say there is necessarily anything unreal about all this. As David Graeber 

argues, currency is simply the value a system as a whole places on actions within it, whether 

these be those of producing or selling a commodity, or making one.ccclxxxiv All the meta-signs 

and systems thereof can be generated from these, but value always has a link to the 

economies which produced them, which are nested from symbolic to social to biological to 

physical forms of value. Even when derivatives traders crash the world economy with virtual 



money casinos, it is still possible to make sense of systems of value in regard to such links to 

contexts and processes of evaluation from which such games are simply very dangerous 

meta-abstractions.  

 

Bringing this back to the self, Rotman's stages are fascinatingly similar to those within various 

developmental psychologies, and perhaps not incidentally. Infants likely first internalize an 

image of their own bodies, and build their sense of who they are in relation to this. Their body 

image thereby becomes a meta-sign which represents the body which it uses to interact with 

all other objects, is the center at which sensations converge and from which actions diverge, it 

is that which divides experiences shared with others “in the world” from those which are 

“private” and “only within,” including those of memory, imagination, anticipation, and fantasy, 

and it is the agent, site, and container for all its “inner movements,” or thoughts and feelings.  

 

But at some point, the child realizes that it is far more than merely the image it has 

internalized of its body. Lacan describes this in terms of how a child will shift from the register 

of the imaginary which it entered via the mirror stage, to entry into the register of the symbolic, 

which it enters via the acquisition of language. Now of course, there is every reason to think 

that language layers on top of the realm of images and reworks much of their structure, and 

that image cultures and the neural concepts derived from them preceded the development of 

language, both for individual infants as well as for human cultures as a whole in the process 

of the evolution of language. Spoken language likely emerges from gestures of the body, all of 

which had to be understood by neural concepts, and written language from simplified pictures 

which came to represent sounds and/or ideas in various pictographic, logographic, abjadic, 

and alphabetic sign systems.ccclxxxv  

 



It seems clear that the body image represents the self to us differently than the word “I” and 

various related terms (i.e.: me, myself, the proper name, etc.) in language. Neural images of 

the body have fuzzy boundaries, and vary over time.ccclxxxvi What is more, as Damasio argues, 

they vary in regard to that with which they are linked. Unless we are thinking in a really 

abstract manner, we tend to think of ourselves doing this or that, even in memory or 

anticipation. Motor coordination in regard to sensation was, after all, likely the origin of our 

cognitive capabilities of this sort. Our schema include us in them, but in particular ways. Such 

a notion is not without similarities to that of the theory of networks of egos and unconsciouses 

as theorized by R.W. Fairbairn, in which we have as many self-imagings within us as self-

object pairs, any of which can become shattered or split, repressed or disavowed, with 

various potential ramifications.ccclxxxvii  

 

Returning more immediately to Damasio, when I look at a cup, the schemas in my brain that 

recognize the cup are already activating those related to various types of motion, and this is 

evidenced by neural imagining studies which detail that my motor cortexes are quite active in 

such a task which would otherwise seem that of mere sensory recognition.ccclxxxviii This 

harmonizes with the more poetic writings of various phenomenologists who argued that our 

experience of objects is always saturated with their potentials for action and our potential 

dispositional relations to them. Damasio argues that such selfing-with mappings find their 

roots deep in our brain-stems, indicating deep history to our sense of self-ing-with. After all, 

most animals seem to have little sense of self, but they do have a sense of what they sense, 

all of which likely precedes their ability to grasp themselves as a self which senses, at least in 

an explicitly graspable imagistic way.  

 



It is likely we have a wide variety of self-with networks in our brain, and that our sense of self 

in its most abstract is simply what is most common to such networkings. After all, when I think 

of the concept of tree-ness as such, the networks that link this to the tallness of oak trees and 

the smallness of bonsai trees mutually inhibit, and this is why I get the fuzzy haze of an image 

in my brain which has indefinite boundaries, because so many networks streaming to and 

from those which represent tree-ness in my concept maps are being activated and mutually 

inhibited. Such top-down activation is not particularlized by incoming sense data, and so it 

fuzzily lights up on the networks which are most common to the various types of trees I have 

experience, even if, at various moments, I can tip this dynamic weaving closer to leafy trees 

or pine trees and back.ccclxxxix  

 

So with the self. Do I not self myself differently with my family than my friends or colleagues? 

With one friend or a group? Do I not self differently when I am teaching versus writing, or 

when hungry or cold, when sad or happy, when thinking of myself in the abstract or when 

absorbed in a task requiring great concentration in the moment? Such was noticed by William 

James, when he famously put forward the notion that to speak of the self, rather than a 

multiplicity of selves within, is to oversimplify.cccxc The same, not long before, with Friedrich 

Nietzsche: “The assumption of a single subject is perhaps unnecessary: perhaps it is just as 

permissible to assume a multiplicity of subjects whose interaction and struggle is the basis of 

our thought and our consciousness ...”.cccxci Or as Brian Rotman put it not that long ago, in 

today's techno-realities, it is perhaps more apt to speak of “a shifting pluraity of distributed I-

effects, I-roles, I-functions, and I-presences, what was private is [now seen] as a fold in the 

public, the historical, the social ….”cccxcii 

 



It is in order to make it possible to deal with this set of circumstances and many others 

described earlier in this text that this book is producing the more relational form of the self that 

it is. But such a model of the self is a multiple is also one which, as described above, as is so 

much of relational theorizing, consonant with the cutting edge of science, in this case, that of 

neuroscience that has shed its more atomistic and dualist ways of thinking. What is more, it 

comports with everyday experience as well. For there are so many potential selfings we could 

become, all versions of how we have selfed in the past, and we can represent these to 

ourselves, but only as aspects of the complex networkings of interactivity which such 

processes would unleash. When I try to grasp myself in the abstract as an image then, I 

abstract away all these particular networkings of my potential selfing, and keep only those 

central networkings which they seem to have in common, and yet, there are networks of 

mutual inhibition keeping the more particular imagings of my selfings past and potentially 

future and all their potential combinations in the process.  

 

Neural images are not, after all, like photographs held in boxes. No, they are nothing but 

patterns of synced activation within pulsing living wires. The strength of the connections 

between nodes in these networks may differ, and the weavings may take particular shapes. 

But there is nothing in the brain which “resembles” a tree or a dog or cat. What are there 

then? Maps of maps and meta-maps. Our visual cortexes, for example, have maps of colors 

and textures and edges and shapes. Our auditory maps map frequency and wavelength. 

When I think of the dog who lives with me, and call up the image in memory, the color of light 

brown is taken from my color maps, the texture of his fur from my texture maps, the shape of 

his limbs and body from my shape maps, the sound he makes when he barks which may 

arise from association from my auditory maps, his name from maps which arise in the maps 

of concepts, letters, and sounds used to make language.  



 

There is every reason to think that there are specific “grandmother” cells, as they tend to be 

called, which if activated, would cause me to think of my grandmother, and in this case, 

“Puggle” cells in my brain that which, if activated, would call up from my memory the 

experience of remembering a neural image of Puggle, the dog who lives with me.cccxciii There 

is no miniature image of Puggle in those “Puggle cells,” nor do any of the neural patterns 

linking these to various traits in various maps resemble in any simple way any particular traits 

of Puggle, any more than those in any of the maps. All that is there are messes of wires. How 

then is such a networking able to create the feeling within me of remembering my dog, and in 

some idealized and fuzzy way, of the sort which tends to be called a “neural image”?cccxciv 

 

The maps for color in my cortex nevertheless only code for color in regard to the patterns of 

the sensors which arrive at them.cccxcv The maps for movements of my body only code for the 

motions they can trigger in relation to my specific body, and the patterns of feedback from the 

sensors which map the positions of this body. Only in relation to the varied layout of taste 

sensors on my tongue do the mappings of this in my gustatory maps make any sense of 

anything. When I imagine seeing something “green,” however, my brain activates the same 

neurons in my color maps, in a top-down manner, as would be activated in a “bottom up” 

manner by seeing something green.  

 

These “green” neurons are linked to all sorts of associations to things I have recognized as 

green, from peas to limes and cucumbers and more. When I think of the color green in the 

abstract, all those associations flood in. The synced networking of these, in relation to the bi-

directional chains of feedback with my sense organs, produces the feeling of greenness. 

While greenness feels more vivid when there is incoming sensation in a bottom-up way which 



arises to meet top-down stimulation, the top-down version can produce a simulation which is 

less vivid, but still feels “green” in its way.  

 

Without activating other neurons, the “green” neurons in my color map, however, mean 

nothing. Without inhibiting those of other contradictory colors around it less than those of 

complementary colors, it wouldn't even be green within these maps. Only when it activates 

and inhibits and what activates comes into sync, do the particular weaving of activations 

pulsing together give rise to a relatively coherent neural pattern which, in relation to the series 

of relational contexts it activates, feels “green” to me. When I see something “green” in the 

world, the sensors in my retina for green activate the very same neurons in my color maps, 

and trigger particular sets of associations and responses, all of which are activated and 

feedback in degrees large and small in ways which produce the overall “haze” of feeling 

which arises when I think of green, which provides its overall feeling tone, so different from 

that when I think of “orange.”  

 

The result of the intertwining of so many networks of details tends to fuse together, for the 

details are often beneath the threshold of discrimination as separate contributions, and rather 

than sense all the components of microfeelings in relation to how “green” feels different from 

“orange” to me, especially as many of the sources, such as tangerines and apricots, are likely 

being simultaneously activated and inhibited if I simply try to think of “orange” by itself. The 

result is a tonality more than anything else, that which is more than the mere sum of its parts, 

an emergence from a networking which is similar in its way to a the way a whirlpool emerges 

from the synced activation of movements within a pool of water much as synced pulses of 

activations emerge into a unified pattern felt by the brain in such a way.  

 



When I think of my dog, I weave the feeling of various textures, colors, shapes, and more. 

What within this resembled my dog, in any way? As Damasio argues, the structure of the 

relationships between aspects of the maps has commonalities with those of the structures of 

relations within traits of my dog within how I experience him, and this has commonalities with 

how he manifests in the world. There are structural analogies, such that the relation between 

the shape maps in my brain can be mapped to those in the physical structure of those in the 

dog and how this manifests in how I experience them in and through my body.  

 

Thinking of my body as if from the outside, there are likely similarities between how this maps 

with aspects of my body as a physical entity as experienced and ever as measurable in a 

physical sense by myself and others. The image of my body abstracted from all its contexts, 

however, is an idealized abstraction from the self-image-with so many situations, actions, and 

agents in-process as I tend to self-image-with in so many ways as part of how I self in my 

world. But my self-image, particularly when reduced to merely my body image, abstracted 

from all the webs of context in regard to which its activation is most often an aspect, is an 

idealized and abstract shadow of the self that I am.  

 

To use the terms employed by Rotman, our inner images, which can be called up in memory, 

anticipation, or fantasy as so many “signs” for thing in the world need to be understood as 

idealized abstractions, ones which are massively limited in relation to what they describe. So 

it is with the meta-sign of the image of the body. Even as this is elaborated into the richness of 

a self-image which is more than merely that of the body, even as it is employed in various 

functional networks to imagine the self doing this or that series of actions, and then to put 

these into practice, it is merely a meta-sign which is quite impoverished when compared to 



the dynamic selfing which grasps it in various ways for various purposes, that which feels like 

my self in its polymorphous profusion.  

 

I realize, either way, however, that others around me have their own bodies, and their own 

interiorzed meta-signs, which is to say, images of themselves, but that these too likely pale in 

comparison to their dynamic selfings. But what of language? Language produces another 

meta-sign, the shifter known as the “I.” Anyone can speak as “I,” and slot themselves into the 

cultural networks of language. We learn to do this through imitating those around us, how 

they move and attend, how they do things and make noises, and eventually, how they make 

particular patterns of noises in particular ways which indicate social meanings.  

 

In this, we pick up the role of playing the “I” in linguistic games. We identify with this social 

meta-sign. We internalize maps of verbal sounds which we carve into careful meta-categories 

to recognize finely differentiated patterns which we can then parse into words. We begin to 

link these with the various inner image patterns in complex webs of associations. We learn 

that some words are meta-words which play grammatical roles in language. We learn that 

there are rules for playing games with language which exceed those of mere naming. We 

learn to negate, and as we learn that “No!” can be applied to anything, this syncs up with our 

working memory's ability to negate incoming experience and hold something else in 

memory.cccxcvi We learn to hold our selves in memory from a distance, and we learn to link up 

the image of our selves with that of the playing the role of the “I” as speaker in language 

games.  

 

To be an “I” amongst all the others is to be exchangeable for all the others. While all body 

images have a great deal in common, only mine looks like me, only mine lives within me, only 



mine was formed by my early care environment with all its particularities. But “I” is a role that 

any language speaker can play. Learning to say “I” occurs around the same time that the child 

is beginning to emerge from its early care environment, and realize that its caretakers are part 

of wider social webs, and as its capacity for abstract thought is able to complexify, in part 

through linguistic forms of abstraction, it begins to understand the hierarchies and roles, along 

with the systems of exchange.  

 

And so selfing-in-process and the self-image are pulled into webs of social abstraction and 

exchange via the “I,” a meta-sign of a meta-sign, one which is internalized, in abstract and 

idealized form, in a manner which overlays and reshapes but does not do away with that of 

the self-image of the ego any more than that of the complex feeling of self-ing-in-

process.cccxcvii Each time I activate my self-image, my selfing is different, feels different, it 

activates different networkings within the web of living wires of varying strengths and patterns 

of connection which form the skeleton of its sedimentations which, like a riverbed carries the 

path of a river, carry the pathways of the self-ings potential dynamically synced weavings. The 

same with the “I.” While self-image and “I” are often aspects of my self-ing-in-process, they 

are never able to account for it as a whole.  

 

There is every reason to think that just as the meta-sign of the “I” is layered on top of that of 

the self-image, so it is with how the various signs for the self developed in various cultural 

systems. Literary signs for the self abound, as do philosophical ones, as do visual ones, and 

Rotman traces how various European sign-systems shifted their meta-signs in ways which 

were resonatingly similar around the period leading up to Descartes. The places for the self 

within such system shifted in many similar ways. Such shifts were likely as much motivated by 

the cultural shifts which produced them, as they fed back into these, prompting people to see 



new potentials for forms of representing themselves in cultural sign-systems, all of which 

likely were internalized and became part of internalized forms of representing selfing to itself 

in the process.  

 

Returning to painterly representations, Rotman traces how the vanishing point began as an 

external “any viewer” in early Renaissance painting, one which organized the perspective of 

the entire visual field around a single point. There are clear parallels between such a notion 

and that of the “I” in language. But then Rotman details how that vanishing point was placed 

in the perspective of some imagined potential “looker” within the world of the painting, giving 

rise to the same ability to organize the visual field, but in a manner immanent to this, hiding 

the original vanishing point, and its pointing towards the observer outside the painting, in the 

process. The “I” is now part of the field of signs. From there, it even became possible for 

paintings to become, in a sense, able to represent a sort of recursive “self-awareness,” 

painting mirrors looking back at viewers, or painters painting paintings within such images.  

 

To say “I” is to objectify oneself, to grasp oneself as if one were a thing, to speak one's self in 

a mode which is also speakable by another which could grasp one's self in an objectifying 

way, as perhaps their only opening to less restrictive forms thereof. The earliest known written 

forms of the word “I” in fact seem to speak in the voice of objects, found on bits of pottery and 

saying phrases such as “I am the bowl of Xanthippe.”cccxcviii It is well known that in Homer, it 

was not  common to speak of anything corresponding to a single self, spirit, or soul within, but 

rather, of the spirit of the hand, of the leg, or the “shade” of the body after death.cccxcix  

 

While such sources are drawn from Europe, it is worth saying that the term atman, or self in 

Ancient Sanskrit, originally meant something like a body or a person or thing, and only later 



came to be used more abstractly.cd There seems every reason to think that societies 

produced such a unifying concept as their social and political structures unified in various 

ways, and inheriting this in its way, so infants learn to unify their ability to gesture with their 

bodies towards themselves in and through how it learned to gesture in such a way from 

others in regard to the way it learns to say “I” 

 

The “I” which learns language comes to realize that even its body image is thus simply an 

image amongst others, one which can be represented as the meaning of a word in language, 

and as such, the self-image is exchanged with the “I” within social weaves of exchange. But 

who controls all of this? God was at one time imagined to be one who guarantees meanings 

and the order of the cosmos, and so it was for Descartes, but not long after his notion of the 

divine was replaced by the anonymous they of the crowd, the anonymous they of the market 

whose “invisible hand” guided society, a “they” which Lacan famously referred to in a 

personified sense as “the Other.” We view ourselves as if from without, and form a sense of 

society as a whole, and our place within it, in relation to how our “I” and its images circulate in 

the realm of commerce.  

 

Such a shift is seen nowhere more clearly than in the work of Adam Smith. In and beyond his 

theorizations of the economy, Smith also devised a theory of the self. According to Smith, the 

general self of society becomes internalized by us all in the voice of conscience, which he 

referred to as the “man within the breast.” This is, for Smith,  

 abstract man, the representative of mankind and substitute of the Deity … the man within the breast, the 
 abstract and ideal spectator … [one] does not merely affect the sentiments of the impartial spectator. He 
 really adopts them … he almost becomes himself that impartial spectator, and scarce even feels but as 
 the great arbiter of his conduct directs him to feel.”cdi  
 



While Smith meant this notion in terms of morality, it is also easy to see how he could have 

just as well been describing how the “invisible hand” of the market comes to shape us inside 

out, and each and all, each becoming who they are by taking a place as other in relation to 

the Other of the increasingly centralizing resonance machine of the modern social order.  

 

In this way it is possible to see, metaphorically, how the regulatory hand of the deity within 

shifts to that of capital, indicating  how the Leibnizian divine, in a sense, becomes internalized 

in secularized form, each node a spoke of the wheel of the meta-subject of the market. In 

contrast to the Ancient Greco-roman standard of truth, seen to be accordance with the ideas, 

understood as the thoughts of God, as much in the self as outside in the world – indicating a 

porous boundary between self and world – now there is a firm split between inside and 

outside, mirroring as much that of the empirical practices of observational science, linked to 

the community of scientists by a set of shared practices and bodies of knowledge, as the 

boundedness of a commodified “soul,” interconnected to others around it only by means of 

mediation via the market. Such a subject is not merely an ideal vanishing point within, 

however. For as with G.W. Leibniz's monad, it is hollow, a place in which desires can be 

situated, and on whose inner screening wall images can be projected. A boundary between 

ideal interior and profane exterior, resonating with the form of the divine without, and rapidly 

secularizing as capital found itself rapidly no longer needing such divine clothes, having 

relocated transcendence in the very stuff of the world itself, in the subject as screen and the 

screened in subject.  

 

And so capitalism produced a subject within a subject, a meta-subject within, a person within 

the person, one which needed to be sought, the self of the late mercantile “age of 

sentiments,” in which one needed to learn “self-control” of one's feelings by acquiring 



etiquette, lest one be overwhelmed. For if one's feelings were determined by factors which 

arose from traditional forms of life, one could hardly be recruited into the army of flexible labor 

needed by industrialism, and yet, if liberated from traditional modes of life, one's affects need 

to be controlled and channeled into labor and consumption. According to John Jervis, 'to 

objectify and examine our feelings and emotions as well' ... This is what [Stephen] Greenblatt 

calls 'self-fashioning' ... [and] what Weber called 'disenchantment' of the world: the birth of the 

world of subjects and objects, linked instrumentally, out of the sundering of the links that 

constituted the pre-modern cosmos.”cdii  

 

Early Christianity was an essential part of how this inwardness was produced, even if it too 

was in many senses the result of how the late Roman Empire attempted to produce a single 

ideology to unify itself when its more material force of trade and arms were starting to fail. 

Charles Taylor describes at length how Augustine weaves together Plato's notions of ideal vs. 

physical, higher vs. lower, with that of Pauline notions of sacred vs profane, this world vs. the 

next, in a manner which maps aspects of both of these to a division between inside and 

outside the self.  

 

While Augustine built on the work of early Christian thinkers who sought to bring together the 

Christian promise of individual bodily resurrection with a largely Greek notion of the soul, he 

did so through a form of confessional examination of the “light within” in ways which likely 

drew inspiration as much from Neoplatonic mysticism and Stoic self-examination which were 

themselves likely, according to Raymond Martin and John Barresi, forms of withdrawal from 

engagement with the outer social world of the Roman Imperium during a period of increasing 

disarray.cdiii  

 



Such an approach would be reworked in more modern forms in diverse ways by Montaigne 

and Rousseau as much as Descartes, who in fact pulls many of his arguments all but directly 

from Augustine and Anselm. Nevertheless, while Taylor follows many threads which link 

Augustine's relatively Neoplatonic reworking of Christian dualism and Descartes,' however, he 

crucially emphasizes the differences as well, particularly the way in which Augustine's way of 

thining has nothing within it which even roughly corresponds to the sort of “mind-body” 

dualism such as can be seen at work in Descartes. Such a distinction requires a mechanistic 

perspective on matter which was radically alien to Augustine's largely Neoplatonic 

sensibilities, which saw the world as emanations of one central principle, and the world as 

graded levels of weakening of the grace of God.cdiv  

 

What made the work of Descartes and those after him so radical was not merely the 

conception of the self as interior, nor as linked to another, higher domain, such as that of the 

divine, nor the more general skepticism regarding true knowledge of anything beyond, of or 

the body. What was new was the conception of the body as part of a world reduced to mere 

mechanism. According to Taylor, rather than see the world, as Augustine did, as enlivened by 

the dynamic unfolding of Platonic Ideas, the spiritual thoughts of God in action in and through 

matter, the body became seen as the same sort of machine as the rest of matter, and a 

machine is, in many senses, as Silvia Federici notes, a precursor of the factory. All nature was 

seen by evolving science as like a machine, and as the world was mechan-ized by science in 

such a way, so was the body of the human, opening on to its powers for production.  

 

As science secularized its view of the world, so Ideas were shifted from their dynamic and 

Platonic sense to, as Taylor describes it, being “contained within the mind.”cdv As a result, for 

Descartes and so many who followed him, the mind became “pure,” and innumerable 



discourses arose as to how to purify Reason, free it from the influence of the passions, 

analogous to those which sought to make science “dispassionate” as well. For Federici, 

controlled passions were of course necessary to produce docile workers, and this was 

precisely what Europe needed at a time in which its peasantry had largely been forced off the 

land, displaced from traditional forms of life, and yet largely resisted wage-labor, as well as 

the forms of disciplined labor and the docile channeling of passions into those provided by 

various forms of consumerism which were to arise in relation to these.  

 

What one found within the self of pure mind, of the so-called “light of Reason,” however, was 

not an opening on to the divine, but rather, after the advent of Protestantism, an abstract Deity 

which valued disciplined labor and productive enterprise, like the spirit of management inside 

a factory of material laborers and unruly passions, all in need of a steadily internalized 

“invisible hand” to manage them. So the “age of sentiments” progressed, opening on to the 

the proto-Romanticism of Rousseau, for whom the self and its control was a perpetual 

problem, in which the transition from small town craft to metropolitan life and its shifting 

identities was a problem, all of which Rousseau reflected upon, teaching self-reflection and 

modulation, even if in breach as much as rule, to generations of enthralled readers.  

 

Likewise with the troublesomely hyper-emotional Werther of the Sturm und Drang writings of 

the young J.W. Goethe, which lead to perhaps his most famous invention, the character of 

Faust, that infinitely questioning soul who promises to never be satisfied in his desires. All of 

this opened in its way on to the Romantic era, with its embrace of its continual search for 

perpetual artistic expression, and the ways in which this later became channeled into the 

attempt to recover and give expression to one's own identity in and through identification with 

the recognition by a collective self of the patriotic call to arms of the Romantic notions of the 



modern people framed as nation.cdvi Nationalist identity was the precursor to the social 

identities which became internalized in various ways, its costumes and styles forerunners of 

the sub-cultural lifestyles which could later create micro-markets within it.  

 

Capitalism merely had to coopt and cultivate such infinite inwardness in search of expression 

towards the infinite need to expression the self via purchases in the market, often in regard to 

the search for an individual identity which always require more purchases to find and express 

its inner core. And it did this in and through its technologies for production of narrative and 

images, the construction of life-styles and stoking of worlds of consumerist fantasy, leading as 

they did to advertising, and the modern-day sainthood of celebrity. With the rise of television, 

modern marketing and advertising, and now the Internet, such a system now has largely even 

dispensed with commodities, for it can sell us images more than anything else,  images of the 

world reflected in our own images.  

 

We can all, in such a way, imagine ourselves as not unlike a Leibnizianly divine within our 

mobile monads, each reflecting the structure of the marketing of images within and without in 

turn. For as “the Other” became secularized, which is to say, as the “they” of the social was 

no longer generally represented as an otherwordly divine without, but increasingly, as a 

secularized if disavowed hand of the market within, it also became abstractly internalized. In 

such a way, society in its newer, more capitalist form, took the role of the guarantor away from 

a largely transcendent divine, and the individual, rather than soul, became the site whereby 

the “they” resided within each of us.  

 

And just as the Christian divine differed from those other religions by specifying the 

resurrection of the individual body of each and every, so this religion was well suited to a 



world-system in which the particularities of each consumer were recognized by a dispersedly 

abstract inner divine which required of us that we express our inner soul by means of 

consumption so as to continually offer up our flesh to the system's desires, through the labor 

to consume, and in this way, we could each be recognized by the divine within us, in how we 

incarnate it and give it flesh and body through our purchases and the labor, in many forms, 

required to make this possible. Such a networked divine was one which saw each of us as 

particular individuals, each with our individuating particularities, our identities differentiated by 

what we buy, view, and desire, and in such a way, we become linked to its image-worlds in 

ways which individuate us as nodes of reflection within this.  

 

In such a way, rather than merely a sign, the “I” and its images became meta- once again, 

and rather than, as Descartes hoped, become a site of certainty, they became instead a site 

of mystery, a hollow interior, a Romantically inspired font of desire in need of expression, that 

which eventually needed to be sought and searched for in various forms of imagistic 

consumerism. No sign could ever fully express such a self in full, for the “I” in such a sense 

becomes a placeholder for the font of the self from which images and signs flowed, that inner 

reserve of absolute uniqueness. In this way, the purely exchangeable “I” and the purely 

anonymous “Other” which ensured its place in the social was inverted into a new meta-sign. 

The rational self of control of the passions thereby shifted to that which cultivated the 

passions as the source of all originality, and from there, we became the fonts of desire we 

know today.  

 

From Adam Smith and David Hume's rational control to Rousseau's hot mess of a 

resurrection of Augustine through his eponymous Confessions, a new model of the soul 

arose. Rousseau himself, after all, was the first literary celebrity, the first to grow weary of fan 



mail describing all those who had started to imitate his model, the first to have a fit and isolate 

himself away from it all, and the first to write a tell-all book to explain why his scandalous 

deeds were only ever expressions of the very particular individual history which shaped and 

formed his particular self as it was.cdvii Rousseau was, at least to himself and his admirers, 

absolutely unique, a peculiar and special manifestation, one whose outer roles in the world of 

capitalist exchange could never capture his inner specialiness. Any word or image failed to 

match his inner reserve of pure feelings, all of which he struggled to express. Entire 

generations knew that no matter how alienated they were working at this or that terrible 

occupation, they were really like Rousseau, and in this sense, they framed their own longing 

to express themselves and their innermost desires in a similar way like him too.  

 

From the age of sentiments to Romanticism and beyond, capitalism slowly learned to stoke 

desire more than goad to labor, and in this way, it become consumption based, turning desire 

into the engine of production, and to do this, it learned to market itself to the need of this inner 

nucleus of desire to express itself with the commodities which were produced in an alienated 

manner in labor, and sold back in a fantasized version during consumption. The new model of 

the self lead from Rousseau through Faust to Romaniticism, and then, as Colin Campbell 

would have it, to the “Romanitic ethic” of “the spirit of modern consumerism.cdviii This was a 

form of the self which was anonymously exchanged by capitalism as any other “I,” and yet, 

which felt itself personally addressed, loved in all its quirks, by the Christian divine turned 

secular cult of celebrity of the market of desiring images.  

 

What could help us develop a model of seeing our selves otherwise? The current model of 

the self developed, in part, by creating a dualist image of the world, turning the body into mere 

mechanism, abstract Reason, leaving no room within this for the unruly set of passions which 



the next few centuries would work to channel and tame into labor and desire to give birth to 

the atomistic selves we know. One pathway beyond this, however, is to try to seek inspiration 

from our bodies, and in particular, the very brains which, in their relation to the world and the 

passions, are neither quite dead mechanism nor otherwordly soul, but rather, can be 

understood as networkings of networkings, and in ways which can help us move beyond the 

atomistic dualisms of the past. In order to do this, however, it is crucial to understand how 

such a non-dualist approach to the brain can help overcome the often assumed necessity of 

the division of the world into matter and mind, such that, in the process, it becomes possible 

to see how networking of matter can give rise to the potential to feel and think, even in the 

forms which have given rise to the msot complex forms produced by humans.  

 

From Matter and mind to Split Subject 

 

Rather than split subjectivity into matter and mind, however, it is possible to see the subject 

itself, the self, as split, and not only as split, but in fact, multiple and dispersed, which is to 

say, networked, and in a variety of ways which can congeal and reweave on the fly. Let us 

return to biological concerns in order to help describe this.  

 

 

 

For an organism to become self-conscious, however, it would need to be able to use its 

working memory to recall entire prior states of itself in the past. This requires developing a 

memory of the body to anchor this. Such a body-image likely developed from a synthesis of 

the felt body-maps from within, the core-self feelings at work in the brain-steam, and linkages 

of these to parts of the cortex which unify sensory modalities between eye, ear, and other 



senses with those of the tactile, felt, and lived body beyond these, along with memories of 

images of others with bodies we recognize as similar to ourselves. It is unclear whether such 

processes would have prompted the evolution of mirror neurons, or were made possible by 

them.  

 

Once an organism can think of its own body “as if” from without, and hold past states of this in 

working memory, it can begin to fill in details of scenes around this, the likely origin of episodic 

memory, and it can begin to fantasize about potential future states of this body, and as 

working memory differentiates to being able to hold more “slots” in the brain's primary 

“workspace” - human brains tend to be able to hold five to seven items at a time in working 

memory – it becomes possible to nest these states within each other, using one slot for a 

goal, and others for sub-goals. Planning of multi-stage action becomes possible, as well as 

the potential abstraction of a concept of the body which unifies all these stages in a more 

abstract sense, as a doer.  

 

After all, the bodies of others do things, and even simple organisms seem able to try to 

predict what will happen next to them, even in regard to other organisms. But only complex 

social animals, such as chimps, seem to be able to take into account what another chimp has 

seen to know that they need to fool it. This requires that they see other chimps, not merely as 

bodies which do things, but as capable of remembering, planning, predicting, and scheming 

like they can. It is unclear whether the ability to think of others body's as having “agents which 

think” inside precedes thinking of oneself in such a way, or not, but there seems every reason 

to think that, as with so many such things, there is a multivalent networking of mutual support 

and prodding forward in such cases, much as a whirlpool emerges from various strands in a 

pool of water.  



 

As Damasio argues, when I attend to something in front of me, such as looking at my dog 

sitting on the carpet sleeping next to me, there is a part of me that is always looped into my 

brainstem, making this feel like “mine,” as embodied in this body of mine and its perspective, 

just as the continual feedback between my incoming sensory data and outgoing sensory 

predictions, along with bi-directional sensation and prediction in regard to my body's maps of 

my neural states, all to make sure nothing needs adjustment in regard to my major courses of 

bodily action, makes this feel “aware” to me. I have a tacit awareness of this awareness 

feeling like mine in how it is embodied in my world.  

 

Building on this, if I start typing, I get absorbed in the task, and concentrate on what I am 

trying to say. As typing has become a relatively automated skill for me, I can concentrate on 

the ideas rather than the micro-movements. My sense of embodiment remains largely tacit. 

Likewise, if stop and become absorbed in a state of reverie or imagination. If I get hungry, 

however, this may call to mind preparing food yesterday, and this may involve an episodic 

memory of remembering my body, including visual images of myself, doing things as if from 

without, but also feeling this as having belonged to me from within. Likely I am activating my 

brain's maps of my body as well as visual mappings of my body from without, synthesized 

with those of other bodies from without, to imagine what I would look like preparing food 

yesterday, and feeling what this would be like from within. I can can then take this multi-

faceted neural pattern of activation of my body and use it to plan preparing a meal, 

conceptualizing all these body states as pertaining to a single body in various states of 

motion.   

 



But what then if I begin to think of my process of thinking? I think of what it is like to cook a 

meal. I may use the word “cooking” to describe this to friends. Just like I can cue the process 

of walking without needing to micromanage the details, so I can cue many complex 

movement ensembles with my brain, all seemingly by activating a single neural concept, 

whatever word I may link this to in a linguistic sense. When I think of my thinking this way, I do 

not capture what it feels like in its full vividness, any more than thinking of a tree in general 

captures the vividness of seeing any particular tree, nor the concept of my body feels like my 

body. Top-down activations are always general, idealized, and abstract, lacking the bottom up 

fleshing out and particularizing focusing which concretizes an abstract concept with a raw 

sense data to produce a fleshed out particular percept.cdix  

 

Abstract top-down activations have many uses, of course, so long as we remember they 

idealize and generalize, abstracting from particular localization and concretization in space, 

time, and experience beyond that of the brain from within. I can think of the process of 

thinking, but this feels so fuzzy and idealized in comparison to actually thinking. Likewise, I 

can think of my body “as if” from without, and call up with this an image and feeling state 

linked with this, and yet, I should not mistake this for what it feels like to do something in and 

through this as a self-ing doing in the midst of self-ing feeling. A self-ing grasping, even of a 

conceptual sort, is always partial and abstract in comparison, idealized and generalized, in a 

way which erases particularity and process, the flow and connection of past and future in the 

living present which is how consciousness spans its selective attention to action and 

sensation in relation to various processes in working memory.  

 

When attention is focused on the self-image and self-feeling, I may feel like I grasp myself 

both from within and without, as both process of spanning between feeling and doing and 



thinking as attention and working memory and spread dynamically in the sync whereby I 

network the flow between these. But as I grasp myself being my self, which of these do I 

really grasp? There is the concept of my self-ing, but this is not my self-ing-in-process, 

stretched between feeling and doing and attending and so much more. There is the feeling of 

being in my body, linked with all my sensations in one form or another, but this mute 

embodiment is so limited compared to the complex machinations of my brains, the richness of 

my sensorium, the powers of activation of my motor mappings.  

 

Some may feel that what has been described in the preceding sections provides grounds to 

think that belief in an atomistic self is strangely justified. After all, the neural structures 

described do in fact describe how it is that we might come to think of ourselves as a sort of 

image of the body which becomes extended into a more general image of the ego which is 

linked by our brains to a variety of what could be understood as ego-functions. That is, we 

grasp this image with our schema to plan various actions, recreate episodes in memory, and 

imagine potential futures, imagine “as if” from without.  

 

What is more, we use this image to help us weigh various courses of action in regard to 

varied potential future states based on past memories. As various neuroscientists have 

argued, such an image of the self is also incredibly useful in that it is seen as that which is the 

recipient of rewards and punishments, external and internal, and in this way, we can come to 

speculate about pathways of action which are likely to maximize potential rewards and 

punishments, incentives and disincentives.cdx We can use this ego-image to help us calculate 

our strategies and gambits in such a way. We of course also use this self to tell stories about 

ourselves in the form which is then often referred to as the “autobiographical self.” 

 



All of this is of course the case, and there is no question that being able to objectify and 

atomize our selfing in such a way has massive evolutionary benefits. We can represent our 

selves as images to our selves, as body images and extensions thereof, and when infants 

learn language, they can layer the “I” and various forms of social identification with linguistic 

and other cultural representations on top of this. All of this is wildly adaptive from an 

evolutionary standpoint. But it should not be thought that the images which objectifying grasp 

our selves are all there is to our selfings.  

 

For example, I can bring something to mind, something I know, but which is not currently 

occupying my awareness, even if it has the potential to do so, for example, the fact that 

Virginia Woolf wrote the novel The Waves, or that Jimi Hendrix performed with incredible 

virtuosity at Woodstock. Before remembering this, part of me knew this, but in a passive, 

latent, implicit sort of way as a potential aspects of my awareness which was not currently 

being activated. If my full self were merely the image whereby I objectify myself, then to 

remember Woolf's The Waves or Hendrix's Woodstock performance would be to go beyond 

myself to retrieve this from memory, as if I were retrieving something from a box which were 

not a part of me. To imagine things in this way is to treat the brain like a cabinet of drawers, 

and yet, so much of this way of thinking simply does not fit here.  

 

I do not not dig into something that is not me to find this memory. Rather, this memory is a 

part of me, a latent part of me. Some part of me must be in contact with the capacity to 

reconstruct and bring this to mind at any moment. After all, I have the ability to call Virginia 

Woolf's The Waves, or Jimi Hendrix's performance at Woodstock, at any moment, at will. Just 

as conscious awareness stretches from my sensations to my actions-in-progress and all the 

associations and between and more, with a constant openness to anything which arises 



which demands attention, including from weakly linked associations if I am in a state of 

relatively open focus, I am spread far beyond my mere conscious awareness. After all, were 

this not the case, I could not, at a moment, recall aspects of past experience with seemingly 

little to no link to my current present experience.  

 

There is an openness to all my networkings which extends beyond the openness to what 

demands attention within my conscious experience. Were this not so, I would be tied to the 

present much like my dog seems to be, only able to access the past when something in focus 

in the present calls to something from the past or brings up various associations. But even in 

such a case, what is consciously present is able to call to what is not, what is stored in 

memory, in a non-activated state which nevertheless, in its potential for activation at any 

moment, be felt as a latent potential by that which is consciously aware.  

 

After all, if I do not in any way shape or form feel that Virginia Woolf wrote The Waves, or that 

Jimi Hendrix performed at Woodstock, how could I bring this to mind at will when I am doing 

other things? It is likely then that my conscious brain inhibits, in an active manner, all that is 

not currently consciously being activated, even as it maintains a link of feedback to this, so 

that what is not currently an aspect of consciousness is nevertheless felt, if in some hazy, 

latent sense, as potential to become conscious. Such a vague, summed over, hazy feeling of 

the opening of a potential for various aspects of our past and reworkings of these as 

imagination to become present is what Freud referred to as the preconscious. These are the 

aspects of our memories and fantasies which, while not currently within conscious 

awareness, can be called upon to enter into this freely and at will.  

 



As many neuroscientists have argued, working memory likely first arises as an ability to bring 

forth in the mind a set of mental “images,” literally patterns of activation, which are not 

dominated by the needs of the present, and to hold them steady and relate them to the needs 

of those produced by the present, while not being subsumed by them.cdxi To be able to do so 

is a power of negation. It is likely that the relationship between conscious awareness and its 

potentials to call anything to mind function in a manner which, like so many others in the 

brain, operate in complex weavings of amplification and inhibition. When these pulse out of 

sync, they manifest as so much background haze, but when they pulse in sync, they produce 

coherent feelings we call ideas which can in fact form into that coherent idea we feel as 

conscious awareness.  

 

But consciousness is always surrounded by a vague background feeling of that which can be 

called to mind at any moment from “within,” the past-future of memory-imagination which it 

would be reductive to merely refer to as the preconscious, the unconscious, or whatever else. 

It is, in fact, simply the rest of the brain. While it is an online platitude to state that humans 

only use a tiny percent of our brains at a time, without this, we would be unable to focus on 

anything. Our ability to select only the colors from our color maps that are relevant to what we 

imagine or see, for example, and in patterns that make sense, is part of why we can map our 

colors coherently to anything at all. Full activation of our color maps at all times would result in 

not being able to discriminate anything. Likewise, full activation of my memory of all the letters 

of the alphabet all at once would make it impossible to distinguish any of them in particular. 

Only the active inhibition of aspects of these mappings by each other produces the selectivity 

that makes particularity possible.  

 



Furthermore, only the selective activation of coherent patterns by neural sync makes it 

possible for the various neural weavings of which they are composed to store what they do as 

they do. Neural mappings, after all, are super-positional and distributed.cdxii This makes it 

possible to store massive amounts of information with minimal resources. The colors and 

shapes for everything I have ever seen, remembered, or imagined are within the same 

respective color and shape maps in my visual cortexes, and re-using such mappings is 

incredibly efficient. While there may be multiple “degenerate” mappings whereby the brain 

duplicates or near duplicates various structures, this allows the brain to produce minor 

variations which then compete for reinforcement, while also making it possible for mutual 

containment of various complex sorts.cdxiii  

 

The reason that my past-future of memory-imagination feels like a horizon, one from which 

my awareness emerges, and into which it can dive to retrieve things which may even spring 

to mind seemingly on their own, is that there is a difference between my awareness and my 

latent memory-imagination. The networks of my conscious awareness are pulsing coherently 

as a dynamic core, while those in the rest of my brain are pulsing either incoherently, which is 

to say, out of sync, or in patterns of sync which are out of sync with the dynamic core, even as 

they may be trying to link up with this, often being promoted by the manner in which 

something grabs our attention as if from out of nowhere. The memory of Viriginia Woolf's The 

Waves is shattered into shards which are sorted into micro and macro mappings throughout 

my brain. But the networks in my brain which can weave these together at will, the 

“grandmother cells” of The Waves, so to speak, can do so at any moment, and all of these 

must have a pulsing relationship, if not one which is synced, to the patterns of sync which 

form my conscious awareness.  

 



The sum of these, a feeling which is more than the mere sum of its parts, is the feeling of the 

horizon from which my conscious self-ing emerges each morning when it wakes, and 

between which it is stretched in relation to the world of sensation and action-in-progress. My 

selfing is thus pulled in many directions, spread out, a dynamic interfeeling which it not so 

simply localized. Such a networking can be pulled relatively tightly, networking in a more 

centralized manner and with relatively tight boundaries, such as when I am focused on a very 

important task, or in a more open, distributed, and porous manner, such as when I am in a 

state of reverie. Such modulations of attentional states by means of dopamine levels in regard 

to “spreading activation” is well known by neuroscientists.cdxiv  

 

The self which weaves these all together is one which has the conscious self and its 

potentials to draw far and wide upon particular memories, or summed-over influences of 

these in various forms as habits and dispositions, or rework these in various forms of fantasy 

or imagination, or initiate various forms of action which consciousness can overtake, veto-

interrupt, or modulate in various ways, while intertwining consciousness with various 

automatic processes, what should self a be called? This would be a selfing which is more 

than merely conscious or unconscious, deliberative or enactive, the body image or the stories 

or narratives and episodes and feelings which often interweave with these, the present 

moment and its exigencies along with the stream of consciousness and its myriad 

associations, the sensation of localization of all this in a lived body within a lived world, and so 

much more, as aspects. In what follows, this will be referred to not as a self, but a self-ing, a 

self-ing-in-process.  

 

My self-ing-in-process is far more than my ego-image, or any ego-functions it may perform or 

assist. The image of my body or ego is an abstraction from the multitude of image of my 



body-in-scene which is how this manifests most frequently in my networkings of sensation 

and action in a schema. The only time my body image is likely activated by itself is when I 

actively abstract an image of my body from its everyday embeddings in various schema. Such 

an action of abstraction is in a sense artificial, produced after the fact, and quite different from 

my everyday body-imagings which are multiple, have fuzzy boundaries, and are only ever 

taken on their own, carved from a background, in a gesture whose results look as strange as 

when one cuts the image of a person's body out of a photograph and sets it into a pure white 

background. It is, simply put, out of place, and framed in a manner which is in fact the 

opposite of our most common experiences, rather than their foundation and essence.  

 

The same could be said with the ego-image, or functions related to these, as well as even 

conscious awareness. My selfing is a feeling which extends way beyond this, to all the 

summed over and hazy feelings which are those of my potentials in relation to the horizon of 

my memory-imagination, and in fact, my embodiment and world in a more encompassing 

sense. Were any of these not being felt, in an often implicit, latent, and summed over way, I 

would likely not feel “like myself.” After all, when there is no ambient background noise in a 

room, we notice rather quickly that things are “too quiet,” a feeling which goes away when the 

ambient background sound returns, even we had not noticed such noise was there before. 

Producers of movies and television shows will in fact often insert background “room noise” to 

make scenes feel life-like, rather than simply focus on the sounds produced by crucial sound 

and dialogue. Often early works of cinema lack this. The early German sound feature The 

Testament of Doctor Mabuse from 1933, directed by Fritz Lang, for example, feels creepier 

than it might otherwise because the dialogue and crucial sound effects leap as if from a void 

of noiselessness, as they lack an ambient background to weave them together.  

 



There are so many aspects of our ambient surround which we would notice if not there, and 

our self-ing is continually in feedback with these in ways which manifests as a latent ground to 

our more explicit forms of networking in process. After all, I do not think about how much 

water is in my body until I feel thirsty, but there are networks in my brain which keep tabs on 

this for me, and at any moment, I can direct my attention to whether or not I feel thirsty, and to 

what extent. I may often feel like I am slightly thirsty, but not enough to make me stop what I 

am doing to get a glass of water.cdxv When I return to what I was doing, for example, typing 

this paragraph, the awareness of a minor thirst recedes into the background, and I may even 

forget to pay attention to it, but it remains in the background. It may be so far in the 

background that my awareness of how wet or dry my entire system feels from within does not 

even feel a part of me, at least, until later, when I stop and realize I am parched with thirst.  

 

Part of my feeling must be in continual contact with this feeling, for even when I am not 

thinking at all about how thirsty I am, some part of my brain is always feeling how thirsty I may 

be, and while these parts of my brain may be felt by my brain in various ways to trigger very 

particular feelings of discomfort when I am too thirsty, the parts of my brain which determine 

how thirsty I am extend their sensors throughout my body. In this way, even indirectly, in a 

manner which is greatly mediated, and hazily, my core selfing feels how thirsty my entire body 

is. The same can be said in regard to how my neurons feel my body, my body feels the atoms 

and molecules which impact it, and these feel what is beyond them.  

 

This is to some extent what Maurice Merleau-Ponty was getting at when he argued that for 

Descartes' cogito to be able to grasp itself thinking as it thinks, it must be part of a grounding 

of sorts, a pre-reflective cogito, which situates it in the body and world, that which makes it 

possible for the grasper and grasped in the brain to grasp each other in that it grasps them 



both as aspects, one of which can grasp the other in the form which Descartes describedf as 

cogito, and after this, “the” cogito.cdxvi In a more contemporary context, neuroscientist Merlin 

Donald argues that for conscious awareness to be able to select which of the many actions 

the body performs through the multi-model feedback which puts the body into motion in 

relation to the focusing of attention through the selective properties of working memory, it 

must do so in a way which continually updates the general weaving of episodic world-scenes 

which weave the “remembered present” together.cdxvii  

 

And so, if my dog steps on his bowl and I find myself getting up to get food for him, my brain 

has already integrated this scene for me, pre-packaging all the aspects of my world into easily 

graspable forms which predispose me to taking certain types of acitons over others, threading 

my expectations into the world in regard to incoming raw data, if also in a way which is 

sensitive to how incoming data may clash with expectations in various ways. And so, if I see 

once I get to my dog's bowl that he still has food, once I reach that location, I may then turn 

around and go back to work, rather than putting more food in his bowl.  

 

My conscious awareness produces the continual weaving between past recognitions and 

future anticipations, incoming sense data and sensory predictions in relation to these, 

outgoing predictions of what my body will do next in regard to patterns of actions which have 

been selected in regard to imaginings of various options in regard to my body maps, selection 

which occurs in part as my neuromodulators are released in regard to likely success while 

weighing various options through the loop through my “gut feeling” in regard to various plans 

and my feeling in regard to their likelihood of success in regard to my memories of feelings of 

success or failure in regard to past such actions, and the continual play of feedback between 

these.  



 

In this, I am constantly making use of my internal image of my body to read and interpret the 

potential meanings of various aspects of my world, down to how the very fabric of my world 

presents itself to me, and the potentials for action which “feel as if” they are part of the way 

the aspects of the world present themselves to me, in a manner which paraphrases Merleau-

Ponty, in a manner in which a cup is already “potential to bring water to my mouth.”cdxviii And 

so, when I play a musical instrument, it becomes an extension of my body image, as various 

virtual reality and phantom limb experiments reveal, such that my imaging of my body is 

clearly flexible beyond the limits of my literal body.cdxix But this image is threaded into the very 

fabric of my world as so many potentials for sensing and doing, in ways which are of my world 

as much as my body, and thus, my world is how my body worlds the world.  

 

The inner image of my body is not identical to this. For it is also an aspect of so many 

autobiographical stories and memories of episodes constructed in such a way, each of these 

entangling past and future in a “thick” present which is as episodic as the memories used to 

construct it, memories such as that of “talking to my friend.” When “talking to my friend,” 

however, my brain will continually update this “scene” with new information, such that I may 

remember not to tell my friend a particular anecdote now, because I already told them earlier 

in this conversation. Who keeps track of all of this? Who weaves all this together, so that I can 

imaging my self doing something in the mode of my body-image, expanded by its 

interweaving with various memories and capacities to become the nucleus of my ego-

image?cdxx  

 

I am not aware of the fact that I am continually updating the scene around me with new 

information, but I can become aware of this if I choose, similar to how when I type, I can think 



about the individual letters I type, even as I can instead focus on the ideas, such that some 

part of me types the letters, but not the part of me that seems to direct my actions in and 

through directive awareness. This is similar to the way in which I am aware of the fact that I 

can always think of Jimi Hendrix as the one who recorded Purple Haze even when I am not 

thinking of this at the moment. Some part of me remains aware of this, as a potential, but not 

an explicit one, similar to how some part of me reminds myself to not tell the same funny 

anecdote to my friend twice in the same conversation.  

 

The part of me which is continually updating the scene, keeping track of what I just did and 

what I am thinking about doing next, the part of me which weaves together all the 

preprocessed chunks of the sensory data of a scene with all the potential memories, 

associations, and actions which seem relevant to this, the part of me who weaves this scene 

together, who builds the stage in which my awareness can deploy my ego-image to retrieve 

items from memory or imagine potential futures, which weaving of my selfing is that? Is this 

weaving merely body or brain, thinking or feeling, me or not me, conscious or not conscious, 

aware nor unaware, purely in the present moment or not? From the perpsective described 

here, such questions barely seem to make much sense.  

 

For the self in this regard is neither merely unconscious nor conscious, aware nor unaware, 

purely in the present nor not, the image of the body nor that which grasps it, the feeling of the 

body by itself or beyond this, nor any other such over-simplifications. Likewise, my selfing is 

not merely my body, nor the imaging thereof, even if these are clearly aspects of my selfing. 

My selfing is how the world becomes mine in its way in and through and beyond merely 

these. My selfing is the way all these weave together in regard to how my body feels the 

world as my world in the manner which is beyond the mere sum of these networking parts, 



emerging in the complexification which is my selfing in process. My selfing is the world 

touching itself by twisting itself through my body as my world. I am my world selfing itself as 

my world in and through my body in such a way, and any attempt to reduce this to thing or 

image or any such reification is bound to miss the dynamically complex emergence here 

which is far more than any sum of its parts.  

 

That said, by isolating and carving off a neural image of my body or the ego-image which 

derives from this, or that related to a memory of what it was like for me to “think of myself 

thinking,” or “remember myself doubting,” it is of course possible to imagine that such 

isolated, reified, objectified graspings of some aspect of me are me, though this would be a 

massive reduction. Such a reduction has its uses. In language I often speak of myself as if I 

were a thing, and language objectifies as do our hands and even the abstract ideal 

generalities of which our neural mappings are composed. But such reductions also have 

limits, particularly when we idealize them in ways which reify them, contributing to the 

reification of our world in the process.  

 

For the maps in our brains only know generalities, and if we activate them in isolation from 

various contexts, we get these ideal abstractions which have fascinated philosophers to 

imagine transcendent Ideas and transcendental ideals for millennia, from Plato's Forms to 

Kant's “thing-in-itself.” It is only when we reintertwine such abstract idealizations with others 

that we weave our anticipations with incoming sensation to produce perception, or recreate 

scenes and procedures in memory, or anticipate and imagine potential scenes or notions 

when we plan or fantasize. To activate a neural pattern in a manner which separates it off 

from the others in a manner which is not at all common for our everyday life is hardly to 

capture the core of our lives, but rather, the opposite. It is to fall for a lure of sorts, one which 



can make us imagine ourselves as ideal, impossible, thing-like ideas, and when our world 

does not conform to the abstract categories we imagine are more perfect than the world in 

various ways, we often get frustrated, and rage against things. This is a rigid way of relating to 

such notions.  

 

We need abstract ideals, of course, they are part of how we relate to our worlds, but they help 

us most when we do not over-reify them off as “things-in-themselves,” but rather, intertwine 

them with the things of the world, as goals, as aspects, but not as ends in themselves. 

Language is a complex tool, but a tool nevertheless. It makes it possible to link the conceptual 

handles, the neural networkings, whereby we navigate our bodies with patterns of action in 

making sound and reading and writing graphic marks, in ways which make it possible to 

coordinate with how others move their bodies. We are able to come into sync in regard to 

aspects of our world which we experience, and coordinate actions, including those within our 

brains.  

 

For example, when a friend and I play a game together, such as a game of cards, we weave 

our experiences of the cards and our actions of the cards in ways which weave our bodies 

and the cards together in complex patterns of action. Language is not all that different from 

this. A single isolated card, abstracted from play, is not, however, a game of cards. To hold it 

up on its own and imagine it is what the game is all about is massively reductive. Without the 

ways in which our actions weave together in regard to memories which revive past patterns of 

actions we learned from internalizing aspects of those of others, this card would not be able to 

play the role it does in the game, nor play a functional role in our networking in the game.   

 



To imagine that the images we can activate in our brains in an isolated manner, or the 

“meanings” of words related to these, are somehow the “true essences” of things is similar to  

reducing a coffee mug to its handle, or the dance which is any complex card game to a single 

isolated card or move within such a game. While it is understandable why people may have 

come to such a form of thinking, where does it get us? Does it help us to imagine the world 

we experience everyday as a pale shadow of some ideal plane of pure essences whose 

ultimate manifestation we never really see? Does seeing our world as a degraded copy, or a 

debased world of sin, a perspective which is so easy to bring into resonance with all sorts of 

reactionary social and political programs, make the world any more comprehensible, 

workable, or indicate pathways whereby we can understand it or do things in it better?  

 

Selfing-in-process 

 

While selfing-in-process can do many things, it nevertheless cannot  grasp itself as self-ing-in-

process in the full sense which it is, for to grasp itself, it must reduce a part of itself to split 

itself into grasping and grasped, and selfing-in-process would be on all sides of such a 

grasping and in and beyond it, unable to be reduced to such a restriction in such a way in the 

manner in which it is in excess to it. The brain, after all, grasps aspects of its experience by 

means of its concepts, produced in its concept maps. These concepts are patterns of 

activation within neural pinchings in the brain's mappings. As such, they reduce, bind, and 

section off, as all abstractions do. Like letters, or words, or bits of paper or coin made to 

represent quantities of value, they can be applied back to the world, to represent this or that, 

or in a far more complex neural sense, dynamically intertwined with incoming sensation.  

 



By means of such intertwining, the abstract concept of a tree, so fuzzily activating all the 

memories of so many different trees when I think of it, all of which jostle to cancel each other 

out to produce a vague set of conceptual sensations, can be intertwined with incoming 

sensation to become the concrete feeling of recognition that I experience when I see a tree. 

This is in addition to how this process plays out at levels of abstraction far beyond this in 

regard to how I layer concepts from social categories learned from language in relation to this. 

While linguistic concepts likely shape some of my inner concepts and vice-versa, to say one 

has priority over the other is to indicate one's own priorities more than anything else.  

 

To confuse self-ing-in-process with any concept of my body, my self, my thinking, my feeling 

of my body, or any assemblage of these is to mistake a highly reduced part for a dynamic 

whole.cdxxi Self-ing-in-process, which is to say, my self, is not even something which stands in 

merely one moment in time. It is able to span states of memory and anticipation which stretch 

the lived present like a sheet of dynamically networkingly synced rubber. Such a selfing is, as 

Henri Bergson would say, an enduring, for it extends strands of the past of my world into its 

future in processes of neural feedback which are as physical as they neurally complex, with 

topologies of intertwining divergence, reentrant feedback, and multiplicitously inter-mutual 

containment, that no clock, with its discretely marked segmentations which reduce space-time 

to what a pendulum can carve from it here and now, at the two extremes of its own degree of 

freedom in oscillation, could ever reductively grasp.  

 

This is not to say that some sort of inner experience of time produces a literal or spiritual time-

travel, or anything quite so otherworldly. Rather, it is simply to say that while clocks measure 

identically homogeneous moments additively piling up, the lived experience of self-ing-in-

process is complex, which is to say, it is more than the mere sum of its parts. Traces of past 



sensation are revivified by incoming sensation which weaves these in new ways with 

sensations from new contexts, for memories are always relivings in such ways, the futures 

always recreating the past as much as extending it, predictions liberating the present in this 

way from merely repeating the past in the maleability of imagining potential futures in ways 

which are not merely repetitions of the past.  

 

Various relivings of traces of the past can feedback into incoming presents and vice-versa to 

produce new forms of presenting which blast the present from the past into the future with all 

the potential to remember the past differently in the future which frees the present of the past 

in such a way. And so, just as consciousness is spread out, so our experience of time is 

spread out, our future digging into our past and vice-versa in the living present which is not 

ever merely present, any more than merely past or future. But just as Einstein showed that 

various experiences of the interweaving of events in spacetime can be relative in regard to 

diffing accelerations which twist the stuff of the world, so networking selfings twist the world 

within, giving rise to incompossible relativities such that you and I can experience “the same” 

events yet learn quite different lessons from these.  

 

There need not be anything otherworldly about this, for the complexities of how neural 

networkings can twist the world multiplicitously in complex living bodily memory systems such 

as our own are sufficient to explain this. After all, just as simple physical spacetime can be 

relatively multiplex in the presence of physical acceleration, so it is when this is woven with 

the acceleration of matter itself into life and life into neurality of a living brain in the manner 

which each of these “jumps over itself” in the process of complex networking.  

 



And in this sense, complex networking can reveal in its way, and here, indicating where some 

of the rest of this book will go, the emergence of multiplicitous self-differing in the very fabric 

of the world itself. For where else can carbon be more than carbon, but also be part of how 

my memories of learning to play a musical instrument become part of me writing a musical 

composition, but in a living brain such as that which is an aspect of my emerging self? Does 

not genetic networking make a molecule of nitrogen able to “jump over itself,” so to speak, to 

weave in and through others around it to become also part of the “potential to weave a brain”? 

Cannot a potassium ion become an aspect of the self-differing complexifying emergence of 

what potassium ions themselves do when a neuroscientist examines a living brain?  

 

Self-differing is a part of the fabric of the cosmos itself, from the earliest symmetry-breakings 

which gave rise to the basic physical forces, that which has enabled the networkings which 

gave rise to matter in the first place, and more complex emergences from there, each leaping 

over the past by means of a refraction through its openingly differing contexts.cdxxii In such a 

way, matter has been able to give rise to life and neurality, and in such ways world becomes 

selfing opening on to its capacity to free itself from the limits of mere mattering. Molecules 

becomes more than mere molecules when they weave in and through each other as life, even 

though, on their own, they are little more than the molecules they were. But weaving with 

others in a living system, they become able to modulate their unfolding of their potentials with 

those around them in ways which make it possible to go beyond such limitations.  

 

Many living creatures, of course, seem as bound to repeat themselves by means of instinct as 

any inert matter “follows” physical “laws,” and with humans, this manifests as habits. In habits 

our past re-emerges within us like a foreign entity of sorts, living through us and for us, and 

yet, in and through selfing which potentiates its potential for emerging in and as and beyond 



itself as selfing, it becomes possible to push against this inertia, to produce the delay and gap 

of working memory, to hold an aspect of the present in mind but delay its unfolding into 

immediate action, and by means of associating it with traces of a past which are bound to it 

less strongly than those of habit, by means of selective attention which focuses on some 

aspects more than others, which differentiates by means of novel deployments of the past, so 

the future emerges into the present with the full force of liberation, by means of a past which 

rewrites its own potential extension in the future in the form of conscious deliberation.  

 

By breaking with habits of action and thinking, the past liberates the future which liberates the 

present, just as our brains are able to liberate more abstract potentiations by wresting 

concepts and mappings and neural real estate and processes from the domination of the 

motor actions of the body which gave rise to it in the first place.cdxxiii In such ways, generality 

liberates the particular from being merely that, and abstraction liberates the concrete from 

being merely that. But while abstraction frees itself from concrete action in ways which can 

radically enhance the potentials of this, so too, when itself abstracted from this, it too can 

become overly concrete in its abstractness, reduced by a form of conceptual reification which 

turns abstraction into ideality, in a way which does not liberating weave the aspects of the 

world with each other to free them to be more than merely themselves, but which turn this 

back on the world to weave all its aspects in ways which merely petrify them into identical 

reflections of its own reflected image. To do so takes concepts set outside the world as if ends 

in themselves, such as seen in a Kantian perspective on such concerns, for example, rather 

than as dynamic networkings in and through the world itself.  

 

Selfing in such senses is more than any reifying concept we could have of it, more than 

merely the maps in the cortex, or the feeling in the body, or working memory, or any such of 



itse aspects. It is the complex emergence in and through the intertweaving of all of these. It 

does not always do this in the same way, and it is neither thing nor conceptualizable as one. 

Aspects of its twistings, however, can be traced, and in language, one can dance with some 

of its aspects, in harmony, in a sense, in a way which resonates with some of its loopingly 

twisting interthreading inter-feelings, and that is what this text in its way works to do.  

 

In regard to this, any particular neural grasping, which is to say, a concept, even the concept 

of the self, is but a tiny pattern of activation within the embodied brain's selfing-in-process. 

How can such a small micro-pattern encompass such a dynamic whole whose complexity 

exceeds it in degree and kind to an indescribable extent? Any neural concept is general and 

ideal. It is only particularized in time, space, and concrete detail when linked to them. While 

memory or imagination can begin to fill out some of these, the only way to do this with 

vividness is to be in-process, which is to say, to be currently weaving incoming sensation with 

outgoing action while particularizing a given concept. This is not to downplay the wonder of 

being able to explore the brain from within in more abstract ways, it is simply to say that we 

should not mistake this for other things.  

 

Such a move, has nevertheless, been a common one, one which has tied into a variety of 

social projects in their ways. The way in which the self is often described in Euro-American 

discourses is that which is based on the ego, a sense of the self which combines that of the 

image of the body, with the narratives self attached to this, and the feeling of embodiment 

which go with this. But the self is not the ego any more than the doer of deeds linked up with 

narratives we tell in our memory and anticipations, what Locke referred to as our person. Nor 

is it merely the “I think” of Descartes, the pointilistic concept of the agent of thinking idealized 



a moment in the past which can then be grasped as if a “thinking thing,” or a cogito, from 

without.  

 

While there is a long tradition of treating ideas as otherworldly, eternal, immutable, residing 

out in the cosmos, being discovered rather than invented, as preceding us, and other such 

notions, from the perspective described here, ideas look quite different. Ideas are how 

physical patterns of activation in a brain feel from the inside. They are physical events, 

networkings of pulsings in sync. Very often they have fuzzily defined boundaries, not only in 

terms of physical location, as nerve-assemblies join and leave patterns of sync in various 

ways as ideas mutate and weave with others, but often fuzzy boundaries in time as well. After 

all, to say when a whirlpool finally congeals is like saying when an idea has congealed from 

the haze out of which it emerged. Any feeling is that of a body, a change of that body, as felt 

from within. It is an action, caused by a shift in the balance of forces within that body in 

relation to those within the body at a micro-level or at a macro-level without the body. Any 

action is only a feeling in reference to a body which feels it, and when a feeling is felt in a 

brain, it is a neural-feeling, or idea.  

 

Selfing is then simply the process of feeling the body feel its world from within, and while 

neural self-ing is in many senses the leading edge of this, it is only that. I may not be 

consciously aware of all the feelings at work within my body, which all the sub-selfings feel 

within me, but those which pass themselves along intertwine as the selfing I am as I feel the 

body as a whole, many of whose sub-selfings and sub-feelings are only very distantly 

registered, more like a haze or vague background awareness which is largely, as they say, 

unconscious. I am in this way all of our dynamic networkings, even if, I am responsible for all 

we do in the world beyond as well.  



 

There is no need to imagine any of this as eternal, ideal, otherworldly, spiritual, “mental” in a 

manner distinct from matter, or as cut off from the rest of the world of which it is simply a 

complex sort of networking infolding. While such processes can be followed in ways by 

various flows of words and ideas, they cannot be simply grasped by one, any more than 

emergence or networking. To say this is all matter, or all mind, or all any such idealistically 

determined notion, is to miss the potentials at stake. Much of this last section, however, will 

make more sense when situated in regard to a more networked understanding of the physical 

world and an expanded sense of selfing which can arise in regard to such notions, an 

endeavor to which the next part of this text will now turn.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four: Relational Post-Selfing from Matter to Life and Culture 

 

In order to not be constrained by the limitations of the self of old, even in inverted form, it is 

necessary to go beyond and unraveling and reworking of the self as framed in terms derived 



from worldviews of old, to relationally reweave the world of which such a self is an aspect, 

meet up with the reworked notion of the self of old, and from the perspective of a rewoven 

relational sense of the world, to then go beyond such divisions.  

 

Networks, Selfing, and Relation  

 

This text presents a relational approach to selfing and the world from which selfings emerge, 

and it makes use of the notion of a network, one of the primary structures of our times, to do 

so. But what is a network? While most tend to think of networks as special types of diagrams 

used to describe the structure of the Internet, anything which relates parts, aspects, or 

anything can be understood as a network, whether it is a diagram or that which a diagram 

describes. The ways in which energy moves between houses can be diagrammed as a 

network, even as it also is a networking of houses which such diagram is used to describe, 

and thus, a network can be both that which represents and that which is represented, even if 

more abstract networks tend to be particularly suited for representing others. 

 

At its simplest, whatever links parts or aspects can be seen as a network. The parts or 

aspects can be considered nodes, what links these together can be understood as links, and 

these network as they do in relation to background, or more simply, grounds, and various 

processes from which these emerge, are maintained, and in relation to which they potentially 

transform or dissolve. A network, in this sense, is simply a way of understanding how aspects 

of the world relate. The notion of a network derives in its most abstract form from the 

mathematics of graph theory, which speaks of edges and vertices, which in the science of 

networks within complex systems science, is referred to as links and nodes.  

 



Anything can be seen as a node connected by links, at least if they are somehow related, and 

as everything is related to others, then everything can be understood as a network. While 

networks are most commonly encountered as special diagrams, usually composed of nodal 

dots and linking lines, these are only particularly abstract types of networks which are used to 

diagram others which are less abstract. An abstract network can diagram the way an 

ecosystem networks, for example, but they are still both networks, each in their way, even if 

abstract networks are particularly good at diagramming others. 

 

A network diagram can be used to describe the patterns of relation at work in an ecosystem, 

and yet, that ecosystem is just as much a network, the former being a more abstract network, 

the latter more concrete. The abstractness of network diagrams makes them particularly good 

at showing how other types of networks relate their aspects, but that is all, there is no radical 

difference in kind here between representer and represented. As the sketch above has likely 

indicated, if gently, is that networks can twist and turn in ways which elude many of the 

limitations of more traditional ways of thinking of the world. 

 

While networks may emphasize this or that particular networking, no network is ever fully 

isolated, for it opens on to backgrounds of contexts and processes which are often left 

“implied” in the background of any diagram of a network. An ecosystem, after all, is never 

simply an ecosystem, but a system within other systems, and thus, an opening on to all the 

contexts and processes which form it from within and without. To see it merely as “a” network 

is reductive, and thus, any particular network should only ever be seen as an aspect of wider 

networkings, an opening on to networking which exceeds it and of which it is merely an 

aspect. Likewise, when a network diagram appears on a piece of paper or a screen, the 

paper and screen form a background, and both the network and its backgrounds manifest 



there by means of processes, each of which can be seen as networks of networkings in turn. 

From a networked perspective, anything and everything can be understood as a network, and 

the world a networking of networkings.  

 

Networks are in this sense a way of thinking as much as anything else, which is to say, they 

are lenses on the world. One can see the world as composed of atoms, and with atomizing 

lenses, the world will look atomizingly back. With networked lenses, however, the world 

appears as networks of networks. Any concept can function as lens on the world if it is used 

this way, organizing others to produce a worldview of various models of the world's aspects, 

and in this way, foregrounding some aspects of the world over others by bringing them into 

focus. So it is with how this text makes use of the notion of networks and networking.  

 

Networks are generally understood by those who study them in terms of nodes, links, 

grounds, and levels of networking, or the the equivalent of these.cdxxiv The parts or aspects 

which are linked can be seen as nodes, linked as they are by means of relations or 

connection, which is to say, links. These are the most obvious aspects of networks, but this is 

not all there is. Most who study networks in science and technology emphasize nodes and 

links, however, and this tends to obscure the ways in which there would be no nodes, links, or 

networkings of these without that beyond these which make this possible, and one will 

occasionally hear such researchers refer to these other aspects, even if they tend to remain 

implicit. For a philosophy of networks, however, these more implicit aspects of networking will 

be especially crucial, as they help explain how and why the nodes and links relate and 

change how they relate as they do. 

 



In order for there to be nodes and links networking, this has to be set off against a 

background, or “ground,” that which can be understood as “grounding” that network. Draw a 

set of dots on a piece of paper and connect it by lines, and one has a simple network 

diagram. But are not the dots and lines only what they are in relation to the paper on which 

they are drawn? Or the desk on which this lays? Or the room in which the desk with the paper 

with a network drawn on it sits? The network of nodes and links is in fact contextualized by a 

network of grounds, many of which open on to and are grounded by more encompassing 

ones in complex weaves of relations.  

 

A molecule in a stone, for example, is a network of sub-atomic phenomena, but shift the 

balance of sub-atomic forces enough within or without, and this network will shift its form. We 

may focus on this or that network in the world, or its nodes and links, but follow these to their 

limits, and they will open on to grounding weaves of contexts which link them to others and 

the nodes, links, grounds, and networks which pertain to these, even as the grounds open on 

to nodes and links in turn, just as any examination of grounds in the world seem to only ever 

reveal more networks. 

 

Nodes and links and their grounds do not arise from nowhere, however. Rather, they are 

produced by processes, processes of noding, linking, grounding, and the weaving of these 

together as networking. When aspects of the world congeal or weave, a new networking 

forms, and this can be seen as a new level of networking which distinguishes itself from the 

other networkings within, around, between, and amongst it. What makes a network a network 

is that it brings together aspects which are or can be distinguished from their grounds, and 

what does the distinguishing is networking. The process of networking is leveling, and leveling 



is networking, and this intertwining differentiation and differentiating intertwining is what the 

scientists of networks refer to as “emergence.” 

 

Networkings open on to each other and are openings. Taken in a more immediate sense, 

opening can be seen in the manner in which each network opens on to the grounds and 

processes which originate, maintain, surround, and may transform it. The nodes and links are 

aspects of these grounds and processes, and can link and delink from networks in various 

ways, shifting their composition and form. Some networks may shift how they network rather 

fluidly, while others limit themselves, even if there are no simple boundaries between inside 

and outisde a network which are not determined by other networks which, within, without, 

between, or amongst a given network, impact how it might change in such ways.  

 

For example, if a group of people are taking a stroll and a new person joins them, and then a 

dog, the sort of networking they have changes each time. If some of the people are fine with a 

person joining their stroll but not a dog, then some subnetworkings in the group restrict how 

that networking links in such a way. Likewise, my body may decide to freely network with 

molecules of liquid water, even if it tends to keep others beyond boundaries which various of 

its networkings work to maintain. More generally, however, networks tend to frustrate 

simplistic attempts to divide them into inside and outside, even if many networks may try to 

maintain relatively firm boundaries in forms which may potentiate or frustrate particular sorts 

of networkings, depending on how these unfold their potentials in various ways.cdxxv  

 

Just as abstract or aleatory groupings, such as a bunch of people taking a stroll, can be 

understood as forms of networking, so too can more enduring forms of networking, such as 

those at work in the complex weaves of processes at work in a living organism. My body, for 



example, is a networking which shifts how it networks with various contexts, and in this way, 

moves around its world, leading to shifts within the forms of networking at work within my 

body which comprise what I generally describe as what I feel in the form of sensations, 

emotions, thoughts, etc.  

 

And so, when I pick up a stone, I network with it, and the result is the emergence of the 

sensation of its weight in my hand. When I put the stone down, I de-link with it, and may 

network with something else. The stone of course is itself also a networking, one which was 

once part of a more encompassing networking of a larger block of stone until shifts in the 

relevant contexts caused these to delink from each other. When I feel the stone and describe, 

this occurs because pressures from intermolecular forces push on the surface of my hand in 

various ways, patterns of photons shift in how they stream into my eyes in various ways, and 

this leads to shifts in the networks networking away in my brain.  

 

Changes in how my body networks with the networks around it lead to shifts of the network 

within, and I feel this in various ways as what are generally understood as sensations and 

interpretations of these. My networkings can be said to grasp aspects of networkings in the 

world by networking with them, giving rise to forms of networking within me. If I then network 

with others in relation to how we sense and interpret various aspects of the world beyond us, 

this too is a networking, as are our interpretations of how we do this. Changes within 

networkings manifest changes in the networkings of their contexts, and in this way, 

networkings can be seen as aspects of more encompassing contexts of networkings which 

ground these, and processes similarly.  

 



To see the world and its aspects as various forms of networking is to see it in a manner which 

has often been described as decentered or centerless. Much of this is because rather than 

see the world as comprised of interactions pre-determined chunks, it is seen as rather 

composed of opening weavings. Even quantum phenomena can be understood as twistings 

within quantum fields, after all, and in this sense, the building blocks of matter can be 

understood as sorts of knottings of energy, even if the simplistic, more atomizing and reifying 

approach to such concerns break down, along with many of the distinctions and ways of 

thinking applied to macroscopic concerns, as one approaches the scale of the very small at 

the quantum scale.cdxxvi To see the world as composed of networks is not so much as to see it 

as made of different stuff, but to see the world lensed differently, rather than as the linking of 

closures, and as the weavings of openings.  

 

When the world is seen as a weaving of weavings, everything opens on to everything else in 

its way, and any “thing” is merely a weaving which is how others open on to others yet still, all 

in ways which could be woven differently. One can try to unravel networks or find their core, 

but this opens in its way on to more networkings. This is because networks are simply how a 

given context in the process of emergence manifests in a given here and now, and in ways 

which frustrate attempts to reduce them to mere unitary things or binary distinctions, such as 

those of inside and outside, at least, not in any hard and fast sort of way. Such formations can 

always arise, but only in proximate and relative formations in regard to the networkings which 

weave themselves in such centralizing forms, yet could also weave less exclusively. To see 

the world as networks of networks makes it possible to thereby to unravel more atomistically 

binary lensings on the world, and show how the world can be seen and worked with more 

openingly.  

 



Experiencing Relational Selfing 

 

What might it mean to see the self as a form of networking? It is perhaps easiest to start with 

a particular self, and to use my own self as an example. To start, my body is a network of 

organs, which are networks of cells, which are networks of organelles, which are networks of 

intermolecular structures and processes, which are networks of molecules, and so on. My 

body is an emergence composed of networks of levels of networks, each of which is a 

networking emergence, but which networkingly emerges as a network in and through levels of 

scale.  

 

As I move through my world, I am networks of nodes, such as organs, networks of links, such 

as nerve cells, weaving together in this way networks of grounds, such as the various 

contexts relevant to me as well as the ways my body contextualizes its aspects, and networks 

of levels of emergence, such as those of the processes of growth, development, learning, and 

others whose intertwining gives rise to the networking of these others of which I am an 

aspect. The interlayering of such structures is refered to by network researchers as the 

“nesting” of layers of networkings in one another, and the body is nested in many ways and at 

multiple levels of scale.cdxxvii 

 

What is more, my body is not only a networking itself, but it networks together the air I 

breathe, the spaces I walk through during my day, the social processes in which I partake, 

and so much more. My body is the result of networkings within which come to balance with 

networking without, and the result is the particular form of the networking between which I am. 

When I perceive this or that, I am networking with it, as it impacts my sense organs at lower 

levels of scale, and this leads to shifts within the weavings of networkings within my body. I 



feel this networking from the inside as various sensations, and as these ripple upwards 

through my nervous system and brain, I feel these too. As incoming patterns of activation 

network with those already networking in my brain, the result is patterns of activation which 

flow outwards towards my body, and as the networks of my muscles shift, they move my 

limbs, which shift how my body networks with what is beyond it. I drop the stone and pick up a 

hammer, my networks shift, and my networks register this in turn. 

 

When I think about what I did for dinner last night, I activate patterns of neural connections in 

my brain. Nerve cells are always pulsing, but some begin to pulse in sync together in 

particular ways, and this feels like what I experience as a memory of eating dinner last night. I 

experience this set of neural actions as a sort of inner sensation, because I am stimulating 

many of the very same neural patterns which were part of my experience of eating dinner last 

night. The neurons I activate in a top-down way when I remember the color of the green of the 

lettuce in the salad I ate, for example, are the same as those I activated last night when I saw 

the green of this salad with my eyes. The neurons are within color maps that recognize this 

color, and link up to networks upon networks of other maps, many of which produce 

associations whose feedbacking inhibitions and amplifications give rise to the haze of 

“feeling” which accompanies the activation of any such neural patterns.cdxxviii  

 

Ideas can thus be seen as how inner neural actions produced by populations pulsing in sync 

within the brain, often in tense weaves of balance of stimulation and inhibition, feel from 

within.cdxxix So it is with the idea of the self. When I remember eating dinner last night, I 

remember that I was the one doing this. I may focus on what I was eating, and then my 

feeling of self is mostly implicit in this memory, or I may imagine that I see myself eating “as if” 



from without. I may even imagine both at the same time, activating neural pathways in more 

than one direction at once, spreading my self between these and how I feel them.  

 

When I imagine myself from without, I activate many of the same mappings of my 

musculature and images I have constructed of my body from without “as if” seen by others 

which I use to imagine future actions and plans. When I remember what I ate last night and 

my sense of self is more implicit in the scene, I activate many of the same networks which 

form the basis of how my brain stem mappingly integrates my deepest sense of my body as a 

whole in the nodules of the brain stem. The difference, of course, is that in memory or 

anticipation, imagination or planning, I activate the networks in a top down way, rather than 

the bottom up manner of lived experience in which these brain networks are not activated in 

isolation from chains of actions which rise all the way up from the world beyond my body 

within and through up and up through my sensory cortexes and beyond. As a result, top-down 

activations feel less vivid.cdxxx  

 

When I sense something directly, I experience it with both top-down and bottom-up activation. 

There are many ways to potentially divide up such a weaving of interrelations, but the division 

between that of “within” and “without” of my body has been taken as that from which all the 

others derive. There are good practical reasons for this, as my feeling of my body from within 

is the most invariant aspect of my world, and likely that of my readers as well. But what is on 

both sides of this divide is still made of the same sort of stuff, there are still patterns of moving 

matters on both sides of this divide, and all of these are aspects of what I feel.  

 

My world, however, shifts and changes. As I walk around, I see my world rework itself, and 

while I see that others experience the world, they often do not experience it quite as I do, 



even if there is often a great deal of overlap. As my body's networkings network with others, I 

experience a shiftly panoply of variance against the relative invariance of my body, and this 

zone of variance, with all its relative stabilities and instabilities, is what I can understand as 

my world. My world is nevertheless full of those which seem to have bodies like mine, at least, 

when seen from without, and I can imagine feeling various aspects of my world as if I were 

within their bodies feeling the world as they do.  

 

This makes it possible to see how my body must appear from without, making it sensible to 

assume that each such body has a world of experience of our world, an aspect of a more 

encompassing networking of which our bodies and worlds are aspects. Such a more 

encompassing world, the world as such, seems to only manifest some sides to us at any 

given place and time, and to be composed of networkings which are impacted by others in 

various ways in turn, even if these do not present themselves to us as aspects of our world all 

at once at any given space and time within this world.  

 

Theorizing Material Selfing 

 

Our bodies are the primary media of experience for the experiencing brain which is a part of 

this. The fact that our bodies are mobile means that they can shift the way they network with 

various other networks in the world, and in such a way that it is the only network which is 

common to all our experiences. Nothing seems to feels more “real” to us than what we 

experience as common to all our experiences, and this is the way we feel our bodies. But 

does this mean that we are no different from the matter around us? Do we not seem to feel 

our world in a way which differs from that of seemingly “inert” matter?  

 



The reason why our bodies feel themselves feeling the world so complexly, however, is 

because ithe human brain and body are, despite all our culture and technology, still the most 

complex forms of networking we know. There are more connections in each human brain than 

stars in the known universe, after all.cdxxxi And so it makes sense that we feel our bodies 

feeling our world from within more complexly than those with simpler brains and bodies. It 

also makes sense that it feels like there is a jump in complexity from the generally far simpler 

matters outside of our bodies, and those within.   

 

As we feel from the inside our bodies feeling the world beyond them, so it seems to be with 

others. But what are the limits of this? Most of us seem to feel that other humans, animals, 

and even plants feel in some way, but why do many often state that less complex systems, 

such as water and stones, do not feel or experience in some form or another? There seems 

to be no simple answer to this, even if it is also not so simple to determine that stones and 

water do not feel. After all, when I determine that another person feels, this is not because I 

feel what they do. Rather, I reason by analogy that if they have a body roughly similar to mine, 

and they produce actions similar to those I produce when I feel things, then it is likely they feel 

in ways similar to how I do.  

 

From there, I can hypothesize that simpler animals feel more simply, and plants more simply 

still, particularly as they lack a brain, though they clearly react to their environments.cdxxxii 

Then again, so do all sorts of physical aspects of the world. Atoms and molecules are 

attracted and repulsed from each other in various ways, they seem to want to conserve 

energy and such, various physical systems and forms of motion present tendencies to 

perpetuate themselves or not in various circumstances, and even sub-atomic quantum 

phenomena exhibit all sorts of pushes and pulls which are each actions which would seem to 



indicate they “sense” the world around them and “react” to this. To imagine that only living 

entities feel is perhaps then a relic of mechanistic reworkings of Christian ways of thinking, 

which argued that only humans were given souls. When such a perspective and its more 

secular remnants are put to the side, whole new less restrictive approaches to the world 

becomes possible, in which it becomes possible to see how the capacity to feel is one which 

likely arises from the very fabric of matter itself.  

 

One could in fact say that feeling is precisely what matter is, it is a way of quantum 

phenomena twist themselves in knots due to how they feel each other and patterns within 

this, and movement occurs when there are shifts within this. If all matter feels, and in fact, is a 

sort of feeling itself, then there is no difficulty in understanding why we feel. We feel as we do 

because that is what matter moving does. It moves because it feels, and all such movements 

are feelings of the movements of others, and when dynamic flows of such movements 

congeal, the result is knottings of such feelings, which is precisely what matters are. But does 

it really make sense to call all of this feeling?  

 

There are of course similarities between how living organisms feel their bodies and how 

physical systems seem to feel in various ways. For example, when fire releases energy 

bound in chemical bonds, there is a feeling of release of tension, similar to how when I stop 

holding my breath, and the levels of carbon dioxide in my blood begin to return to normal 

levels. There are, of course, also massive differences between such sorts of feelings. Living 

organisms not only feel, after, all, they meta-feel. For example, I not only feel how my eye 

sees light, but how my brain reacts to this, and how this feels a part of my more 

encompassing feeling of my world, which includes the slight pang of hunger which pervades 

how I am feeling as I feel what my eye feels as it sees. All of this happens in regard to how 



each of the cells in my body feels its genetic materials, which feed back past forms of feeling 

into future ones by means of how the cell feels the traces of past forms of self-feeling in the 

present, in such ways as to regulate how it reacts to how it feels its body changing within in 

regard to changes from within and without.  

 

It is easy to see that living organisms feel themselves feeling themselves in highly complex 

ways and at multiple levels of scale. Each cell in my body feels how its micro- and macro- 

feelings play off each other, which are felt by more encompassing systems such as at work in 

my endocrine and lymphatic systems, and all of these are felt by neurons which weave my 

body's feelings together to give rise to the complex meta-meta-feeling whereby my brain feels 

itself feeling at massive layers of recursion within shifting populations of neural “feelers” which 

feel their contexts as they form, congeal to feel others, and then rework to form new types of 

feelers and felts. The forms of networking interfeeling at work in anyone able to read a text 

like this occurs at a level of complexity which is massively more complex than feelings at work 

in anything such as an eddy of water, or a chemical reaction. But this is not to say that these 

are not forms of feeling, merely simple ones.   

 

Theorizing Physical, Living, Cultural, and Quasi-Living Wideware Selfings 

 

From a networked perspective, our very selves were produced by the networkings of aspects 

of various worlds – material, biological, and socio-cultural – in which we were born and 

emerged. We have always interacted with each other by means of networks of media which 

have formed us as the selves we are, put thoughts and ideas and images “in our heads,” 

including those of a self, and those of the Internet and mobile computing devices are merely 

the newest wrinkle within these. Language, for example, is one of the most crucial ways in 



which we network with each other, the language in which we learn to speak the word “I” and 

to link this word to many others which are used to describe things and qualities and deeds, 

and this molds our ways of thinking and doing, feeling and expressing, and to such an extent 

that we can be seen as its extensions more than the reverse. 

 

Is not life, after all, what happens when a material system begins to leave traces of how it 

operates within itself in ways which allows it to recreate this by weaving together various 

networks to repair “its self” over time? When material systems take themselves as a self, this 

is, in some sense, what life is, and genetic material the means that makes this possible, just 

as our physical bodies and brains are what make it possible for us to grasp ourselves as a 

self, not merely genetically, but neurally as well. That is, we cease simply experiencing the 

world in a rather immediate way, and instead, separate ourselves out as a distinct 

experiencer, grasping our own experience both from within yet also as if from without, like a 

thing. When a system experiences itself experiencing its world, it selfs itself, grasping itself as 

a self, producing itself as a self in the process, even if the self which is produced is both 

grasper and grasped, self as opening process and self as more reified grasping of this 

process. Selves such as humans often take the latter for the former, as evidenced, for 

example, with a wide variety of repercussions. 

 

Returning to more basic formations, however, a single celled organism, for example, not only 

performs various processes, but it engages in networks of feedback with these to see if they 

match up with the traces of its past ways of doing things which it has stored in memory, and it 

tries to being these into sync in ways which allow it to keep going. Is life not what happens 

when material systems feed back memory of their past habits as a system into their current 

habits, giving rise to a sort of self, which is to say, an organism? Is this not the kernel out of 



which our bodies and eventually brains which could then do this at a more complex level of 

scale emerges? A living cell is in many senses a social system composed of non-living 

matters which have come to form a relatively self-sustaining society in relation to a social 

code of sorts stored in the genetic material of this system, not unlike how societies may write 

down their norms into laws in something like a constitution as part of their coming to collective 

self-hood.  

 

A self can thus be seen as what happens whenever any aspect of the world becomes a 

system, a relative coherence which is woven by how the aspects of that system intertwine 

with its contexts to produce it, such that it weaves and is woven by them, as an emergence, in 

a manner in which wholes and parts exceed each other and cannot be merely reduced to 

each other. In such circumstances, networking of relations between aspects begins to interact 

with how these do what they do at a meta-level, functioning as a system which is 

distinguished from the world in ways which tend to perpetuate and intermodulate them-selves.  

 

This can even be seen in much simpler forms than a living cell. For example, a pool of water 

has a drain open underneath it, and as the water tries to rush down the drain, molecules and 

flows push each other out of the way as they all try to get down their first, and as these flows 

and forces and repulsions and pushings in and out of the way begin to interact, all these 

begin to intermodulate, and a whirlpool emerges such that the whole of the whirlpool 

influences how each molecule and flow of water relates to the others, and yet, what is a 

whirlpool other than simply the flow of the molecules? It is this, but it is the way in which a 

group of initially disorganized and random interactions hits a point of balance whereby the 

wholes influence each other in and through the whole, a system, one which forms precisely 



as a whole which distinguishes itself from the surrounding pool of water, no matter how 

blurrily, as well as which has each of its aspects as elements, no matter how tentatively. 

 

Just as a group of people becomes a crowd when it starts to not only function as separate 

individuals, but rather a group as waves of influence between the individuals start to coalesce 

into collective behaviors, so it is with group dynamic which begins to emerge into a sort of 

collective unity. There is no self without a society which networks to give rise to this, within 

and without, and hence, any self is but a networking of these, one which may be as durable 

as the cosmos, or as aleatory and ephemeral as the conditions which give rise to it. A 

whirlpool, after all, is a system which selfs and then dissolves, while other systems self in 

ways which leave traces of themselves, and as these feed back into how they self, we call 

this life. And as life feeds back traces of how it self-ed in the past, it is able to shift not only 

how it selfs but how it organizes these traces, and in this way, mutate to shift how it does this 

in the future, and as this process feeds back upon itself, it can evolve.  

 

As living systems network together, they need ever more complex forms of networking to 

make this possible, and nervous systems and brains have been the result, and as these can 

store memories, they too can feed these back into the ways in which these living systems 

self, and how they relate to each other. This can make it possible for collective selves to 

emerge not only between groups of cells, but between groups of self-ing organisms and their 

neural systems, and when organisms leave traces in the world around them, such traces can 

function as memories which can be fed back into their cultural, neural, living, and material 

networkings in ways which potentiate these further still.  

 



Cognitive scientists have often referred to such externalizations of human memory as 

“wideware.” Humans develop complex relations with their wideware. Andy Clark, for example, 

describes the process of using a pencil and paper to perform arithemtic as a process of 

“cognitive looping” back and forth with “memory supports” in ways which make tasks which 

are difficult for our brains to handle far easier.cdxxxiii We live in highly developed systems of 

wideware, from the ways our bodies externalize meanings in gestures, to the formed objects 

and tools of our built environment, to the images we draw, sculpt, and project on screens, to 

our systems of organized symnbolic codes and languages.  

 

Our wideware systems grow, change, and evolve in communities and populations of these 

over time. Mathematics has evolved, as have forms of visual image making, the technologies 

of writing and styles of writing, our utentils and clothing and books and computers, our ways 

of dressing and speaking and writing and so much more. Wideware systems often seem as if 

they were almost networked organisms, living through life-cycles and evolving, and yet, as 

soon as the living organisms which network with them cease to use them, they tend to stop 

being animated or otherwise changing.  

 

Just as complicated systems can be termed complicates, and complex systems termed 

complexes, so the networks of wideware will, in what follows, be understood as plexes, 

plexes of gestures, tool, images, and utterances, all of which require living organisms such as 

us to help them be complex. We are their means of complexification, they live indirectly 

through us as we extend our life and complexify it through through them, and in this sense, 

they can be understood as forms of quasi-life. Many wideware systems are complex adaptive 

systems, and it only takes a brief investigation of the life of various meme-plexes on the 

internet to get a sense of the complex evolutionary dynamics at work.  



 

Such meme-plexes ride on the channels provided by our complicated computers and the 

complex weavings we have produced between these, our meme-plexes, and other complex 

wideware networkings such as our economies and languages. In this, they are far more 

complex than the complicated machines we have produced, even if some of the most 

complicated, such as computers, are more powerful in various ways in regard to being able to 

do particular sorts of things, if in particularly limited ways. But they are nowhere near as 

complex as living organisms. For not only are they only complexly emergent in relation to 

living complexes such as us, but they are also shallow. Living organsisms exhibit level after 

level after level of nested complex networking emergence, all synergizing, all resonating and 

feeding back into each other, in massively complex ways and at incredible depth of levels of 

scale. That said, wideare networking modulates how we self in some powerful ways.  

 

Each time I say “I” I am self-ing within language, each time I make a move in a game I self 

according to its rules, each time I vote I self within my political system, each time I view a 

webpage the software recognizes that I have self-ed for it in its own way. So many dynamic 

self-ings, but some leave traces, memory traces, and these make it possible to feed back how 

my self-ings manifest in the present with those in the past, and such feedback makes it 

possible for my selfings of selfings to mutate and grow in depth and complexity and change 

and grow and evolve. 

 

In some senses, however, it is clearly oversimplifying to say that it is merely “I” that self when 

I say “I,” vote, play a game, or self in such a way. Clearly my body is a selfling of selfings, and 

my brains is a complex weaving of selfings, some of which include forms of feedback which I 

feel as an imaging of my selfing as if from without. I can weave these selfings with wideware 



in ways which unleash various potentials, and in doing so, I give rise to hybrid selfings which 

are as much between my physically living neural selfings and the wideware in question as my 

body and its selfings are with their other contexts.  

 

When I say “I” in language, I am as much selfing as selfed, which is to say, language and I 

say “I” together. The more I do this, the more my neural networkings sculpt around this, and 

the more likely I am to self in such ways in the future. And so, if I watch a film, I may see 

through the protagonist's eyes, identify with their perspective, and otherwise “suture” myself 

into an identificatory immersion with what the camera sees, the world of the film, and the 

perspective of the main character, at least, to one degree or another. When I do this, the film 

and I are selfing with each other, and such a selfing is an emerging networking, more than the 

mere sum of its parts, a weaving of contexts which emerges in and through us. Each time I do 

so, this influences my neural networkings, and I am more likely to self in such ways in the 

future, and to understand myself in such ways in the future. The form of selfing which is 

presented in the film influences how I self, and perhaps even how I image myself to myself in 

various ways.  

 

From physical to living to cultural systems, it is all networkings of networkings. Physical 

systems emerged from simpler forms of matter and energy, and as these dynamically 

complexify, life arose.cdxxxiv Life evolved, and organisms able to adapt and learn from their 

environments developed, with neural networks and complex brains composed of these came 

to be. These intertwined to give rise to cultures and languages, economies and technologies, 

all forms of emergence. Physical networkings, biological networkings, neural networkings, 

and cultural networkings are many of the forms of networking whereby this text will work to 

understand the varied sorts of networkings which we feel from within and without, directly and 



indirectly, and in various forms, giving rise in this way to the ways we do what we do, the 

actions which intertwine with those of others in ways which help create and recreate the world 

in which all this happens in turn. 

 

Experiencing Worldtwisting 

 

Relationally framed in regard to emergence, selves can be understood to be twists of the 

world, or worldtwists. The sort of twisting meant here is not that of a simple physical type, 

such as a twist in a rope, though it is not unrelated to this either. Rather, it is closer to the type 

of twisting one sees in a whirlpool, if each of the aspects of this whirlpool something like 

whirlpools themselves in turn, a perspective which, in its way, likely has more to offer now 

than it did at the start of this book. For just as the way in which a whirlpool is not distinct from 

the water which it twists, so it is with selves when seen as twistings of the world.  

 

Like the whirling which makes a pool of water into a whirlpool, the same water is at play, and 

the whirlpool is not different from the pool considered merely in terms of matter, but in terms 

of the shift in the dynamic relations between these, which is to say, the mode of networking 

intertwining. Selves need not be seen as radically different from the world, but much like a 

whirlpool and water, simply a way of twisting it, if in a more complex manner. Such complexity 

is of course crucial, for selves do not twist the world in the same way, and in such multiplicity, 

the world becomes worlds, worlds of selves twisting the world within as experience and 

potentially more, and without as action, giving rise to the world of worlds of selves thereby. 

This chapter will show how selves can be understood as twists of the world, and how the 

world can be understood as twists of selves, and each of these aspects of networks of 

emergence which do, feel, mean, value, and think our world in and beyond its selves.  



 

To feel, or experience, at its simplest, is to be an opening on to the world which is capable of 

being affected by it, which is to say, to receive action from it, such that some of its aspects 

vary in a way influenced by that which imparts action to it, while others do not. Simple 

experiencers may feel with their entire self, and the experience may change their entire body, 

understood as that which recieves this action, and is partly changed and partly remains the 

same in the process.  

 

Changes of this sort, and as such, feelings, can come from both micro-contexts within and 

macro-contexts without, and a body is therefore merely the pattern of symmetry between the 

forces imparted by micro- and macro-contexts, and the shifts within these are the feelings 

which are felt by the body of the experiencer. Often micro-actions may influence a self from 

macro-level contexts from without, such as happens when light arrives at a human eye from 

without, or at a micro-level without from a meso-level contact, such as when a human sees 

another. Determinations of level of action and context are thus relative to what is being 

described.  

 

Rather than understand selves as existing or navigating appearances, notions with long 

histories of falling into atomistic and binary ways of thinking, this text will argue that selves 

can be seen as selfings which arise when experiences are experienced by experiencers. 

Experience is a term with no easy opposite, and experience, or feeling, can be seen as how 

selfing arises in its most relatively immediate concreteness in the here and now, as a process 

of opening in which a body's way of feeling how its world changes it from within becomes 

partially transformed in the process. Action, interpretation, evaluation, and thinking can all be 

understood as particular sorts of complexifications of the networking of feeling from there, 



even as each such lensing of the networking of the stuff of the world can be seen as 

interpreting it more abstractly in turn.  

 

An experiencer, or feeler, is that which feels its body feeling, and in fact is the process 

whereby this body changes over time. A tree, for example, is an experiencer, but it is not 

identical to its body, for that tree was an acorn, then sapling, then tree. The body of the tree 

can only be one of these at a time, but the experiencer is the relatively coherently continuous 

durational networking of these through spacetime. Tibetan philosophers often speak of a 

mind-stream, and relativity physicists of a worldline, but according to whom is a given 

networking one or many networkings in such a sense? This depends on the interpreter in 

question. I see a tree as one experiencer, because I see the way its body retains traces of its 

past, and, there seems no sense in which the tree would understand such a notion. The tree 

seems unable to grasp itself as if fro m without; rather, its only ability to grasp itself is as the 

selfing-in-process which it is in the process of becoming. I can experience the tree as this 

from without, and I can likely make a persuasive case to others to understand it in such a 

way, and we can come into sync in regard to this.  

 

There is no need to ask whether or not there is “really” a tree there as a single experiencer in 

the world “as it really is,” for relationally speaking, there is no need for such a notion. The tree 

is a unified coherent experiencer for me, one composed of sub-experiencers at multiple levels 

of scale, all enduring together as a selfing-in-process. If I say to a friend of mine, “do you see 

that tree over there?” and they respond that they do, then we are able to come into sync with 

each other if I ask my friend to walk over to it. There is a tree for us, and that is enough. If I 

use a scientific instrument to measure some aspect of the tree, the instrument feels the tree in 

its way, and if I show my friend the instrument, all three of us can bring our feelings into sync 



with various processes we may undertake in regard to the tree. There is no need for an 

ultimate “God's eye” view of the tree, which likely does not exist, but rather, the weaving of 

relative contexts with each other, and the meanings, values, and modes of thinking and 

experience which arise in relation to these.  

 

Selfings are centers of actions in their worlds of experiencing. To be a selfing is to feel one's 

body changing, and by means of this, to feel the world around one changing in and through 

how one feels one's body changing. When one examines another selfing changing, one only 

experiences this at a distance, in regard to how one feels one's own selfing changing. When I 

see a tree in the distance, I know it is living in part because uses sunlight to make its food. 

Photons impact it, change it, and it changes itself in turn. These are all actions. So it is with 

my own body. I see the tree because photons impact my retinal sensors, which impact my 

optic nerve, which gives rise to networks of impacts in my brain. Any actions within my body 

are called feelings, and any actions outside of me are called actions, but these are all actions. 

Feelings are the term for actions which occur within my body, which I feel in a relatively direct 

way.  

 

There are some aspects of my body that I feel only weekly, of course, such as my spleen, and 

yet, the unconscious parts of my brain feel my spleen more directly for me, and keep it doing 

what it needs to. This is all part of the way I feel my body implicitly, as a background horizon 

of my feeling, similar to how I see my visual horizon, and this is a part of of the hazy limits of 

my capacity to feel at the edges of my world. Any aspect of the world is a networking of 

actions seen from without, actions which are felt from within, such that the selfing of any 

aspect of the world is this feeling, the way an experiencer feeling its body feel its world. The 

world is that which changes, and the body is that which changes only partially in regard to 



this. The body is the opening feeling which opens on to the world which changes more 

radically, as the selfing only changes in part.  

 

Bodies are also those which do things in regard to what they feel. The primary action of a 

body is the action of networking and networking action which is its body, and at this basic 

level, there is no distinction between doing, or action, and feeling. That is, the body of each 

selfing is a feeling as much as a doing, of the selfing in question as much as the contexts 

which self in and through it. The world is that which extends outwards in space as macro-

context, and what is within the body manifests as micro-contexts, the weaving together of 

which, from past to future through the present, is the meso-context which is the body of the 

selfing at a given location in spacetime as it is moved through this by the shifts in its contexts, 

in regard to changes produced by the unfolding and folding of potentials within and without in 

the process.  

 

Bodies do what they do because potentials within them unfold in a particular way, and this 

leads them to change their bodies in some way, often in forms which lead to change without. 

This often occurs in a manner which is micro- to meso- to macro-, for example, when my 

brain shifts in a particular way, as micro-, this doing that I tend to call “thinking” may lead to a 

shift in the meso-level positioning of my body, such that, for example, I use a hammer to hit a 

nail, leading to a change in macro-contexts outside of my body. So it is with many other types 

of bodies, if in often simpler yet similar ways.  

 

To look at a body from without, there is no massive difference in kind between an action 

outside the limits of a body and those within it. If my friend sees a tree in the forest, I see 

them seeing, and I experience the tree and my friend seeing the tree as actions of various 



sorts crossing various boundaries, producing analogs with each transformation, from sun to 

tree to seeing the tree by my friend. When I see the tree, however, once the actions beyond 

the limits of my body cross the boundary and are those “within me,” I say they are “my” 

experiences, and yet, this is just a way of speaking. These are differences of degree, not of 

kind, for all of these are aspects of my experiencing, simply of differnent sorts, but just as 

much aspects of my world of experiencing, of which I and the limits of my world of 

experiencing are nevertheless aspects.  

 

That is, I feel my seeing, and I feel the tree as an aspect of this, and both are aspects of my 

feeling of my body feeling what is beyond its limits as a relatively unified world of 

experiencing. There are opening horizons in my world, such that I cannot see beyond the 

bark of the tree into its interior without hurting the tree, and I cannot see further than the 

horizon, all of which indicates limits of how my body relates to those beyond it when 

interpreted by various means from without. But when felt from within, the tree which I usually 

describe as “outside” of “my” body is as much an aspect of “my” experience as is that of “my 

body.” The main difference is that if I shift aspects of my body around, I have learned to 

interpret this as “moving away from the tree,” and this aspect of my world is replaced by 

others, while I always experience my body being at the center of my world, and this is in many 

senses what the word “my” means here, more than anything else.  

 

My feeling of my body is the relative invariance in my otherwise varying world. The feeling of 

various horizons, such as the earliest point in my memory, my anticipations of the future, the 

limtis of my various senses, my ability to sense the very large or very small, the ability to feel 

what other experiencers are feeling despite their experiencing them through different bodies, 

and other related limitations, are other such relative invariances, and from this, I can come to 



interpret my experience as that which weaves between experience of my body and its interior 

horizons, such as that of my earliest memories and where my attempts to feel my internal 

organs get fuzzy, and external horizons, such as those at the limts of my sight, or to feel as 

other experiencers do.  

 

By interpreting these horizons, I can come to interpret my experiences as being limited, such 

that my world of experience is a world which is a version of the world of experience as such, 

one which is experienced as worlds in regard to how actions without bodies are felt by those 

within. In such a way, the world becomes a world of worlds of experience of experiencers. 

This is, of course, simply an interpretation of my experience, and yet, my experience is shot 

through with interpretations and evaluations, not to mention thinking, of all sorts, for I cannot 

even remember experiencing in a manner not suffused with all sorts of forms which arose 

from the aspects of my world which seem, for all indications, to have shaped me to 

experience as I do.  

 

To imagine something like pure experiencing, free of all bias and perspective, embodiment 

and value and history, seem as ridiculous as to imagine experiencing from any and all places 

at once. But which interpretation of my experience is right, that in which I am the center of the 

world of experience, of which my body, various horizons, and other experiencers and their 

actions and bodies are aspects, one in which my experience is the center of nearly anything 

and everything in the world? Or rather, that in which the opposite is the case, that which sees 

the world as one of actions, with experience as merely that which happens in regard to the 

limited ways bodies feel actions which impinge on them from outside of them from within, with 

no body's feeling more privileged than that of any other?  

 



There is no need to see these as mutually exclusive perspectives. To see the world as unitary 

and singular, with one Truth and one Reality, is to see it in such a limiting way. But anyone 

who has had a friend see something from their own perspective and marvelled at this knows 

that the world is richer than merely one which is so simply unified. The world can be 

interpreted in such restrictive ways, but at great cost, and this text argues there are less 

restrictve ways. There are likely infinite ways to interpret the world, but this is not to say that 

one should give up trying to come up with good interpretations, or that anything goes. Rather, 

from a relational perspective, we need to begin to see meaning not as reified off from 

concerns of value and experience, but deeply imbricated with this. This would be to question 

the value of a particular set of interpretive lensings in regard to various economies of value, 

such as those which may value the ability to gain practical traction on the world in the here 

and now, account for the past as it has been, but also open on to futures which might be less 

destructively violent and oppressive than those of the past.  

 

Experience is a lensing of the world which, from fhe perspective of any feeling body, is the 

most immediately concrete, and yet, from the perspective of action, meaning, value, and 

thinking, it is radically abstract. For to think in terms of mere experience is to abstract away all 

the layers of encultured meanings and values which think through us as much as anything 

else. To think in such ways have their uses, however, in particular, in regard to a text such as 

this, in their ability to strategically intervene in regard to particular discourses of selfing which 

have made use of such in the past, if to shift these in various ways towards less restrictive 

formations.  

 

How Selfing Twists the World of Experience and Action Within and Beyond Its Selves 

 



Selfings can thus be understood as worldtwistings, as twistings of the world into worlds of 

experience, and their actions in regard to these give rise to the world which is experienced in 

turn. That is, the world without twists itself within a selfing as experiencing in such a way that 

this changes the body of the selfing as a form of doing which often lead to actions which 

impact the world in turn. These actions weave with those of other agents, and the world 

changes, to be felt once again by the world of experiencers in turn. The world twists itself 

within experiencers and they twist themselves outward as actions, in a mutual intertwisting 

networking which turns itself inside-out and outside in. As each selfing does this continually, in 

their way, and at multiple levels of scale, the world is a worldtwisting of massively complex 

proportions. The world is not, however, singular, but multiply opening. Each experiencer has a 

world, their world, the way their body experiences the world.  

 

My body feels the world in a manner different from how my friend might, or a tree might, or a 

scientific instrument might. I can stand with my friend in the forest and say, “meet me at that 

tree over there,” and if they do, then aspects of our world are likely similar enough that we can 

come into sync in such a way. I can feel the tree with my hand, and the tree is an aspect of 

my world of experience. I cannot know if the tree in my world is the same as the tree in my 

friend's world, as I only experience their world indirectly, in and through how I experience their 

actions and body from without as they manifest as aspects of my world. But I can experience 

that when I tell my friend to meet me at the tree that they do, and I can describe this as a form 

of sync between our actions which can be understood as indicating a likely similarity between 

how we experience our worlds in this way. I am able to use a scientific instrument to feel the 

tree in a manner different fom how my sense organs do, and in this way, I can come into sync 

with this aspect of my world, and interpret that this likely means this aspect of the world 

experiences the tree in its way as well, according to how its body differs from mine.  



 

But all of these are ways of speaking, because I only experience my world and experiences 

within it. I experience aspects of my world which seem to change in particular ways due to 

how other aspects of my world impact them, and they seem to feel these. I can only 

experience their actions from without, but I can interpret these as likely often caused by how 

they feel various actions change how they feel their bodies from within. I see my friend meet 

me at the tree, and as they have a similar body, I can interpret my experience as likely 

indicating they feel something similar enough to me that we can coordinate when I tell them to 

meet me at the tree. I can use a scientific instrument, and see how it is impacted differently by 

the soil than the tree, and interpret this as due to how it feels the tree differently than the soil, 

and differently from how my friend and I experience either.   

 

I cannot know any such things, of course, not in any ultimate way, if that is the sort of game 

one wants to play. Relationally speaking, however, I can say that I understand how the 

scientific instrument understands the tree differently than the soil, and use this to understand 

how to use this data to do various things in regard to various scientific procedures. Likewise, I 

can understand that my friend sees the tree from their perspective, and so, when I say “meet 

me at the tree,” I expect that they will walk to the tree at a different angle than I do, because 

they experience the tree in their own way from their own body. When we all understand each 

other, we do not need to be certain of whether or not our experiences are identical, or even, if 

each other has experiences like we do. If I say to my friend to meet me at the tree and they 

do, then our experiences are close enough to say that we understand each other in regard to 

this set of concerns, with more complex forms of understanding building from this.  

 



Any and all aspects of my world can be understood as experiencers, which is to say, as 

selfings, and it is likely that my readers can see their worlds in such a way as well. 

Experiencers have worlds, and the aspects of these are experiences. Experienced, 

experiencer, world of experience, and experiencing are aspects of experiencing which can be 

understood as analogous to node, link, ground, and level of networking emergence. 

Everything and anything can be understood as experience, and thus, experience is a lens on 

the world.  

 

Experience is a lens which focuses on how the world can be understood in the relatively 

concrete immediacy of the here and now, stripped to whatever degree possible from networks 

of interpretation as to meaning, evaluation as to value, or thinking in regard to forms of 

networking which have these as aspects. When I experience, when I understand the world in 

terms of experience, I bracket such notions, and focus on a world stripped bare to relative 

immediacy and concreteness, a world often described as that of basic physical sensation. 

Experience is a lens which focuses on how any aspect of the world of action manifests at a 

particular location within the spacetime of this, which is to say, a body which experiences.  

 

Where there no presupposition of localization, it would make no sense to refer to some 

actions as the feelings of a particular experiencer. The world feels itself feeling what it does, 

and the experiencers within it are its worlds, the worlds which are how it feels itself as a 

feeler. The world twists itself into experiencers which feel the world as their worlds in the form 

of the action of the world, which the world feels in regard to how we feel the world as 

experiencers by means of how we feel our worlds.  

 



The world is opening, in a radical sense, an opening of which all aspects of the world are 

merely that, aspects. Each opening of the world is an opening of the opening of the world. 

Each such experiencing is an aspect of the world of experience, and this an aspect of the 

world of emergence. The world of emergence is an opening even more radical than that of 

experience, for it is more than the world of mere experience. Emergence is beyond any 

attempt to grasp it, and , it thus is not able to reduced to a “one” of any sort. Rather, it is more 

than one, “one-and,” in regard to its aspects and as an opening beyond-whole.  

 

Any aspect of emergence is one-and as much as emergence as a beyond-whole is one-and. 

Graspings of one-and do not reduce it, in fact, they multiply it by refracting it, giving rise to 

new potentials for refraction in such a way. The multiplex perspectives and ways of grasping 

the world are a crucial aspect of how its gives rise to forms of action which differentiatingly 

multiply the world in ways which exceed the mere sum of their aspects as they unfold, refold, 

and beyond-foldingly fold and unfold as the world we know it.  

 

In my world there are various types of experiencings. There are physical experiencings, and 

there are aspects of my world which seem to experience in relatively basid ways, and have 

basic worlds of experience which follow the relative causal immediacy of the physical patterns 

of matter relatively predictably. Such networks feel, but in ways which tend to be limited, and 

hence, with some work, are relatively easy to predict in a regular way from without. But 

beyond this, there are also living experiencings which have complex bodies which are able to 

feel more complexly, and tend to surprise more than physical experiencings of this sort. A dog 

is a living experiencer, an aspect of my world of experience which experiences livingly in its 

way. A dog is also a neural experiencier, because it has a brain, as do most humans, who 



have given rise to all sorts of cultural networkings of experiencing, such as languages and 

economies and such.  

 

Experience is merely one lensing of the world, one which is limited in its ways. When I say I 

see a tree, this is a way of speaking, a particular way of lensing the world which brings some 

aspects into focus, while backgrounding others, summing up so much else, but for a purpose.   

When I speak about seeing a tree, I can speak to how it manifests to me in particular ways, 

the fine grained distinctions of textures and colors and how these contain and distinguish 

themselves from each other as so many worldslices, shift and morph as I move in relation to 

them, how some qualities remain over various changes and how others vary, giving rise in 

their way as intertwined aspects of my world, one with a particular coherence to it. In this way 

I can produce models for describing my experience in the relative here and now, the relative 

invariances and variables which arise in regard to how this moves and changes as I move 

and change, try to compare these with reports of others, and by means of this, give rise to 

models which can perhaps speak to others as well.  

 

There is an immediacy here of sorts, for me at least, but only indirectly are my modelings 

useful for others, unless I take their reports into account as well, reports which are indirect for 

me, which frame my experience as if from without, and in this way, I encounter another sort of 

relative immediacy, the relative immediacy which brackets the experience that any 

experiencer has of their body and instead foregrounds the experience of what bodies 

experience by interacting with aspects of the world they share I common in regard to projects 

of action, with science being the general name applied for such an endeavor in its more social 

and institutional incarnations. Science looks for symmetries, which is to say, patterns of 

balance, between forms of action, such as those which occur when a particular molecule 



comes into sync with my expectation of what it will do in particular conditions which I read by 

means of a particular instrument, making it possible for me to hypothesize other interactions 

at play in turn.  

 

Action is a lensing of the world which seems to describe how experiencing comes about, for it 

can help explain how various bodies are able to feel or do what they do, and the differences 

between these. And so, I can speak to how my physical eye sees physical photons and these 

are processed by my neural systems, giving rise to how I see a tree. This is to understand 

experience in regard to the actions which give rise to it. But which is more immediate of a 

lensing of the world? This depends on one's criteria of immediacy. When I say that I see a 

tree, this is quite immediate in its way, for I am really saying that I feel my eye, retinal 

receptors, optic nerve, and visual cortexes see a tree. What could be more immediate than 

feeling myself seeing something directly?  

 

Then again, which of the aspects of my seeing really does the seeing, where is the seeing 

localized in all this? The photons which bounce off the tree are impacted by its patterns, the 

photons convey these patterns to the retinal receptors in my eyes as so many sorts of 

impacts, these impacts impact my optic nerve, this impacts nerve cells at the lower levels of 

my visual cortex, which influence nerve cells above these, and complex feedbacks of mutual 

impactings arise, and where is the seeing in all this? It is in all of these aspects, in their ways, 

of course. But this means that seeing is amongst and between these, and hardly as 

immediate as it might seem, and in fact, mediated with so many levels of betweenness in its 

way.  

 



To see is not a thing, nor even an action, nor anything simple in any way. To see is to emerge 

in a particular way in the world, a networking of light and tree and retinal receptors and optic 

nerve and neural patterns of incoming sensory data and the inmixing with these of aspects of 

memory. Without the networking with what is beyond me, my brain would see patterns it 

hallucinates, and in this sense, seeing is a networking which calls the very notion of the limits 

of my body into question. After all, does the seeing start when the photons impact my retinal 

cells, but not when they photons are impacted by the form of the tree they convey? Had the 

photons bounced off something else, I would have seen something else, so why make such 

an argument?  

 

Likewise, without my brain to interpret the visual data, without my memories, I would see 

nothing like a tree, as patients whose sight is restored by surgery shows, namely, that the 

visual cortex needs to be educated by the patterns of the world to infuse our seeing with 

memories to give rise to the coherent world of experiences as it does. Seeing only arises as it 

does when contributions that are made from all aspects intertwine between, among, and 

through the boundary of my body.  

 

Experiencing Coming into Sync 

 

Feeling is relational, a phenomena of the between, one which arises from actions which 

impact the way in which a body which continually interfeels itself is modulated by impacts 

from the world beyond. This is easy to see in neurally living systems, but such occurs in 

simple living cells, and even at a subatomic level, in which the very differences between 

stasis and motion in many senses break down, as forces are conveyed by streams of force 

carriers even as electrons twist in place.cdxxxv What then of my world, and the world as such?  



 

I only expeirence my world, the various worldslices and how they arise as weavings of 

patterns and qualities, and the bodies of others, living and otherwise, and the things that they 

do. I cannot feel the bodies of others as they feel them within, but I can feel how they impact 

the actions which impact the interactional body which is my primary way of feeling the rest of 

the world. I can imagine that the bodies of others are felt by them from within as bodies which 

are aspects of their worlds of experience, and I can look for patterns between how a body 

does what it does and how it is constructed, including in regard to the bodies of other 

experiencers who seem to feel in ways similar to how I do, ofter spoken of as other “people” 

or “humans.” 

 

I can also experience how our actions in sync in various ways as well, such as when if my 

friend asks me to meet them at a particular tree in the forest, and I do, and we go hiking 

together after this, or if a scientific instrument confirms my hypothesis about a particular 

chemical interaction. Sync is a form of networking which emerges into complexity, and thus 

has the potential to potentiate more emergence in turn, from less complex forms thereof. All 

emergences can be understood as forms of sync in their ways. I can also expeirence a lack of 

sync between actions as well, of course, and so, if I meet my friend at the wrong tree, or a 

scientific instrument tells me something unexpected in an experiment, I can learn from this, 

and this can help potentiate sync as well. 

 

Often this occurs by understanding in a deeper way how different bodies and forms of feeling 

different forms of circumstances give rise to different sorts of networking in the world, and the 

ramifications of this. Learning more about this, I can make better models, and this can 

potentiate sync in turn. It is by means of understanding that others experience the world 



differently that it is possible to come to realize that the world of any experience is not the only 

world, and that each experiencer's body has a world of experience, and that the world as such 

has all these worlds of experience and their experiencers expeirencing what they experience 

as aspects.  

 

Sync is not merely how emergence happens, but also emergence viewed another way. To 

come into sync with a destructive process is a form of sync, but a minor one, one which, like 

negentropy, swims upstream against a more encompassing tide. There is no ultimate way to 

determine degrees of sync, but relationally speaking, such determinations are pragmatic and 

relative. Suffering, pain and destruction tend to indicate a lack of sync and potential for this, 

and learning and cooperation the opposite, even though these are more guidelines than 

certain knowledge, but those looking for certainty are reading the wrong book and, from a 

relational perspective, likely living in the wrong world. Rather than ideal absolutes, such 

reductive and ultimately dangerous notions, what is needed today, relationally speaking, are 

models which potentiate emergence.  

 

And so, returning more directly to experience, coming into sync often is potentiated by the 

sorts of models we develop of the world, and these make use of our capacity for memory. 

Human expeirencers experience worlds which are woven with memory, and these memories 

and their reworkings as anticipation and imagination infuse my expeirence. I feel this, and yet 

science explains this as well, each improving my understanding in their way. Studying 

animals, as well as humans who have had injuries, it becomes possible to see how various 

neural and bodily capacities seem to give rise to particular sorts of expeirences in their ways, 

and the potential limitations of this.  

 



My dog Puggle, for example, can smell many odors in the world which I cannot, because his 

brain is more developed than mine in regard to its olfactory capacities. And so, I can indirectly 

smell various aspects of the world through him, following him following a scent, just as I can 

use a scientific instrument to extend my capacities to indirectly feel aspects of the very distant 

or very small, and expand my capacities for world syncing in such ways. I cannot, however, 

feel what Puggle is feeling directly from within, for my sensory capacities stop at the outside 

of his body, and so, for example, I can only see the outside of his fur, and only hear the 

sounds he makes from without.  

 

Experiments with the behavior of dogs show that they can perform certain tasks which require 

certain sorts of memories, but not others, and from this, it becomes possible to infer how their 

world likely feels different from within, and by means of this, make analogies, and then, by 

means of analogies, try to understand simpler forms of experiencing. Non-neural animals 

seem to only exhibit a very basic sort of interfeeling, one which emergently feels itself feeling 

as a whole by means of the overall interfeeling of the varied aspects of the body by genetic 

networkings, similar to the way in which this occurs in neural networking in animals. Physical 

networkings feel their world, but seem to lack the ability to do so recursively as a whole as a 

meta-feeling in the manner of living organisms. That said, electrons are repulsed by other 

electrons, and they must feel this, and non-metals and metals are attracted, and they must 

feel this pull, for they do what they do, and feelings are simply doings from within.  

 

But does this mean that the world is objectively there, as many philosophers have speculated, 

and as is often considered “common sense” in everyday life? For example, my friend and I 

can come into sync with a tree in the forest, and we can even agree that there is a tree there 

for us, but is there a tree “in itself? This seems a very non-relational, unidual sort of thinking. 



There is certainly a tree for us, and yet, is this tree for us a tree for any and all experiencers? 

Well, we might need to ask them all, but if they will not reply, we can see how they react to the 

tree. Might the tree be influenced by our language or culture, how we have developed words 

such as “tree” to describe things, and the various cultural biases and perspectives which are 

caught up with these?  

 

Surely, but since when has expeirence been without perspective or bias? It is full of these, 

and memories of culture and much more. If I see a tree in a forest, I do so from a perspective, 

in regard to my memories which interpret the tree, and in this sense, the difference for me 

between experiencing the “tree” and the tree is simply academic. This is not to say that I do 

not experience the word “tree” differently than the tree, but when I see a tree, I will often even 

hear the word “tree” spoken in my head as inner speech, or see the letters written out, or 

imagine or remember other trees. All this is part of what I mean when I experience a seeing a 

tree, not merely in a limited visual sense, but in the full sense of experiencing seeing a tree as 

an aspect of my world of experience.  

 

To imagine that it is possible to get beyond this is to think in terms beyond experience, and 

my friend and I experience the tree as aspects of our world of experience. We can come into 

sync or not. But we have no way to experience a tree from any and no place, through the 

bodies of all possible experiencers, at least, without being the world itself, and the world has 

yet to say if it experiences this aspect as a single aspect or multiple, or as a tree, or anything 

like this. Relationally speaking, there is only so much use to such forms of thinking, for no-one 

has ever experienced a “tree in-itself,” only trees.  

 



There seems reasons to think that for many expeirencers, there is not even a unified 

experience there where I experience seeing a tree, touching a tree, hearing a tree if I knock 

on it with my hands, etc. An inchworm is unlikely to experience a tree as I do, after all. If an 

inchworm inches along the soil to the root of the tree and back to the soil, does it feel the tree 

as a unified entity, or rather, simply a variation in terrain? Such a shift to it would likely be 

more akin to how I would experience moving from the seashort to land, a difference to be 

sure, more like shifting across territories than as an encounter with a unified “thing” in and of 

itself as an aspect of a landscape. And so, if I want to come into sync with an inchworm in 

regard to what I experience as a tree, I may need to modulate my actions accordingly.  

 

Even more so in regard to electrons, which only feel charge, and gradients of intensity and 

directionality of these. Moving through what I describe as air and then a tree, an electron is 

likely to feel a shift in various intensities and gradients of charge, but nothing like a tree, an 

entity of monumental scale in regard to that of an electron. And so, if I want to come into sync 

with such an electron, I need to be able to take this account and try to modulate my modes of 

interacting with it accordingly, for an electron's world and worldslices divide up the world in 

relation to its feeling body in ways far different from how this plays out for me.  

 

There is no need to imagine anything like a “thing-in-itself” behind experiences.cdxxxvi Rather, 

each experiencer experiences worldslices of their world of experience, which are networks of 

experiences nested in each other and shifting in all sorts of ways. The world of each 

expeirencer is how their body feels the world as such as its world in its way. When the actions 

of bodies come into sync, this is an emergence in the world which can be experienced in turn. 

Worldslices of worlds of varying experiencers may not line up, even as to what constitutes a 

relatively unified aspect, and yet, they can often find ways to emerge together. The 



perspectival multiplicity of our universe is part of how it differs with itself, enriching its 

potentials for emergence in such ways, and by means of our models, we can come into sync 

with ever more of this in turn. Our models do not need ideal abstractions such as a “thing-in-

itself,” a notion with so much philosophical baggage. It is quite easy to do without such a 

notion, and all it implies, a taste of which is presented here.  

 

There is little that is dualist here, even if one can try to reduce this to dualism with dualist 

ways of understanding this. Any boundary between inside and outside is fractal, at multiple 

levels of scale, and likely does not line up with such boundaries when “the same” aspects of a 

given world is felt by another feeler in regard to their worlds. The world as such cannot be felt 

directly, but this does not mean that all feelings do not feel it, each in their ways, for the very 

binary division of the world into immediate and mediate are relative in turn. The world as such 

is the worlds of experiencer, each in their way, for it is the excess of the others to any one of 

these, manifesting what it lacks such that it opens on to these. And each world is a world in 

excess to the world as such, for it feels the world as only its body can feel it, in regard to how 

its actions intertwine with those of its contexts.  

 

Relationally speaking, there are many ways to divide up the stuff of the world. Any such 

carvings are relative, and there is always more, for the world is more. Such a more is an 

excess, an excess which the world seems to always manifest in regard to any attempt to 

grasp it in some ultimate and final way. The world continues to unfold, and to unfold in new 

and different ways. This is what this text has described as emergence. The word emergence 

cannot grasp emergence any more than any aspect of the world can, and the world as such is 

just another term for how emergence manifests to various experiencers in regard to their 

worlds.  



 

Emergence is the fabric of the world which is opening in excess to any one in whole or part of 

beyond. Some might imagine that I am saying that emergence cannot be written, said, or 

spoken, but this text has done this repeatedly. All writings, speakings, and sayings are of 

emergence, as are all aspects of the world, in their ways, of course, even if emergence is, as 

one-and, the opening fabric of the world, always more, or at least, it has never ceased to be in 

my world, nor any I heard reported. The world can be coherently interpreted this way, and as 

this book has worked to show, in a manner which has many advantages over many other 

ways of interpreting it.  

 

Future texts will be needed to describe how the perspective here accounts for all the richness 

of everyday lived experience such as that reported by humans but potentially also beyond, in 

regard to something like a post-phenomenology of networking. Issues of what the approach 

described above means in regard to what it could mean to think about objects and practices 

such as science which arise in regard to these would also need to be described in greater 

detail, as well as a more networked approach to concerns of meaning, value, and thinking. 

Such texts are already in the works, in volumes on the philosophy of relational networking 

emergence to come.  

 

What is a self, in these senses then, but a feeling of emergence which is an emergence of 

interfeeling? Such a selfing may arise only briefly and then disperse, but when feelings unfold 

over time, so do such selfings. Selfings are emergences, and emergences are selfings. One 

is more intensely emerging, and hence, more intensely selfing, when one emerges. Some 

may argue that this is simply to replace the notion of a self with that of a thing. Now it is true 

that the origin of the English word “thing” is that of a gathering, and a social gathering at that, 



one which was supposed to deliberate and make decisions as a group. But this word has 

generally come to be understood as that of a static, reified, or otherwise inert entity.  

 

Networks show that any and all things are particular forms of networkings, relative 

enucleations of the weaves of the stuff of the world. There are no firm separations in our 

world. Even in the so-called vacuum of space, there is quantum foam and entanglements of 

various sorts, there are light particles and neutrinos weaving quantum fields, and even 

negation considered in abstract terms is a form of disjunctive relation. To say that I see a gap 

between me myself and a tree I see in the forest is, put differently, to speak of a relational 

weaving of photons of which my neural grasping of patterns of activation on one end and the 

patterns impacting photons which give rise to this on the other give rise to what I call “seeing 

a tree in the forest.” I may divide this up in turn after the fact if I choose, but why divide this 

into subject and object in an exclusive way? Why not instead describe my body and a tree as 

particular twistings of the quantum stuff of the world which twist back in turn on this twisting in 

various ways? We are all twists and knottings of various sorts and complexities. I can of 

course shift my weavings in such a way that I pick up and move my body, and the tree shows 

no ability to do this.  

 

But this is not radically unlike how when a boat moves through the water, the ripples follow it 

in similar patterns behind the boat wherever it goes in the ocean, and yet, the ocean is not 

carved up by this in any absolute way, rather, as the boat moves, the pattern in the ocean 

moves with it, but pattern of movement in water and the water are still aspects of the ocean 

just the same. One could describe this otherwise, say that the water in the pattern of ripples is 

“radically different” than that elsewhere in the ocean, but it is difficult to see what is gained 

from this. Likewise with the food I eat, it is made of the same molecules of the rest of the 



world, and these do not gain some ineffable something extra when they become part of  

“me,” at least, not beyond this shift in relational weaving which is what my selfing is.cdxxxvii  

 

In many ways, it is hoped that the descriptions of a world of selfings of networking selfings, 

including those of the complex selfing-in-process which occurs in what has generally been 

come to be called humans, even if these are perhaps more subtly described as post-humans-

in-process, is a model of selfing which is far more able to speak to the crises and potentials 

for emergence in our present age. If we value emergence, we are more likely to help 

potentiate this in our world. To do so would be to come into sync with the tendencies at work 

within the world which have given rise to the physical, biological, neural, and cultural 

evolutions in which we find ourselves. It should not be thought here that the notion of cultural 

evolution is one which indicates, as such notions past, something like a social Darwinism of 

sorts, on the contrary. It is one which values the maximum sustainable meta-stable 

differencing which could potentiate emergence, a form which in our world would take the form 

of our cultural world would take the form of something like radical democratic socialism. Such 

would be a cultural formation which values the fostering of the maximum sustainable 

emergence of any and all in relation to the contexts in which we find ourselves. 

 

The hope here is in fact to try to find ways to deepen our capacity for creative development 

for any and all, something which requires thinking our ways to forms of collective action which 

can help us remove the ways in which we continually restrict ourselves  in ways which give 

rise to massive forms of suffering in the process. To do so, however, we need to try to learn 

how to leap over our current social limitations, from past to future and future to past beyond 

the present, and in ways which can liberate it from its current limitations, in terms of individual, 



collective, and trans-individual selfings at work in our societies, and the processes which give 

rise to all of us in and through how we network with each other.  

 

Opening Selfing Beyond 

 

Where does this leave us? This book does and should end with a return to that with which it 

began, namely, the self. Little likely remains the same as it was when the book began, for 

such a notion was turned inside out and and the world outside in as the self and world were 

unraveled and reworked from reductive to more relationally opening understandings, all of 

which seek to potentiate emergence in the process.  

 

From the perspective described here, selfing takes many forms. Selfings can have bodies 

which are in one place, like organisms, or bodies which are decentralizingly distributed over 

many locations, such as the collective body of the selfing of a family or population of 

organisms. Selfings are always distributed when they emerge, but they can emerge into 

further complex selfings which are deep, being complex weavings of complex networkings at 

multiple levels of scale. But they can also be relatively shallow in their complexity, which is to 

say, in the form of an aggregate, such as a stone, which is formed of complex molecules 

which then aggregate in minimally complex ways from there.  

 

Aggregate selfings can nevertheless take highly complicated forms, such as is seen in the 

case of a computer, which is a dynamic aggregate with incredibly powerful yet centralizingly 

controlled potentials which are fast and accurate yet limited in their potential for further 

emergence without a linkage to complex organisms which complexify in part by means of 

their interaction with them. Such complicated aggregates can then be made to intertwine in 



complex ways, such as seen in the Internet, artificial neural networks, or meme-plexes, 

complexly distributed selfings whose complexity is nevertheless shallow compared to that 

seen in organisms or groups of these, and limited by their dependence on ultimately 

centralizing logics within the computers which compose their aspects.  

 

When selfings network with each other, they can produce new selfings, and in this way, 

become the contents whose form of networking is that of the meta-network to which they give 

rise, whether this is negotiated between contents and the environment as a distributed form of 

networking, or in a manner imposed upon them all, from within or without, in the form of a 

centralizing sort of networking.  

 

Hybrid networkings make use of centralizing forms to organize distributed forms of networking 

of contents. A market is an example of this. Financial markets, which use the quantiative form 

of money to standardize operations, regulate widely distributed economies of valuation in 

ways which link them all to calculations for potential for increase of potential for monetary 

profit for those who invest their money to make such profit. All this is regulated by political 

structures from without in a top-down sort of way.  

 

Such markets are highly complicated, and have complex aspects, but the centralizing logics 

of one single standard of value, and the meta-levels of complex networkings which emerge 

from this, produce a hybrid formation which is distributed in many ways, but only produced 

varied forms of the same, namely, the potential for more profit, or capital, which is to say, 

money making money to make more money.  

 

There are, however, other ways to form economies, even global ones. There are of course 



multiple currencies in the world, and this is a start. Today, however, nearly all currencies are 

issued by governments, with various new "block-chain" currencies as computationally 

generated alternatives. Such new virtual currencies, no more virtual however, than those of 

international financial markets, no longer based on the gold-standard as they once were, are 

also centralizingly produced, in that they require massive wealth to buy the computers to 

produce such wealth.  

 

Wealth is of course produced by wealth, but wealth itself is the result of valuation, the 

recognition by valuing agents that something is of value by means of their valuing actions, 

each of which takes an expenditure of value to produce. What produces value is potential 

which is actualized in the world, and yet, we reduce our potentials when we see financial 

value as the only way to think of value. This is not to argue that we need to move beyond 

currencies, for they clearly have their uses in the ways they can give rise to meta-economies 

of value which can regulate forms of value, and more indirectly thereby, networks of 

interpreting, feeling, and doing.  

 

But the time has come for all sorts of counter-currencies and counter-economies to emerge, 

beyond those issued by governments, or even block-chain. Alternate forms of valuation can 

produce alternate economies of valuation beyond those which will always already be 

predisposed to serve the interests of those who have money who can tip markets in their 

favor by gaming the political agents who set the terms of market valuation by means of 

regulation, or impacting the behaviors of the valuing masses by means of propaganda of 

various sorts.  

 

There are, however, other ways. Political elections in the United States, for example, are 



currently funded by financial currency, and a meagre public financing system. While there is 

some regulation which limits campaign contributions, for the most part today, those with the 

most money to donate can have a massively outsized impact on candidate financing, far in 

excess of the principle of "one person, one vote." 

 

But if each voter were given, for example, a set number of “campaign credits” to dispense as 

they pleased to various candidates through an election, each of which corresponded to a set 

unit of government provided campaign finance, then a new and more distributedly democratic 

economy of campaign credits would emerge. This would be a hybrid networking of its own 

sort, but one which pushed against the more general regulation of the political process of the 

United States by the form of financial markets.  

 

Carbon-credits are a similar sort of alternate currency which is designed to be exchangeable 

with financial money, if in ways which limit the impact of finance capital on decisions related to 

carbon emissions. Time banks, such as those produced in Greece during the financial crises 

during the early 2010s in regard to debt and the potential departure from the Eurozone, also 

indicate powerful ways to move the predominance of international finance economies as well.  

 

We have somehow become convinced that financial economies, which will always value the 

production of more monetary value at the exclusion of all others for no sake than its own 

increase, simply because this is how they are designed, are the only ways. But living cells 

and human bodies make use all sorts of currencies, and we can learn a great deal from 

studying how living organisms have become robustly emergent in such ways.  

 

That said, the brutal conditions whereby life emerged on this planet in conditions of enormous 



scarcity hardly fit the conditions of our world today, one in which we produce more food and 

wealth than we have any need for, as well as more deprivation and poverty as well. The time 

has come to use the powerful potentials of the Internet, and peer-to-peer networking on 

mobile computer such as smart-phones, to produce new forms of currencies and markets 

which can eventually compete with financial ones to multiply the forms of valuation which 

allocate potentials in our world in far more egalitarian ways.  

 

There are likely few ways to limited the strangle-hold that financial economies have on our 

world today than to use their own means against them. Our world is currently bound today in 

networks of debt which make it possible for those who have capital to control the lives of 

others by means of reducing the need to pay now in full for small payments over time. 

Lending is a form of investment for those with capital, and what they gain is not only profit, but 

control. And since those who have capital have the means to buy lobbyists, media, and by 

various other sorts of influence, politicians and laws to work in their favor, the conditions 

under which lending occurs is often predatory.  

 

Those with capital can set the terms of lending, often obscured in dense legal prose that only 

specialists can read, such that the tiniest deviation from a payment schedule results in 

massive increases in what is owed. Often those who need to borrow small sums to make 

ends meet in a precarious economy, or to get an education to gain access to a job that is 

more than that of subsistence wages, rapidly find themselves in one form or another of debt 

servitude. One cannot take on a creative job or career which pays less, after all, if one needs 

to make constant loan payments.  

 

One cannot invest extra money in anything else either, as many indebted individuals and 



nations have leared. Predatory lending has become the rule rather than the exception in 

regard to how those with capital have managed to indirectly enslave so much of the world 

today, all while arguing that the world is free, with 'free elections' and 'free markets,' even as 

they buy elections and control over people's lives by means of capital which can rig all the 

playing fields, and to such an extent that it can frame these as free, and produce media which 

depicts this all as normal and the only way things are or could be, and in fact, as full of 

opportunities when in fact the opposite is more often the case.  

 

But how might it be possible to turn such a system against itself, by its own centralizingly 

networked means? Capital is used to control the world via debt, making it possible for those 

with money to lend to modulate the behavior of wide swaths of the world. Those who want an 

education need to go into massive debt just to get a job, and those with such jobs go into 

further debt to "buy" homes which they really rent from the banks for the privilege of working 

in jobs which pay the best in order to pay off student loans, rather than engaging in careers of 

their choice that might pay less but be more satisfying, or more valuable to the world, in the 

process. In such ways, CEOs, hedge-fund managers, venture-capital and sovereign wealth 

fund investors, become the most powerful people on the globe, and politicians their public 

faces even if they are reduced to being mere functionaries.  

 

What the majority are left with from all this is the appearance of freedom, but far more 

concretely, debt. Debt is widely distributed, to nations and individuals, for houses and cars 

and access to education that anyone needs to simply operate in today's economy with 

anything but bare subsistence wages, even if few can afford the access this provides without 

massive loans. But if we are all centralizingly controlled by debt, and if this control is 

massively distributed, then the real power is with the debtors.  



 

That is, is the distributed networks of debtors organize, not in a centralized manner which can 

be co-opted or easily toppled, but rather, in a distributed way, they can go on strike with 

payments, and in ways which can use the centralizing form of finance capital against it. 

Decentralizingly organized debt unions should likely only flex their muscle when they have 

enough of it, lest they be dismembered first. But if structured in a distributed way, like the 

Internet, they would be merely an idea, one that could hop platforms, grow and mutate like a 

meme, perhaps starting with one sort of debt and opening to others, until they could use the 

centralizing strangle-hold that the networks of finance have on our world to show just how 

vulnerable they are.  

 

We have nothing to lose but our chains, the chains of finance capital, of distraction and 

escapist imagery, and the resignation of a world designed to mystify and disempower us. But 

there is the potential for new forms of collective selves to emerge which could use the power 

of debt to speak so loudly that they could dictate terms to the current powers that be, the 

powers that use their money to warp the political and mass-mediatory imagistic space time 

around them in their own image.  

 

We can use the very centralizations of the networks which dominate our world today, based in 

debt or otherwise, against them, to force them to rework in ways which are more destributedly 

meta-stable, and we can use the power to produce new micro-networkings around us to give 

rise to new forms which can link up with each other to produce new alternatives which can 

expand the sense of the possible. And as the networks which structure the world change, we 

can begin to change how we self-ourselves in and through these, in many senses of these 

words, in the process. 



 

There is so much more than the world in which we find our selves. The potential to remake 

the world anew is not elsewhere, or lost, or for times past; rather, it is here and now, even if it 

can only be unleashed if we learn how to emergently network our actions with each other and 

the stuff of the world in ways which can tap into the potentials of emergence, the creative 

engine of the world, which the networks in dominance in our world today have worked to 

control and capture as best as they can, while working to hide the traces of their own 

workings in an aura of necessity. For there is no need for a world with such riches to produce 

such poverty and disempowerment as we do today, nor use racism and other sorts of inter-

group hatreds to justify this.  

 

Until we can rework the media landscape in which money is able to propagandize their 

perspective on the world in ways which perpetuate their dominance, only so much is likely to 

change. We need new lenses, and the new actions which can flow from these, to produce 

new alternatives and bring older structures to crises or take advantage of those which these 

create themselves, to give rise to new worlds and new selves which can reweave the world, 

to unleash the potentials of emergence, not any mere privileged few, but any and all, starting 

here and now, while always remembering to listen, lest we in our enthusiasm cease to hear 

the cry of those who can teach us how to make the world a less terribly oppressive place in 

ways better still.  

 

We do not know when technological development will make another sharp turn and hurtle us 

deeper into the future, and in this sense, time is of the essence. Any day, we could wake up to 

find that humans have been cloned, or molecular computers have been made efficient, or 

some other radical development of the sort. The pace of such changes have only increased 



over the past decades, and the time has come to realize that the greatest danger that exists 

today is the ways we are manipulable by mass-media in ways which tap into the fight-or-flight 

circuits which were likely adaptive during early hominid evolution, but are hardly adaptive in 

our culturally dominated environments today. What made humans able to become dominant 

on this planet was not our ability to fear or flee, however, but rather, our capacity for 

communication and ultimately, cooperation.  

 

As with other forms of robust sustainable creative emergence on this planet, is is our ability to 

work together in distributedly meta-stable ways which are our greatest strength. We need to 

learn from this, and foster the sorts of environments which promote this in many ways and 

levels of scale. We need to foster the growth of empathy and solidarity over paranoia, 

acquisitiveness, and short-term thinking, and we need to do this at the level not of merely 

individual organisms, but also the transindividual and collective networksing which provide the 

environments in which we self ourselves in a variety of ways.  

 

We need to let democracy and socialism, in the most radical senses of these words, seep into 

the pores of our world. We need to let anti-racism and anti-xenophobia in all forms seep into 

the pores of our world. There can be, and are, other ways than those which have dominated 

those of the development of human history. This book is of course only a start, in my own 

way, towards imagining what a few halting steps towards the sort of thinking which could 

imagine such an approach to the world might look like.   
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NEEDS INTRO 

 

Chapter Two: Networking and the Science of Complexity  

 

When networks arise from other networks, this is what researchers in the study of networks, 

often seen as a branch of complex systems science, generally describe as emergence. 

Emergence is a term which is generally applied by complex systems researchers to describe 

how systems which are described as “complex” arise in the world in a manner which, in the 

right conditions, is largely spontaneous. Systems which tend to emerge into complexity on 

their own in such way from simpler phenomena include whirlpools, flocks of birds, schools of 

fish, termite colonies which build massive nests, languages, hurricanes, patterns of urban 

sprawl, ecosystems, and a wide variety of other living, neural, and cultural systems of all 

sorts, many others which will be examined in what follows, with far reaching implications. 

 

Understanding Networking via Complex Systems Science 

 

Complex systems are those which described by scientists in the field as distributedly self-

organizing and adaptive, able to relatively spontaneously and distributedly give rise to forms 

of organization, in a bottom-up sort of way, which is “more than the mere sum of their parts.” 

No matter how tricky the description here, complex systems are not rare, and examining 

some examples can be helpful.  

 

A whirlpool, or in more scientific terms, a “vortex,” for example, is a complex system. No 



individual molecule of water resembles the shape of a whirlpool, moves like one, could plan or 

direct the production of one, and yet, in the right circumstances, by means of how water 

molecules impact each other in particular circumstances, a pool of water splits into two 

sections, that inside and without a whirlpool, with the whirlpool whirling away in a manner far 

more organized than what is around it, and in a form even able to adapt to continue whirling 

despite minor obstacles which may be placed in its way.  

 

Likewise, a colony of ants can self-organize to form a complex adaptive system. Each 

member of such a colony, each lacking the complex brains which would be necessary to 

design a complex architectural complex, by means of interacting with each other in particular 

ways, are able to give rise to incredibly complex nests which adapt to the conditions of their 

environments, and exhibit a sort of wondrous functional beauty that goes beyond the ability of 

any individual ant to produce or design.  

 

Living organisms are all complex systems, as are the evolutionary populations which give rise 

to them. Life and evolution emerged spontaneously from their contexts, in a bottom-up 

manner, not planned or devised in a top-down sort of manner, adapting and developing along 

the way. Each organism organizes itself by means of its genetic materials, and these were 

organized by the evolutionary population dynamics which gave rise to these. There is no 

central planner or director here, but rather, a process of interaction between organisms and 

physical systems, and by means of these coming to balance in particular ways which give rise 

to particular sorts of conditions, networks emergence into greater complexity in such ways.  

 

Brains are complex systems, as are the neural populations which arise in these. The nerve 

cells, or neurons, which weave together to form our brains are very simple on their own. Each 



only knows one thing, namely, that if they are stimulated by enough of those around them at 

nearly the same time, they should pulse faster. No individual nerve cell in our brain knows 

anything, nor can it, at least, not beyond this incredibly simple basic biological program. But 

what then makes us able to think as complexly as we do? Complex patterns of interaction and 

feedback occur at multiple levels of scale within our brains, and these are further potentiated 

by the way in which, in a quasi-evolutionary sense, the brain increases the strength of any 

connections which it feels lead to successes in regard to the various biological goals 

hardwired into the system, even if these are quite amenable to being channeled into various 

cultural forms in all sorts of ways.  

 

In such a way, the brain’s patterns compete and are selected based on value systems in the 

brain which learn and develop, giving rise to the most complex systems yet known, namely, 

the human brain’s patterns of dynamic activation, which is what we generally describe as 

“thinking.” The complex patterns of feedbacked inter-feeling inter-acting within the brain arise 

and fall in ways not unlike that whereby whirlpools emerge, or flocks of birds, yet far more 

complexly.   

 

Various cultural systems are complex as well, each of which tends to be born and die, and 

even potentially mutate, develop, and grow in a manner which seems to arise as if from 

everywhere and nowhere, self-organized and distributed between multiple interacting agents 

or aspects, giving rise to what is more than the mere sum of its aspects or parts. When a 

meme arises online, even if it is designed by a particular person, the way it is picked up by 

others, often modified, gives rise to others, potentially even develops and complexifies in 

various ways, can be seen as a sort of basic cultural complex adaptive system, in which a 

cultural idea takes on a life of its own online, arising into a coherent dynamic form of self-



perpetuating adaptation, and then mutating or dissipating when it runs out of steam, in a 

manner not unlike that of a whirlpool in a physical context.  

 

But there are far more durable, developed, and developing forms of complex cultural systems. 

Languages, for example, arise because wide populations of distributed agents, in this case, 

those who speak and write the language, give rise to linguistic utterances each and every 

day. The patterns which guide this arise as if from anywhere and nowhere, and as new 

generations are taught these languages, they reproduce, mutate, develop, grow, change, and 

even increase in breadth and depth their ability to express new notions, as new ways of 

speaking and writing emerge, from those of various scientific and philosophical discourses to 

genres of poetry or songs, forms of writing for television and speaking online, new sorts of 

slang and technical jargon, and so on.  

 

So it is with various other social formations, such as economies and other social institutions of 

various sorts. No single person planned the structure of the Internet, after all, and while 

various early players wrote the basic code, and regulatory agencies work to keep things 

running, by and large, the complex set of contents online, generally known as the Web, came 

to be structured as it is due to the interaction of widely distributed agents all doing their own 

things their own ways, if in ways which impacted those of each other, and the Web as we 

know it is the result.  

 

Take Wikipedia, for example. While the basic platform was produced in a top-down, designed 

sort of way, the incredibly complex webs of content produced by such simple means, drawing 

on the widely distributed learning of millions of individuals each contributing and influencing 

how they rework the contributions of others, gave rise to the massive and dynamically 



evolving cultural entity which is far more than the mere additive sum of the contribution of 

each.  

 

No one person could plan Wikipedia or write it, though they could write the basic code which 

helped enable it. But Wikipedia as the dynamic and evolving cultural entity we know today is 

one which emerged from its contexts due to the ways in which the basic organizing rules 

potentiated various forms of self-organization between the contribution of writers often widely 

dispersed across space and time, giving rise to what is more than the sum of its parts.  

 

In this, Wikipedia is somewhat like an economy. Distributed agents buy and sell and 

speculate and save, and prices rise and fall, goods and services are distributed, and all this 

occurs in a manner which is relatively distributed. Governments may issue currency, make 

laws which regulate this or that, but the economy itself is a self-organizing, complex adaptive 

system, one which is controlled by no single organizer, and whose dynamics, including those 

of boom and bust, are often as difficult to predict as the organisms whose actions all 

distributedly contribute to the  life-like adaptiveness of networks of networks of economies 

and sub-economies which process all sorts of events and changes and systems in ways 

which lead to dynamics as complex as that of the food-webs in the biological world, complex 

adaptive systems as well.  

 

Wherever there is a system in which it is difficult to tell what is making a dynamic process 

possible, in which it seems to arise as if from anywhere and nowhere with hardly a leader 

which is more than a figurehead in sight, in which bottom-up forms of organization give rise to 

relatively spontaneous developments which mutate on their own in regard to various shifts 

within and without in ways which seem to “take on a life of their own,” one is likely in the 



presence of a complex adaptive system.  

 

Complex systems science draws together researchers from a wide variety of fields, in 

disciplines as diverse as physics, chemistry, biology, sociology, and more, to study how 

various sorts of aspects of our world will, under particular conditions, spontaneously emerge 

into more complex forms. Such forms tend to be more organized and adaptively responsive to 

their contexts, better able to maintain their modes of organization in and through changing 

environmental conditions than what is around them, and are those which tend to potentiate 

the emergence of new forms of complexity in and around them as well. The emergence of life 

from matter, the evolution of life into more complex forms, the development of complex brains 

and the cultures which emerged from these, all of these are examples of complex systems 

which have come about relatively spontaneously in our world, and in ways which are studied 

by complex systems science to understand how, why, and what this could mean as we better 

come to understand all this going forward.  

 

What is a Complex Adaptive System?  

 

But what exactly does it mean for something to be a complex adaptive system, often 

shortened to complex system? That is, what does it mean for something to “be” complex? To 

say a complex system is one which emerges does not say much, for a complex system is one 

which emerged, continues to emerge, and so long as it is in conditions which support 

emergence, is one which will continue to emerge. In many senses, emergence is the process 

of complexification, and complexity, in the form of complex systems, is what is produced when 

emergence stabilizes, comes into balance, and potentially even congeals or becomes semi-

dormant, even if the potential for emergence can be reactivated when conditions of the sort 



which potentiate emergence recur.  

 

There are specific conditions which tend to potentiate emergence, all of which will be 

described shortly, and in some senses, complexity can be seen as simply what comes about 

when such factors dynamically networkingly intertwine. But this only gets us so far as well, for 

while this presents a descriptive approach to what potentiates complexification, it does so in a 

way which is not all that unlike a laundry-list of factors. If complex systems are more than the 

sum of their parts or aspects, then it would make sense that complexity itself is more than the 

mere sum of what gives rise to it, and in fact, something beyond merely these. This is clearly 

the case, but to such an extent that it is in fact difficult to come to a simple definition of 

complexity.  

 

The difficulties with coming to a simple definition of complexity is no accident. The very name 

of what is at stake, after all, indicates that what is being described here is complex, and 

hence, hardly simple. As will become clear, to say that “defining complexity is complex” is not 

simply a poor attempt at humor, or a way of being difficult for its own sake, nor willful 

obscurantism on the part of the writers or researchers, nor an attempt to lend an air of 

mystery to what is going on. As will become clear, part of what makes complex systems 

complex is that they are not easily reducible, or producible, for that matter, by simplistic 

formulas, recipes, mathematical formalisms, or taut and pithy conceptual definitions, at least 

without losing along the way precisely what makes them complex.  

 

Now there are many features which complex systems tend to share, and it is worth 

mentioning some of the terms which tend to be mentioned in the context of descriptions of 

complex systems: self-organization, spontaneous emergence, energetic dissipation, path-



dependency, non-reversible transitions, self-organized criticality, non-linear transformations, 

phase transformations, meta-stability, distributedness, diversity, organization, dynamics, and 

others. Many of these notions will be described in what follows, and yet as will become clear, 

none of these alone describe what is at stake with complexity.cdxxxviii  

 

In many ways, it is simpler to take the via negativa, so to speak, and approach the question of 

what it means for something to be complex by distinguishing this from what researchers in the 

field generally describe as not being complex systems.cdxxxix Most complex systems 

researchers will gladly tell you that anything designed by humans, from basic tools to 

computers, is not a complex system, for it was designed in a top-down sort of way, was built 

by humans according to an abstract plan rather than emerging spontanteously and 

distributedly from the interaction of many agents interacting on their own, etc.  

 

The result is quite a difference in the behavior of complex systems and those which 

researchers tend to describe as being “merely complicated.”cdxl Complicated systems are 

those which do what they are supposed to do according to the plans of a designer who has 

an intention when designing these which is a imposed on these systems in top-down way 

from without. Such complicates, as they will be called in what follows, are aggregates of 

simple materials, often arranged in highly complicated ways.  

 

A computer is a highly complicated aggregation of various components and materials. Those 

who designed a computer to function as it does rely on each of these to serve a limited and 

specific purpose in regard to an overall design which they have imposed in a rather top down 

way. A computer is not designed to give rise to itself, reproduce itself, repair itself, supply its 

own energy, or anything like this, and as such, it still relies on our complexity in order for it to 



do what it does.  

 

There is nothing spontaneous, self-organizing, adaptive, or emergent in such a system. In 

fact, if a computer began to adapt to its environment, for example, by cohabitating with a 

fungus which was growing within it, each changing in regard to the changes of the other,, a 

designer would likely say it was not adapting, but rather, malfunctioning. If a computer 

mutually changed with a fungus, after all, it would likely soon stop being able to do much 

computing, and hence would cease serving the function imposed on it from without, and soon, 

even lose most of its highly complicated capacities which have made it able to enhance the 

complexity of human complex systems which interact with it in various ways.  

 

If a tree adapted to a fungus in its environment, however, this would simply be a tree doing 

part of what trees do best, namely, adapt, and its complexity would only be enhaced thereby. 

While a fungus might eventually kill a tree, the tree may also develop new ways of being tree-

like, many of which may help it deal with such fungi in the future, and this is what is meant 

here by adaptation. Mutually interacting with shifts in its environment, a complex system 

builds new structures which help it maintain and develop not only its ability to sustain its 

complexity in the present, but potentially, in the future as well.  

 

Complicated systems are designed precisely to prevent this, for often, even slightly changes 

in their structure lead to rather catastrophic failure. Much of the reason for this has to do with 

how they are designed. The purpose of a hammer is to be able to hammer nails, and 

hammers are designed by humans to maximize their ability to perform such tasks and not 

others. Some tools may be designed to perform multiple tasks, but tools tend to be relatively 

sculpted in ways which limit their capacities to specific ends.  



 

We count on our tools doing only the tasks for which they were designed, and if they do 

otherwise, they tend to be described as being broken, malfunctioning, etc.  

 

 

Being limited-purpose tools, complicated systems are often designed so that each part plays 

a specific role in the externally imposed functional plan, and little more. Sometimes there are 

of course items which play multiple roles, such as that in automobile engines, in which parts 

of the engine may serve as both supports and ways to dissipate heat.cdxli  

 

Such interdependencies and multiple functionalities are similar to the ways in which, in 

complex systems, particularly living ones, aspects of these systems may play multiple roles, 

and even shift roles in varying circumstances. But because a system like a computer is 

designed to support human needs, it is designed such that its parts play predetermined 

functions, even when these are multi-determined, and any small deviation from such a plan 

tends to lead to catastrophic failures.  

 

In complex systems, such as an organism, for example, an organism will often work hard to 

adapt to various changes in the environment, and so, small changes tend to lead to 

adaptations rather than catastrophic failure. If a bacterium invades a living system and this 

gives rise to changes within the organism, the organism does not massively shut down, it 

simply responds with its immune system, a system which it developed as a structure for 

dealing with such sorts of changes in the past, for adaptation to change is simply part of what 

complex systems do.  

 



 

 

This is even the case with tools that we produce to be rather wide in application. Computers 

are classic examples of incredibly complicated systems which are not generally considered 

complex by researchers in the field. As Ada Lovelace famously argued in her thoughts on 

Charles Babbages’s design of calculating machines, such machines will never be “intelligent” 

because they can only give rise to what they are programmed to.cdxlii No matter how fast, 

accurate, precise, or powerful our computers, they are only machines that, even when they 

interlace tasks on multiple cores which can make it seem like they are multi-tasking, can only 

do what they are programmed to.  

 

Computers are designed not to surprise us, and even if they do, this is either a malfunction, or 

because they are programmed to imitate more organic forms of interaction. This is not to say 

that computers are not massively powerful, as they clearly are. They were produced by 

humans, which are complex systems, and they potentiate the emergence of complexity in all 

sorts of ways. There are of course many reasons to think that computers are good at 

precisely the sorts of processing that humans are poor at, in that they are accurate and 

precise and consistent, even if they are terrible at complex pattern completion, learning, 

reasoning by analogy, guessing, and nearly anything which requires creativity. Computers 

nevertheless complement our capacities well in these ways, even if they are not likely to 

surprise us unless they are programmed to, and even in then, only in relatively predictable 

ways.cdxliii  

 

Living systems, however, are a different story. Living systems have the capacity to surprise, 

and the more so the more “complex” they are. And if one looks for the function of a living 



system, this seems like an almost silly question, and so it is with all complex systems. Can 

one speak of a unifying purpose of a snowstorm? Is there a single function of a fish?cdxliv One 

may partake of an economy, but can it be said that one really uses it, at least, any more than 

it uses you? Who designed language? Can someone change a language by design, in the 

manner in which the designer of a utensil can, seemingly at will? Can a hurricane 

malfunction?  

 

Such questions may seem odd, but this is because we tend to think of these other types of 

systems quite differently from those which are designed, by individuals or groups, in a top-

down sort of way, and with far more limited functions. A fork is designed to make it easier to 

eat certain things, and everything about the way humans form it predispose it towards this. If 

a fork adapted to other circumstances, it would be a very poor fork, while if a tree did 

something similar, it would be quite good at being a tree. If a computer adapted to change, 

particularly when it was not designed to do so, this might be seen as a fascinating bit of luck, 

one which is unlikely to repeat itself as it likely has little support within the system itself nor 

any way to extend this further, or even more so, a dangerous aberration. And while some 

computers are programmed to adapt in specific ways, they are still supposed to do so 

according to their programming, and not more.  

 

Organisms, however, are not designed to adapt in limited ways, for they are not designed, at 

least other than how they are “designed” by evolution, itself a complex adaptive system of 

other organisms and the environment. Rather than being designed to adapt, organisms are 

adaptations, adaptations of a particular sort. That is, a tree is a tree-like adaptation to a 

particular environmental set of conditions, and it does tree-like things, and works to try to 

continue to do so by adapting, because this is what it means to be a tree. What is more, an 



organism such as a tree adapts at multiple levels of scale, and it is possible to see how the 

evolutionary past of adaption at the cellular level continues in trees in various ways. 

Adaptation is multi-level in organisms, and rarely in complicated systems, even highly 

complicated ones such as computers which, even if they are programmed to adapt at one 

level of scale, rarely do so at others 

 

Now it is worth noting that some of the new forms of machine learning are complicating the 

picture a bit. By means of forms of computation which imitate that in living brains, these new 

forms of computing, called “artificial neural networks,” are starting to dispense with coded 

instructions, and instead, simulate the function of networks of human brains. When computers 

are set up this way, they learn from experience, much like children do. They are not told what 

to do, simply presented with patterned inputs, and they follow what their neural systems do 

from there.cdxlv There is every reason to think that what happens in artificial neural networking 

is a form of complex emergence, even if the groundwork of this is all laid out in programmed 

code, similar to how the groundwork of Wikipedia was laid out by a few designers, but the 

emergence of the dynamic complex entity developed on its own from there.  

 

Still, artificial neural networks are shallow, in that they occur on complicated hardware in 

regard to which their relations are anything but complex, with no relations of feedback and 

other sorts of intertwining which could make complex relations between these neural 

networkings and their contexts possible, something seen in all complex adaptive systems 

beyond these. For all the advances of these new technologies, and their capacity to learn, 

such that they can even recognize faces based on partial information, and process spoken 

human language, at the time of the writing of this book, however, most computers today still 

do things largely the traditional way, namely, by following their programs.  



 

And in regard to more traditional computers, no matter how fast, complicated, or spectacular 

their doings in all sorts of ways, they are nevertheless merely super-fast calculators, which is 

to say, machines that simply follow their programs, and in this sense, tools. They will never be 

able to surprise us by doing something they were not programmed to do, precisely because 

they were not designed to Still, when humans use computers to interact, such as they do 

online, they can give rise to incredibly complex systems online, and the Web is a complex 

system, even if the hardware computers which make it possible would be generally 

considered merely complicated.  

 

The reason why it is important to say “generally considered” here is that from the perspective 

described here, to argue that computers are not complex at all is an oversimplification. After 

all, the basic atoms and many of the molecules used to construct the computer emerged in 

the world in self-organizing ways, and in this sense, are incredibly basic forms of complexity. 

They tend to not be dynamic or adaptive even in the manner of whirlpools, but they are, in 

one of the simplest senses, a form of complexity, even if a very basic one, so basic that most 

researchers in the field might not think they deserve the name.  

 

Still, to say that atoms which emerged from complex dynamics are not themselves examples 

of complexity depends on firm distinction between complicated and complex systems which is 

reductive in ways that most complex systems researchers, when not oversimplifying, would 

likely try to avoid as well, as this text will as well. From such a perspective, however, all 

aspects of our world are complex systems in their ways. Even “merely complicated” systems 

are those which are very basic forms of complexity which are then woven together in highly 

complicated ways.  



 

For the most part, however, the distinction between complex and complicated systems does 

shed some light on what makes things complex, even if this will become clear if we examine 

in more detail how complex systems emerge. Take for example, a flock of birds. Each 

individual bird may fly around the sky, generally swerving towards those of its flock when it 

gets too far away from them, yet also swerving away when it another or something else gets 

to close to it. There is no design or external function imposed in a top-down manner by any 

external designer, or even single bird within the group. Rather, the birds simply follow their 

instincts, such as not getting too close to other birds or various obstacles while flying, but also 

not getting too far away from their comrades as well. The bird's habits are modulated by the 

limitations of their sight, their capacities for speed and swerving and so on, as well as various 

environmental conditions, such as wind-speed, presence of obstacles, etc.   

 

But put enough birds together flying as they are wont to do, and when the circumstances are 

right, particularly when there is something to increase the pressure on the birds to fly close 

without hitting obstacles in their environment, or perhaps to avoid a larger bird which is a 

predator of the species in question, and flocking may emerge, on its own, relatively 

spontaneously. This may start small, with small bits of flocking seem to arise relatively on their 

own, arising from the interaction between the birds and each other in regard to the various 

obstacles and pressures, and following the various habits of flight, describable by various 

rules such as “swerve away or towards other birds to avoid getting too far or too close from 

them, but do not swerve towards obstacles or predators,” and the interactions between the 

aspects of these.  

 

As the birds fly, none of the individual swerves seem to resemble the flocking any more than 



the birds themselves. No single bird leads the flocking, nor does it seem to arise from some 

sort of coordinatedly centralized communication, other than that whereby each bird reacts to 

the behavior of its neighbors in flight. There is also no resemblance between a bird, or its 

normal flying patterns, and the sort of complex flocking which can, in the right circumstances, 

emerge relatively spontaneously on its own. But all of a sudden, as the pressures within and 

without come into the right sort of balance, swerving patterns begin to coalesce with each 

other, react to each other in groupings, and then, the group of birds begins to swoop and dive, 

as a group, in the manner captured so vividly on film.  

 

When this happens, the flock seems to function as a single, dispersedly unified collective 

organism of sorts, one which emerges on its own, undergoes various changes, lives its life of 

sorts, and then disperses and dies. The flock as a whole reacts to the stimuli provided by a 

diving hawk, diverting it and confusing it, making it evident how such behavior is adaptive for 

the group. It is as if the flock as a whole adapts to the hawk's movements, and seems to think 

of how to do this best. Each bird simply continues to follow its normal rules for flight, its 

regular habits, but in the right circumstances, this leads to collective behavior which could no 

be predicted in advance, for it does not resemble any of the aspects which gave rise to it, 

even if can be understood, retroactively, and predicted, and this is what complex systems 

scientists often seek to do, namely, break complex systems down into the components which 

give rise to them.  

 

But when complexity emerges in such a way, there something which is radically new, 

something which is not a mere extension from the addition of the parts and their abilities 

together. No single bird seems to have anything like the powers of planning, coordination, 

communication, or adaption to produce the whole group, and simply adding more birds does 



not lead to complex flocking behavior. What is needed is a careful balance between factors, in 

which the number of birds is only an aspect. This has lead complex systems scientists to 

describe complex systems as those in which “more is not simply more or even better, but in 

fact, different,” such that a complex system does not emerge in an additive way, but rahter, in 

a manner in which the interactions involved, both within the system's aspects and its 

environment, is “more than the sum of its parts.”cdxlvi 

 

But how and why does this happen? The pattern of flocking as a whole is a dynamic 

intermodulation of sorts, in which, as Philip Ball describes it, each is “suddenly in touch with 

all the others via an intricate networks of mutual nudges.”cdxlvii Each nudges what is closest to 

this, and this gives rise, as tensions increase and spacing between the birds decreases, to 

various sorts of balances and patterns of mutual influence which would only be evident when 

the birds are crowding together and moving faster than usual.  

 

As birds interact more intensely with each other, feedback tends to occur, such that the 

impact of one bird's behavior on another influences another in turn, and this often can even 

influence the first bird, giving rise to all sorts of recursion. As feedback effects start to stabilize 

into patterns of mutual and semi-consistent inter-influencing, a sort of dynamic interfeeling 

emerges, one which impacts how each interacts with that around it. These patterns modulate 

individual interaction, and in this way, patterns arise which are wholes which are composed 

from the interfeeling of each by all, and all by each, in such a way that parts and wholes 

exceed each other, the relations between each is modulated by the whole, and the whole 

modulated by how each relates to those around them.  

 

That is, the way each reacts to what is next to it not only gives rise to a whole, but that whole 



influences how each reacts to those which are nearest to it, such that even a bird may want to 

swerve away a bit from the one next to it which got too close, if the entire flock moves in that 

direction, it feels that pull as well, despite its desire not to get too close to that individual bird, 

and so, the entire flock moves, even if this leads one particular bird to get closer to another 

than it would like. Such a form of synchrony arises, as if from anywhere and nowhere, and in 

a way in which the relation of each to those around it is modulated, or interfelt, by how each 

feels the whole, an interfeeling which is a new networking in the world, even if one which 

disperses not long after it forms.cdxlviii  

 

Complex systems do not need to be living, or composed of groups of living organisms. For 

example, a pool of water may seem quite still until a drain is opened up beneath it. If the drain 

is too large, the water will flow away quickly, while if the drain is too small, only a small trickle 

of water will flow out of the pool. Too many small holes will only lead to many trickles, and 

several medium-sized holes to a variety of conflicting flows. But if a single hole of a medium 

size is produced, and the ratio of the size of the hole fits certain parameters in relation to the 

purity of the water, the pull of gravity at this particular location, the shape of the pool, the 

pressure of the air on the water above, and a variety of other concerns, everything may come 

into balance just right.  

 

In such circumstances, flows of water out of the hole may begin to organize and come into 

sync, and when this happens, a vortex, or in everyday language, a whirlpool, may emerge. A 

whirlpool is one of the most basic complex systems known. And yet, as with all complex 

systems, it still adapts in a manner which is similar, if less complex, than that seen in living 

systems or groups of them. Place a stone in the way of a spinning whirlpool, and it will 

generally shift how it swirls to take this into account, as if it “felt” this obstacle, and “thought” of 



the best way to work around this disturbance, even if, by any account, a whirlpool is not alive, 

and yet, it exhibits a form of what can only be described as adaptive behavior.  

 

There is every reason to think that life emerged in such a way, and there are a series of 

factors common to the emergence of social systems such as those of dynamic flocking of 

birds and schooling of fish, the adaptive behaviors of economies and languages, and the 

dynamics of living adaptive systems such as organisms, the evolutionary dynamics between 

these within populations, and ways in which complex physical systems, such as seen in 

various weather patterns, for example, arise and change as they do.  

 

From such a perspective, anything which emerges in such a way can be understood as 

complex, and in this sense, as molecules arise via self-organizing emergence, they can be 

understood as complex systems, or complexes, and so, rather than speak of complicated 

systems as lacking all complexity and being “merely complicated,” they will be spoken of in 

this text, as with all aggregates, as being less complex than systems such as organisms. Any 

molecule, however, is complex, even if aggregations of these, such as seen in a stone, are 

only marginally more complex. Computers are highly complicated aggregates, and when they 

network with humans, massively amplify their potentials for emergence, but on their own, 

computers should likely be nevertheless seen as only likely more complex than stones, which 

is essentially what they are, highly intricate stones, at least, when no longer supplied by 

humans with electricity, repair, etc.  

 

There are practical reasons why the field of complex systems science did not emerge earlier 

than it did.  

 



Some of this has to do with the history of the field of study itself, in that the study of complex 

systems emerged in a rather inductive and piecemeal sort of way. That is, various 

researchers noticed similar patterns in a wide array of fields, from economics to biology, 

sociology to physics, and began to compare notes, evolving a common vocabulary and range 

of approaches, without really needing a set of rigid definitions to organize their approaches. 

Rather than emerge in a top-down sort of way, the field emerged, as fitting what it studies, in 

a bottom up and distributed sort of way.  

 

But as has been indicated above in regard to bird flocking and boids, it is part of the nature of 

this field of study to focus on the interaction between large numbers of factors, each 

contributing in their own small ways to relationally interweave contexts and processes in ways 

which cross levels of scale, often giving rise to non-linear feedback circuits, all of which tend 

to make practical mathematical modeling all but impossible. It should hardly be surprising 

then that it should be difficult to define “complexity” as well. Part of what it means to be 

“complex,” after all, is that it is difficult to simplify what is going out without reducing it, and 

while this may seem like the sort of thing someone would say if they were trying to be difficult 

for the sake of it, or in an attempt to make some sort of joke or play a game with words – no 

matter how interesting and impactful some may be – the reasons for this are intimately tied to 

precisely what it means to think and work with complex systems in complex ways.  

 

As will become clear, complex systems are largely “incompressible,” and in fact, one definition 

of complexity, based in information theory, takes such a notion as precisely what is at stake 

with complexity, even if other fields have defined this notion in ways more suited to their own 

endeavors.cdxlix In terms of information theory, one could say that when it comes to a complex 

system, the system is its own simplest model, which is to say, it is not possible to reduce such 



a phenomena to a description in a way which does not lose what makes it what it is. One 

needs to reproduce such a system or something like it, and while one can compress the 

means to do this, one has to ultimately do this to really get a sense of what it going on.  

 

Take a human life, for example. One can look at the chromosomes needed to create, 

maintain, grow, regulate, and evolve a human body, and one can even convert the information 

in this code into data and store it in a computer. While an equation in physics can predict how 

a force will move a physical body so long as other forces do not intervene, the genetic code of 

a human does not at all predict what that human will do later in life, Neither the chromosomes 

nor the computational coding of the data “are” a human, nor do they make it possible to 

predict what a particular human body produced from this would look like in anything but more 

than a general way, nor predict any of the actions of such a body, nor capture what it means 

for such a body to be alive, think, feel, need, desire, participate in producing a culture, etc., 

not to mention account for the sort of complex brains that humans have.  

 

The best way to get a sense of what chromosomes do when they give rise to a human life is 

to give rise to a human life from them, and yet, a single set of chromosomes could turn into so 

many different variations of the unfolding of the potential in these chromosomes in relation to 

small changes within and without the system as it develops the permutations of these 

potentials. The chromosomes may present some parameters which guide the unfolding of the 

system, and some rules of combining these, but so much is open and relational, and this is 

crucial to how such a system unfolds in a way which is far beyond the mere contribution of 

this or that aspect of what gives rise to it, for it does what it does in a manner which goes 

beyond the mere contributions of its aspects, including those which may be abstracted from 

prior such forms to give rise to newer versions of this.  



 

But what if one wants to study something like bird flocking, for which the basic parameters 

and rules needed to create and recreate flocking behavior are not incarnated in memory 

systems such as a genetic code, but rather, obscured within complex interweavings of genetic 

and neural memory systems woven with all sorts of other functions that to extract which 

aspects contributed to what is practically impossible? Or what if one wanted to study 

conditions how the behaviors which give rise to flocking in some circumstances would 

manifest in conditions far different from those currently encountered? Observation, 

abstraction of parameters, rules, functions, processes, and reintertwining of these in the 

virtual reality of simulation, which can be recompared with observation, turns out to be the 

best way to accomplish this.  

 

This is not to say, however, that attempts at definitions of complexity have not been made, of 

course, mostly produced by means of trying to abstract what precise features the variety of 

systems which have a “family resemblance” of complexity between them, in a sense, mostly 

share in common, and what is likely the most important aspects of these.cdl There are, 

however, limitations to such approaches, certainly if one takes a more relational approach to 

such concerns, but it is nevertheless worth examining the attempts at definitions which have 

been offered. 

 

via negative cdli  

 

 

this field largely emerged because researchers in a variety of fields found particularly strange 

phenomena that, while they clearly had a coherence and logic to them, nevertheless  resisted 



traditional attempts to describe and predict them, and in ways with peculiar parallels to others 

in often widely disparate disciplines. In many senses, complex systems science arose from 

the study of comparative oddballs which threw traditional approaches to scientific thinking out 

of the window, requiring that researchers develop new methods which, in their successes, 

have now become a branch of science unto themselves.cdlii  

 

But what makes complex systems science different? Most of the successes of scientific 

inquiry, particularly in fields such as chemistry and physics, after all, have come about 

because of the use of mathematical equations to produce predictions of the relatively regular 

aspects of our world, and while there can be great subtlety at work in how this is done, all of 

these approaches make use of the assumption that if a system does something today, it is 

likely to simply extend this in some form or another in the future to produce variations on the 

same.  

 

Such phenomena are predicted by the use of relatively “linear” equations and predictions. But 

there are also phenomena in the world which are less easy to predict, as they involve many 

disparate factors interacting.cdliii Trying to use linear equations and simple modes of prediction 

quickly turn into a mess in such situations. For example, attempts at predicting the weather, or 

earthquakes, or stock market crashes, tend to frustrate many of the most complex 

mathematical models out there, and rather quickly, producing flurries of what mathematicians 

tend to call “non-linearities” which make it all but impossible to produce workable solutions 

and predictions.  

 

It is one thing to use physics equations, for example, to predict where one relatively regularly 

shaped billiard ball will end up when hit by another, idealizing the conditions for the math, and 



then assuming some small degree of likely error due to real world factors such as friction. But 

it is something else entirely to try to predict how an entire set of billiard balls is likely to break, 

as they bounce off each other and the walls around them in myriad ways, such that the tiniest 

bit of irregularity can produce often massively outsized implications.  

 

Example. 

 

Since the time of Newton, scientists tended to use mathematics to describe the rules which 

described the behavior of various phenomena in order to better predict them. From the basic 

equations of motion to differential and integral calculus, it is possible to predict, if you know 

initial conditions, what many physical systems will do next. If one tries to study even the most 

basic complex systems, however, this approach tends not to be feasible. 

 

In a famous example, an international competition was held in 1889 by King Oskar II of 

Norway and Sweden, with a financial prize, for the person who could show how to use 

Newton’s equations for motion and gravitation to completely describe the interacting 

trajectories of the Earth, Sun, and Moon, the famed “three body problem.” It is relatively easy 

to describe the motion of one of these bodies on their own, and even how two interact, but 

when all three start to interact, the result are “non-linearities” which make solving the 

differential equations involved all but impossible by means of standard algebra or calculus, 

and while there are other means, so-called “numerical methods” which apply sophisticated 

mathematically enhanced forms of trial-and-error, these often simply take too long to be 

practical.  

 

It is for such reasons that none had yet solved this problem. And this is only for three bodies, 



three bodies whose movements impact the way each other move. It is the mutual influence 

here that is the source of the problems. Now imagine how difficult it would be to use 

differential equations to completely model the way a group of birds produce complex flocking 

motion. If three bodies are impossible to fully model, how much more thirty or more. The non-

linearities which made these equations all but unsolvable arise because of the forms of 

feedback which occur between the aspects of the systems in play.  

 

While it is nearly impossible to model the behavior of the Earth-Sun-Moon system with 

differential equations of motion, it is nevertheless rather easy to produce a graphic of it on a 

computer. As in a video game, one can make a virtual simulation of the Earth, Sun, and 

Moon, provide them with Newton’s equations for motion and gravitation, fill in a few relevant 

details such as the general speed, mass, and distances between these, and let one’s 

simulation run. With very little in the way of a code for such a computer program, such a 

simulation will produce a form of motion that would be indistinguishable from that produced by 

the actual Sun-Earth-Moon system, so long as everything started from the same places and 

the basic information was all correct.  

 

Now how is that it that the math is all but unsolvable when it comes to trying to predict with 

calculus the relative positions for these bodies, and yet, a simple simulation can do this? 

Mathematical equations are quite good at predicting linear sorts of change, such as that of 

moving along a straight line, and even some simple sorts of non-linear sorts of change, such 

as a curve of steadily increasing curvature. But when multiple bodies in movement start to 

interact, the result is non-linearities that are anything but simple, in which seemingly small 

shifts in the balance between two aspects can lead to relatively large swings in response in 

the third term, because such small deviations can push systems in balance beyond various 



tipping points which are all but impossible to anticipate by mere mathematical means.  

 

Math follows regularities, but when systems come into balance, small perturbations can have 

outsized non-linear effects which are all but impossible to predict. With regular forms of 

motion, including those of linearly increasing or repeating forms of curvature, one can take the 

basic equations of motion, and derive from these a set of equations which can predict the 

exact locations where the bodies will be at some future time. None of this is possible with the 

Sun-Earth-Moon system.  

 

For it turns out that this system is scientifically considered a “chaotic” system, one in which 

the feedbacks at work give rise to a pattern of movement which leads to no regular 

repetitions. No wonder the mathematicians could not solve the problem, for as most 

mathematicians would say today, the problem is unsolvable by standard methods.cdliv This is 

not to say, however, that the physical system constituted by the Sun-Earth-Moon is chaotic, 

for there is more than merely these three bodies at play, all of which luckily keeps us from 

chaotically hurtling out into space.   

 

Still, if one looks at a simulation for the Sun-Earth-Moon system, something which can be 

easily found online, it is clear that the patterns of trajectories is bafflingly complex. But this 

raises only more questions. For how then is it that a basic laptop computer is able to produce 

a simulation of such a system, if the equations for this system are strictly unsolvable by 

means of calculus, and impractical by forms of trial and error? The reason is that the 

computer does not do calculus, but rather, arithmetic. That is, rather, it simulates what would 

happen in the world. Each virtual planetary body gets an initial position, and its position is 

calculated step by step in relation to the others, as this would play out in the world. Three 



separate simulations interacting, and as computers are expert at doing one step of one 

problem, switching off to another step of another problem, and then moving back without 

losing place, giving the impression of doing more than one thing at a time rather than simply 

being good at switching at high speed.  

 

Rather than work with equations at all, a computer simulation does not solve, or even 

describe by means of anything like an equation much of anything. Rather than try to model 

what the bodies do by means of math, or do anything with equations, they simply seek to do 

something analogous to what they do. That is, the computer acts as if it were the bodies, and 

performs an analogous sort of interaction as they would themselves. Heavenly bodies, after 

all do not do calculus, or write out equations, they just interact, and if they can do so without 

much thought, so can a simulation.  

 

In this sense, a computer simulation does not try to describe complexity, rather, it produces a 

simplified, small scale version of this. Computer simulations of complex systems are able to 

reproduce aspects of these systems, in ways indistinguishable from these because the 

simulations produced are themselves complex in manners analogous to those being 

simulated. This is can help explain why most complex systems scientists do not try to solve 

differential equations in order to produce their models. They may use calculus in all sorts of 

ways, of course, but not to understand how systems emerge. Rather, they observe the 

systems in questions, try to produce simulations, “virtual reality” versions of the complex 

behavior, and when it is indistinguishable from the behavior they are trying to model, they will 

then look at the way the simulation was produced, and try to abstract what can be understood 

from this.  

 



Most frequently, complex behavior results from the feedbacking interaction between multiple 

agents making use of simple rules, such as those of the basic equations for motion and 

gravity developed by Newton as applied to the Sun-Earth-Moon system, and a series of 

variables, such as the weights of the bodies involved. Often it is far more complicated than  

this, however, such as trying to understand how a population of thirty birds can flock. But if the 

researcher can design virtual birds, and produce basic rules of behavior which, when 

tweaked, give rise to forms of interaction between the virtual birds which flock, it is likely they 

are on to something.  

 

The aspects of our world which were often thought of as beyond simplistic grasp by 

mathematical formalism or simple linguistic conceptual articulation, yet are nevertheless quite 

common, such as the flocking of birds or the schooling of fish, are in this sense examples of 

the sort of phenomena which tend to be modeled by complex systems scientists. It may seem 

strange that such seemingly everyday occurrences as a group of birds coming into a flock 

was, up until quite recently, something which scientists, for all their accomplishments with 

space flight and computers, could easily observe, yet could not predict with their formulas.  

 

But so it was, and so it remains today. There are still no mathematical formulas which can 

easily predict how and when a set of birds will flock, or which can precisely predict the 

pathway they will take. There are simply too many variables, and they react in far too many 

“non-linear” ways which tend to rapidly require far more computing power and time than 

anyone easily has available to solve such a problem beyond the first few steps. Too many 

contingencies, too many factors, too many ways in which things can go awry from any 

particular plan.  

 



And so, for a long time, such notions were thought simply beyond the range of science. But 

during the early days of the PC revolution, some began experimenting with trying to simulate 

such phenomena, not needing expensive grants to do so, and with little to lose in the process. 

The result was in fact startling success. When you can get your virtual “boids” to flock in a 

manner indistinguishable from real bird flocks, then you have likely hit on something, after all, 

and so it turned out to be.cdlv   

 

Researchers produced virtual little bird-lets, or “boids,” and gave them relatively simple rules 

to follow, based on those observed in nature. Animal behavior experts had noticed that on 

their own, flocking birds tend to swerve towards those in their group when they flew too far 

away, and swerve away if they were going to get too close and risked crashing, doing 

something similar for various obstacles. And so researchers based their models of observed 

behavior, giving rise to “agent-based models,” adding more and more basic rules, or 

parameters, such as limiting the vision of virtual birds to those which correspond in some way 

to that of real birds, but there were many parameters which were difficult to measure in 

flocking birds, as they often do so too rapidly to get good data.  

 

And so, researchers simply provided controls for ranges of values for various parameters, and 

as they tweaked these parameters towards observed behaviors. With a variety of such 

parameter controls, researchers saw various sorts of flying behaviors emerge, and whenever 

one began to approximate some aspect of flocking, they tried to increase the parameter in 

that direction, in a sort of feedbacking amplification of their own in relation to the simulation. 

And then, all of a sudden, there it was: they hit on the right combination, and it happened, 

flocking simply “emerged” on screen, and in a manner indistinguishable from that observed in 

nature.cdlvi  



 

From there, scientists could compare the rules they used with those observed in the world, 

tweak the model, and so on. While it was difficult to determine which rules were being 

followed by the real birds, one could easily read them off the parameter values, and then it 

was easier to test if this is what birds really do in less intense circumstances, for example, 

seeing if the angle of swerve towards other birds in one’s group tends to be aligned with that 

of the simulation even when birds are flying more slowly and far apart.  

 

The result is a new way of doing scientific work. Back and forth between simulation and 

observation, if one can develop a simple rule set, and set some virtual agents to go about 

interacting in regard to these, so long as one selects the right set of basic rules based on 

observation, and tweaks their values appropriately, one can usually model the sort of 

behaviors in question, and then reading the values of the parameters of the rule set off the 

controls of the simulation is as simple as that. Often the calculus and analysis then comes 

out, not before the prediction of behavior, but rather, after, to try to better understand why the 

simulation was able to do what it did, even if there is in most cases no ways to replace it with 

equations.   

 

Clearly the scientific method is at work here. But rather than observe a pattern of phenomena, 

develop a hypothesis with concepts and/or mathematical formulas, and test its predictive 

accuracy, something is modified here. The hypothesis is not a conceptual and/or 

mathematical formalization, but rather, the parameters of the basic rules followed by the 

multiple interacting agents in the simulation itself. Rather than match the predicted 

phenomena exactly, it matches it generally. That is, rather than such a simulation matching 

the particular swerve of a particular video of particular birds flocking, it produces behavior 



indistinguishable from that of any video of such a type of birds flocking. Now some have 

maintained that simulation of behavior similar to what is observed, despite continual interplays 

of observation, comparison, and indistinguishability, no matter how predictively useful, is 

simply not as it has traditionally been understood, no matter how much it has lead to 

predictive successes in a wide variety of fields.   

 

The declamation that something “is not science” is of course nearly as old as the arrival of 

something like a mainstream scientific consensus on just about anything. In many ways, 

however, complex systems science continues a more encompassing shift in the sciences 

from thinking in terms of discrete things and “thing”-like forms of thinking, to more system-

based thinking which began to emerge in various ways during the mid-eighteenth into the 

nineteenth and into the twentieth century revolutions in science which go by the name 

relativity and quantum physics. 

 

These later developments would not have been possible without earlier ones which 

challenged the very bases of what seemed science at the time, for example, in the 

theorizations of heat as an average movement of molecules, energy as a relational potential 

between systems, or the development of forms of scientific inquiry based on statistics and 

probability, all of which were seen to be quite different from the stuff of science, even if these 

are now quite accepted and predictive branches of science in their varied ways, shifting in 

retrospect some of what science is understood to be more than being beyond its bounds.  

 

 

The continual drive to purify what gets to count as science is of course really a struggle to 

determine what the notion of “science” comes to mean in relation to the various practices 



which are determined to be “scientific” in regard to such a name. This is an issue of 

interpretation and values, as well as forms of justifications and groundings in regard to these. 

Even Albert Einstein, after all, famously quipped, that no matter how exact the predictions of 

quantum physics, that “God does not play dice.”cdlvii No matter how pithy, quantum physics 

proceeded to redefine notions of what constituted science around and despite such 

sentiments, and in ways which continue to show their ability to sync with aspects of the world 

in ways which have lead to a wide variety of concrete effects.  

 

 

At the start of the nineteenth century, however, figures such as Jean-Louis Lagrange and 

Leonhard Euler began to introduce what today would be understood as “systems” thinking 

into mathematical physics, reframing Newtonian physics, with its atomistic, “billiard-ball” 

approach to physics, in terms of how systems of interactions between multiple agents could 

give rise to potential within a system which expresses tension within this, one which is 

released when that system gives rise to an action which satisfies various constraints 

according to their “calculus of variations.”cdlviii  

 

All of this came about around the same time that scientists such as Thomas Young, Gustave-

Gaspard Coriolois, and William Rankine, and later James Prescott Joule began theorizing 

about relations between potential and kinetic energy in a modern sense which was able to 

sync up with such formulations, all this around the same time as the science of 

thermodynamics began to emerge in the work of figures such as Sadi Carnot and Rudolf 

Clausius. As it became increasingly clear that heat was the product of many small movements 

colliding with each other, and that temperature measured the average of this, systems 

thinking in the sciences gained new ground, as it became increasingly common to link direct 



measurement not within any moving individual entity, but qualities derived from how systems 

of these relate.cdlix  

 

From atomistic Newtonianism to thermodynamics, there is a massive change in way of 

thinking, one which is continued by complex systems science in a manner which is not yet 

complete. While Newton’s clockwork abstracts away friction and context, nineteenth century 

“systems” approaches show how friction is part of how movement becomes heat, and context 

is how systems of energy, a concept revived from its Aristotelian origins to ground new 

systems based thinking in thermodynamics which quickly began to link up with “field” theories 

in the study of electricity and magnetism, give rise to systems of tension and release which 

fold and unfold into so many forms of work, and in ways which can eventually run out of 

potential, producing historical chains of events which, unlike Newton’s clockwork, cannot 

simply be rewound.cdlx  

 

Scientists began to increasingly speak of notions such as entropy and information, and in 

such ways, “things” became less and less central, and relations within fields more central to 

scientific and mathematical thinking, culminating in such more contemporary developments 

as quantum field theories in science and category theoretic approaches in mathematics. All 

along the way,  

 

many of the movements which gave rise to radical reorientations in the sciences, if in ways 

which are commonly accepted as part of a scientific worldview today, were considered, no 

matter how predictive, to be beyond what they would consider science, if in ways which 

became eventually left behind.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

While some may have at first felt that complex systems science was likewise of concern, at 

least in certain traditional senses, times have changed since then. Today the field of complex 

systems science is one of the most robust, dynamic, recognized, and influential domains of 

scientific research. Simulation is now seen as a viable scientific form of inquiry, particular in 

that once a simulation is produced, it is often far easier to study than the behavior it models. 

Still, it is often the case that, rather than provide anything like a simple definition, complex 

systems researchers have a tendency to rather make a “laundry list” of such descriptors and 

leave it there, without specifying more precisely what is understood by complexity. Is it 

possible to come up with something like a definition for complexity?  

 

One possible approach to defining complexity has been offered in terms of algorithmic 

information. From such a perspective, as described, for example, by one of the pioneers of 

complex science research Murray Gell-man, any system can be described, and that 

description is expressed in form which, when reduced down to its most concise and simplest 

form, is that which requires the least information.cdlxi We all know people who explain simple 

things in overly complicated ways. An algorithm is a set of instructions which describe how to 

do something, and a compact algorithm is one which describes how to do something in the 

most concise and informationally precise way possible.  

 

Now simple and/or regular physical systems can generally have their forms of motion 



described in a pretty compact way. The movement of a billiard ball on a table when hit by a 

cue ball can be described quite elegantly by Newton’s equations of motion, so long as one 

has all the necessary information and neglects the minor contributions of friction. Likewise the 

motion of a swinging pendulum. In both cases, there is an equation, composed of a few basic 

elements, which can predict what will happen next. Now systems that are fully random are 

those for which no compact description exists, one has to in fact reproduce them fully to 

describe them, which is hardly a description at all. Luckily, it is quite unlikely that readers will 

encounter such, nor need to compactly describe these.  

 

Semi-random patterns, like those produced by random number generators in computers, are 

something else entirely. Often a very simple algorithm can give rise to a nearly random 

seeming string of numbers, and any attempt to describe the regularities at work within these 

will be quite unlikely to be compact in any way. This is because there are in fact very few 

regularities in the string of numbers. And while the system used to generate such a string is 

regular and simple, these tend to give rise to chaotic dynamics such that the string of 

numbers is not simple at all, but lacks order or pattern of any evident sort.  

 

Complex systems fit into none of these categories. The emergence and behavior of complex 

systems cannot be described by simple equations for motion such as those produced by 

Newton, and in fact, tend to frustrate attempts at mathematical modeling in general. Unlike 

random or semi-random. But unlike random or semi-random patterns, complex systems are 

full of regularities and are highly organized. That said, there is no simple or compact way to 

describe this form of organization, such as a simple equation of motion, or even those of 

calculus.  

 



Gell-main points out that even if one were to say that the genetic code which gives rise to an 

organism is a compact description of it, there are limits to such an approach. Gell-man’s 

example is that there is a small difference genetically between humans and their closest 

primate relatives, yet massive differences in behavior. But beyond this, the genetic code 

needs to be read. While the genetic code may be a compact description of how a human 

embryo in the right conditions can give rise to an organism, it is not a compact description of 

the organism or its behavior, any more than the brain or body plan of such an organism is. 

Even a brain is just a connection of living wires, after all, which need to be activated in 

contexts to produce complex behaviors.  

 

Beyond this, however, Gell-man argues that the small genetic difference between humans 

and our closest primate relatives indicates that thinking of complexity merely in terms how 

much information is needed to compactly produce an algorithm to describe the regularities of 

a system doesn’t capture everything. He distinguishes between the “effective complexity” of a 

system in the here and now, and the “potential complexity” of a system.  

 

In regard to the example above, a small genetic difference between humans and their closest 

primate relatives may not have a massive impact on the effective complexity of proto-humans 

when it first arrived. But over time these small differences gave rise to other changes which 

made possible the emergence of massive leaps in complexity. Gell-man argues that potential 

complexity is the probability of a particular bit of a description to give rise to increases in 

complexity in a given period of time. While such a notion can be computed, the situation is far 

messier than those seeking a more algorithmically computational approach to these questions 

would likely have wanted.  

 



The approach described here clearly helps fill out the picture, but as will become clear, there 

is far more to what is at stake here than information, as important as such notions are. For 

reasons which will likely only become clear along the way, this text will argue that a system is 

complex to the extent to which it has enough ways of differencing within itself both in terms of 

quantity and quality that it can sustain this and further this by means of feeling and reacting to 

its environment by means of different forms of moving its body to respond to environmental 

shifts in a manner which is maximally adaptive, as well as maximally able to further potentiate 

this in the future. The reasons for such a complex definition are, as expected, difficult to 

compress, and so, to better fill out why this is, it will be helpful to examine the factors which 

potentiate the emergence of complexity.  

 

Potentiating Complexification  

 

If complex systems are those which emerge in particular conditions in the world, what are 

these sorts of ocnditions, and what can they tell us about what the makes systems complex? 

According to complex systems science, complex systems arise in and through emergence, 

and yet, emergence only occurs when particular conditions are met, and while complex 

systems scientists differ in how they categorize and think about these, there is widespread 

agreement in one form or another on what is involved.
cdlxii

 Rather than speak about this in a 

completely abstract way, it will be helpful to have an example or two, so in this case, the 

aforementioned example of a whirlpool, along with that of a dynamically swooping school of 

fish, will provide some assistance.  

 

For a system to emerge spontaneously into complexity, there needs, firstly, to be sufficient 

diversity in regard to its components or aspects. If there is too much similarity in regard to 



these, little can come about, while too much difference, and there is often little ability to work 

together as well. A pool of water is able to bring about a whirlpool because, while water 

molecules are relatively homogeneous, they are imbalanced. Liquid water has a triangular 

molecular shape, and the oxygen side of this is heavier, and has a more negative charge than 

the other two poles. What is more, due to minor impurities, liquid water almost always breaks 

down into ions, which give rise to dynamic weavings of strongly charged particles and weakly 

charged ends of molecules. In a school of fish, the fish are nearly always of the same sort, but 

they may all be swimming slightly differently, at least to start. It is highly unlikely that fish and 

squid would be able to flock together, any more than oil and water.  

 

Secondly, beyond diversity of materials and dynamics, the system needs to be networking 

with its contexts. That is, it needs to openly and dynamically intertwine with what is beyond 

and within itself, its exterior and interior contexts, so to speak, and in diverse and 

multiplicitous ways. The more quantity and qualities of forms of dynamic interaction between 

a system and its contexts, the more a system will be able to feel changes in its environment 

by means of how these give rise to changes within itself, while also feeling how these 

changes are felt by the various aspects within them, and in ways which give rise to more 

potential forms of interaction in regard to these.  

 

For example, when a group of schooling fish swim, they generally follow some basic rules of 

interaction. They swerve to swim closer to their like when they get too far away from the 

group, but swerve away when they are going to collide with another fish or an obstacle. This 

behavior tends to make such fish survive better by using group behavior to avoid predators. 

Likewise, water molecules exhibit various cohesive and adhesive forces, due to how the form 

of the molecules modulate inner forces produced by charge and weight, for example, and 



these influence how these molecules interact with each other and the ions and related 

impurities and the walls of the pool around them. Too much difference in the forms of 

interaction, or too little, and complexity tends not to emerge, but between difference and 

sameness, there is the potential for emergence.  

 

Such potential is fostered by increases in the complexity of such forms of interaction, 

exhibiting some of the ways in which the emergence of complexity is in many ways self-

potentiating in a feed-forward cycle, or self-fulfilling prediction of sorts. That is, the more 

complex a system is, the more it tends to be able to foster the emergence of complexity. This 

can be seen, for example, when forms of dynamic interaction become cycles of feedback. In 

such cases, constant flows of low-level interaction make it possible for there to be systems of 

feedback, whether of inhibitory or amplificatory ‘feedforward’ sorts), and the more complex a 

system involved, the more these low-level interactions, integrated across levels of scale, are 

able to be integrated to give rise to forms of adaptation which complexify a system.cdlxiii  

 

The human nervous system is a clear example of this. The brain is in a continually pattern of 

mutual inter-feeling of all its parts, as they try to predict what each other will do next, as well 

as what the sense organs and muscles in the limbs will feel next. New sensory information 

flows “upwards” from sense organs and muscles, and new predictions in regard to what they 

will do next flow back “down” towards them. When they come into sync, all is as expected 

according to the brain’s attempts to continually predict what it will feel and how it will move 

next. When something does not go according to its predictions, however, the brain tries to 

understand why, and this often leads to new predictions, coupled with actions that can shift 

the body to help provide more information that can clarify why prediction and sensation did 

not match.  



 

By continually sending messages towards the sense organs, incoming data is preprocessed 

for relevance to the system according to its needs, and in such ways, what is important to an 

organism tends to “pop out” from its sensory environment to be easily amplified by attention to 

the fore of its concerns.cdlxiv All of this is cross-checked between multiple incoming data 

streams from various sensory modalities, including that of the body’s skin and muscles. By 

continually checking in with how the body’s muscles feel, the brain is able to continuously 

produce dynamic maps of the body’s limbs, position, and movements, and by means of this, 

to predict what sorts of actions might be relevant to its predictions of what it will sense next 

with its various sensory organs, and by means of this, even develop entire scenes of potential 

situations and responses to these.cdlxv  

 

Many researchers believe that consciousness is in fact a form of continual mutual feedback in 

which the conscious parts of the brain are continually mutually inter-feeling various aspects of 

the brain’s maps and meta-mappings of its sensory, motor, and associational mappings, to 

see whether or not one of its largely habitual programs of response needs to be interrupted, 

adjusted, or modified, perhaps by means of learning more about a given situation. Massively 

mutual forms of feedback, at incredibly complex layerings of mutually interfeeling levels of 

scale is what makes something like this possible, with consciousness as likely the largest 

form of networking sync withing the brain’s networks at any given time.cdlxvi 

 

In much simpler forms, when a whirlpool arises, this is because the sub-atomic forces within 

the molecules are refracted by the triangular physicality of the water molecules, refracting off 

the forces of the ions and those put off by the sides of the pool, in ways which impact the 

dynamics of how the molecules of water interact with each other, giving rise in the process to 



a new level of interaction, namely, the whirlpool as a whole.  

 

If I place a stone in the path of a whirlpool, molecules of water which swirl close to the stone 

will feel how its molecular structure modulates the sub-atomic forces within it in ways which 

impact that of how the water does with its inner forces, leading the water molecules to be 

deflected by the stone. Those water molecules deflected by the stone will impact those 

around them, in cascades which lead eventually to a shift in the shape of the entire whirlpool 

as it adapts to this change in its environment. The feedback relations of mutual 

intermodulation between the movements of the individual water molecules and the whirlpool’s 

shape as a whole, in relation to how individual water molecules and their paths are 

themselves the result of mutual interaction with molecular, atomic, and sub-atomic forces, is 

what allows the whirlpool to emerge, and to adaptingly continue to do so.  

 

In this, the sub-atomic forces within the molecules of water are refracted by the triangular 

shape of the water molecules, which interact with the forces expressed by the hydrogen and 

oxygen ions, and all the impurities and the forces expressed by the sides of the pool and the 

pull of gravity. Forces from interior micro-contexts, such as those of sub-atomic aspects within 

the water molecules, intertwiningly refract off the influence of exterior macro-influences, such 

as the pull of gravity and the forces exhibited by the walls. And as these all begin to achieve a 

sort of balance, intertwining dynamics and symmetry, sameness and differencing, such that 

they begin to modulate each other, and in fact, to intermodulate. The result is a whole which 

intermodulates the relations between the parts, as it modulates their relations between each 

other, as well as between the parts and their contexts. A new meso-level emerges from the 

intertwining of what now become their inner micro-contexts and exterior macro-contexts, a 

leveling, a selfing networking emerging.  



 

Something similar happens in regard to a school of fish. Each fish follows rather similar rules 

of interaction with each other, and when these hit the right level of meta-stable pressure from 

the environment, a new meta-pattern, a new level of networking emerges, that of the school. 

Schooling of this sort makes it far more difficult for predators to catch individual fish, for they 

get battered and slapped, not so much by an individual fish, but by a rapidly moving flow of 

them which is far stronger than any individual fish. The real potential of the school, however, 

lies in its dynamic and complex forms of movement, one which is difficult to predict, often 

baffling predators and amazing human observers.  

 

That said, there seems no sense in which any individual fish plans such behavior. Schools 

emerge spontaneously, as if from everywhere and nowhere, between and amongst the 

relations between the fish and each other and the school and its environment, not to mention, 

each fish and the interior processes which make it school as it does. Individual fish do not 

need to be taught to school, they simply follow the rules of behavior which are encoded in the 

genome they inherited, and there are clear evolutionary benefits to schooling in such ways. 

When the micro-behavior of the cells whose actions lead to such behavior give rise to these 

sorts of behavior in particular environmental conditions, these interior micro-influences feed 

back into the ways in which the external macro-pressure provided by predators leads to more 

intense forms of swerving between individual fish.  

 

As the influences of micro-contexts within the fish come to influence how the meso-level 

intermediate movements between the fish come to be, and the macro-exterior contexts exert 

pressures which feedback on these as well, the meso-level of the swimming of the fish 

weaves the micro and macro influences to give rise to a new meso-level, that of the schooling 



of the fish itself, one which modulates, in complex webs of feedback, how all these contexts 

relate. For it in fact is how these interrelate and dynamically come into balance, it is how the 

collective dynamic entity feels these tensions, and brings these into balance in a way which 

relieves tension by producing structure, in this case, the schooling of the fish.   

 

Thirdly, for emergence to occur, there needs to be distributedness, particularly in regard to 

various forms of potential. Distributedness can be understood as a sort of refraction of 

differencing rather than reflection of sameness, and is in contrast to organizational extremes 

of centralization, decentralization, unification, dispersing, etc. In a given context, resources 

may be distributed, but resources are only valuable in regard to economies of the unfolding of 

potential in regard to various systems which arise from and depend on these. When 

economies are over-centralized or over-centralizing they tend to use what complexity they 

have in ways which undermine the long-term emergence of the potential for more in regard to 

their contexts, even though they may give rise to more quantity of the same sorts of 

organization, particularly over short periods of time.  

 

The more distributed a system, the more it tends to emerge in a manner which goes beyond 

mere quantitative reproduction of more of the same, to adapt and develop new forms of 

complexity and complexification. And in such ways, physical systems to tend towards life, life 

towards neurality, neurality towards culture, and culture towards those which seek to 

potentiate robustly sustainable  emergence in an open way that fosters that of the contexts 

which potentiate their emergence as well, rather than mere centralization of the benefits of all 

of this for the few.  

 

Systems which dissipate their energy rapidly and fully swiftly have no potential left, while 



systems which hardly expand any potential are so conservative that they change as little as 

possible. Taken to an extreme, such systems hoard potentials, and while there are few 

systems in the physical and biological worlds which do this, the hoarding of potentials, in 

terms of cultural wealth and power, has a long history on this planet. Such systems are 

radically conservative, and tend to not survive long, for they are generally against any and all 

change, for any change would generally be of a sort which would destabilize the rigidly 

centralized control needed to perpetuate such a system.  

 

There are social systems which allow complete decentralization of moves within them, so 

long as these all take the same form, allowing superficial decentralization and difference, 

even if the deeper form these are allowed to take remains the same. Tension is relieved, but 

in ways which prohibit the development of complexity, as everything is reduced to variations 

of the same sort. Biologically this is cancer, and in cultural systems, it is more extreme sorts 

of capitalism, of the sort seen in various forms in our world today.  

 

Systems which are distributed in terms of potentials are those in which the dynamics of this 

system, and the ways in which this congeals into more determinate aspects, are determined 

by systems which are neither overly centralized and centralizing, nor overly decentralized and 

decentralizing. When potential is fully decentralized, there is no system, and the same when 

fully centralized. When the system is over-centralized or over-decentralized, it tends towards 

respective forms of dissolution. But when systems are neither overly centralized nor overly 

decentralized, there is a balance between these. In over-centralized systems, there are one 

or a small handful of “hubs” which tend to hoard resources and control of various potentials. 

In decentralized systems, everyone is their own hub.cdlxvii  

 



But in systems neither with neither too little or too much centralization or decentralization, 

there will be “enough” larger, medium, and smaller hubs which determine the way the system 

evaluates circumstances and potential pathways of action. Coalitions of smaller hubs can 

overpower larger hubs, and there is often dynamic movement between what gets to play the 

role of a hub and what does not, such as seen, for example, in representative democracies 

with term limited positions. The interplay between larger, medium, and smaller hubs within the 

system makes it possible for competition to occur for control of the system, while preventing 

monopoly of the system by any small group. Some degree of centralization makes 

standardization, continuity, and organization possible, while some degree of decentralization 

keeps this from becoming rigid and only ever being on terms which benefit the mere few.  

 

When there is a balance between tendencies towards centralization and those towards 

decentralization, when there is a balance between larger, medium, and small hubs within 

systems such that none can completely determine the path of the system, this is what 

complex systems scientists refer to as “distributedness.”cdlxviii Systems which are distributed 

are those which unfold potentials in ways which are most likely to potentiate the emergence of 

complexity in regard to themselves and the contexts which support them.  

 

There are many ramifications of the notions provided here which will only be able to be 

articulated slowly in what follows. In all of these, potentials may take the form of relatively 

enucleated stocks of resources, such as stores of fat, or atomic weight, and all of these can 

be distributed in various ways. As the descriptions above have shown, distributedness is not 

merely a matter of control over resources, but plays out in terms of dynamic processes as 

well. When there is a lack of distributed in any of the ways in which potential manifests in a 

system, whether more statically in congealed forms, or in more dynamic forms as processes, 



this can hinder complexification, while more distributed forms of these are likely to potentiate 

emergence. It is now possible to examine the ways in which this occurs in dynamic ways 

which are most potentiating of emergence, namely, those which are meta-stable.  

 

When dynamic systems are distributed in terms of their forms of activity, this is referred to as 

“meta-stability,” a state “on the edge of chaos.”cdlxix To be in a meta-stable state is to be 

neither in a stable sort of dynamic equilibrium, nor chaotically fluctuating between often wildly 

contrary alternatives without being able to settle into any of these, nor to be in a state of 

fragmentation or dissolution from either too much or too little change within or without. In 

many senses, to be stable is a networking of aspects of these which is more than the mere 

sum of these. A system which is in a state of meta-stability has much of the stability of 

dynamic equilibrium, with much of the exploration of varied alternatives of chaos, and it is 

always teetering on the cusp of dissolution if the tension gets too much, but to be meta-stable 

is to be none of these completely.  

 

To be in a meta-stable state is to be kept “on one’s toes,” so to speak, to be pushed hard 

enough, from within and without, to be on the cusp of losing any ability to maintain balance 

and even internal coherence, but without being pushed quite into chaos or even dissolution. If 

there is a continuum of potential forms of ordering, from quiescent indifference, to near stasis, 

to dynamic equilibrium, to chaos, to dissolution, back to quiescent indifference at the 

opposing extreme, then meta-stability has one foot in chaos and one foot in dynamic 

equilibrium, straddling these while flirting with dissolution.  

 

While this is often referred to as a state, it is of course a dynamic one, and a radically 

dynamic one at that. A meta-stable state is one in which the dynamics of a system keep that 



system “on its toes,” so to speak, a bit out of balance, yet not to such an extent that the 

system becomes fully chaotic, or blasts apart. Meta-stable systems are those which produce 

tension on a system, tension which prompts it to adapt, but not so much as to overwhelm the 

system into dissolution. Such a condition tends to maximize the potential for sustainable 

growth, evolution, learning, cooperation, and creativity, which is to say, emergence in its many 

forms.  

 

When the four conditions described here are met – those of diverse materials, diverse forms 

of openingly networking intertwining within and without, often in forms of multi-modal and 

multi-level feedback, distributedness of potential and modes of organization which derive from 

and control the economic expenditure of this, all woven together by meta-stable dynamics 

within and without such a system – the stuff of our world seems to spontaneously self-

organize into more complex forms by emerging. That is, water starts to whirlpool, metabolic 

systems tend towards life, life tends towards growth and development, and social systems 

from languages to economies to nearly anything else do as well.
 

This has been shown again 

and again, with all the precision which science can bring. Even in its current forms, however, it 

would be not be a stretch to say that the science of complex systems manifests an implicit 

valuation of emergence, as this text does as well.  

 

The Potentials of Distributedness 

 

The four factors which potentiate emergence described above – diversity, networking, 

distributedness, and meta-stability – are described in various ways, along with all that goes 

along with these, throughout the literature of complex systems science. These notions are 

rarely organized quite like this, though they can be, for what is presented here is fully 



consonant with the science, and many scientists describe the factors potentiating complexity 

in ways which emphasize this or that aspect and organize such concerns in varying ways. 

After all, as was described earlier, this is a field which, for non-accidental reasons, is hard to 

describe simply.  

 

The structure of this mode of describing the features which potentiate complexity is organized 

here according to the logics of networking. That is, the most determinate factor which 

potentiates complexity, namely, diversity of materials, opens on to the more relational notion 

of networked forms of relation, which opens on to the yet more relational notion of 

distributedness of potential and economics of organization, that is, the ways in which 

dynamics contextualize all this, and from there, the more relational still emphasis on process. 

From aspects to relations, contexts, and processes, the account presented here follows that 

which, in networked terms, can be understood as logics based on determinacy, relation, 

context, and process, or rather, node, link, ground, and networking.cdlxx  

 

When thinking focuses on more determinate aspects of systems this is what can be 

understood as partaking of a logic of the node, when more relational the logic of the link, 

when more contextualizing the logic of the ground, and when more process oriented, the logic 

of networking. Networkological texts make use of all of these, often intertwining them 

distributedly to give rise to forms of thinking which are more than the mere sum of these. 

From such a perspective, it will now be helpful to go into greater depth into some of the 

details which flesh out these factors which potentiate emergence, and how and why they do 

this as they do, with many ramifications in regard to which follow.  

 

Networks exhibit distributedness when they emerge, even if they may shift back and forth to 



more centralizing or decentralizing formations between such states. In many senses, all 

networks which are currently emerging, including living organisms, or are more dormantly 

emergent and hence merely complex, such as stones, are relatively distributed compared to 

the merely complicated or hyper-centralizing systems which have been designed by 

organisms, such as totalitarian governments or serial computers. That said, many of the 

systems that humans have created which adapt and manifest a sort of “life of their own” are 

distributedly complex in various ways, including languages, economies, the Internet, etc.  

 

As any such system enters a period of relative stability and equilibrium, it may move away 

from distributedness in several ways, even if, in order to emerge once more, it will need to 

resume this.cdlxxi Many systems cease to emerge in a dynamic way, and many physical 

networkings in our world, which is to say, many forms of matter and aggregates of these, are 

often in such circumstances. Other systems, however, particularly those which are living, 

continue to emerge by keeping themselves distributed in more consistently meta-stable ways, 

internalizing aspects of the conditions which potentiate emergence, and working to maintain 

these as inner states, as well as between communities of themselves, evolving in the 

process, and potentially giving rise to cultural forms of networking with externalized memory 

stores, or “wideware,” in the process.cdlxxii  

 

When networks are centralized around one or two primary nodes or networks within others, 

these are known as “hubs,” and networks with only a few hubs which organize, dominate, or 

control many others in a network are forms of centralized and/or centralizing networks which 

are often referred to as “star networks.” Centralizing and distributed modes of networked 

organization are often referred to as “topologies,” more colloquially understood as the way a 

network wires its connections into a particular configuration or shape.  



 

The topology of a network has a great deal to do with how it does what it does.cdlxxiii A set, for 

example, can be seen as a star network in which all members of the set link together in 

relation to one node which describes how these relate via inclusion in a set. A kingdom can be 

seen as a start network in which peasants swear fealty to vassals who swear fealty to lords 

who swear fealty to a single lord, the sovereign who commands these all in a top down sort of 

way. Ecosystems and organisms are more distributed in their topologies, with many systems 

and sub-systems which resonate and come into sync in various ways 

 

Markets are examples of hybrid systems in which the actions of agents determine prices in a 

decentralized way, even if the form of money and the rules of markets produce a unitary logic 

of organization, giving rise to a form of networking which has aspects of centralizing and 

decentralizing forms of networking, using a single unifying form to link decentralized agents 

and actions into a system, if in a manner quite different from how this occurs in more 

distributed forms of networking, in which multiple semi-stable and semi-decentralized forms of 

networking come into loose sync.cdlxxiv  

 

Distributing networks are the self-organizing engines which produced life, biological evolution, 

the rise of neural organisms, the emergence of language, etc.cdlxxv Such networks possess 

hubs but are not dominated by one or two of them. These hubs are also organized in a 

distributed manner, often described as being “small world” at a given level of scale, and/or 

“scale-free” when distributedness occurs across levels of scale. The more distributed, the 

more robustly emergent.  

 

That said, centralizing networks are often far more efficient and precise than distributing 



networks. Like many complicated systems, serial and binary computers like those on a 

desktop are centralizing in several ways, and this makes them incredibly fast and accurate, 

even for repetitive or boring tasks. But provide even a slightly unusual input to such a 

computer, and it will not understand it. Ask it to figure out a problem that requires the least 

creativity, or to guess based on partial information, or reason by analogy, and it will fail 

dramatically. Living brains, on the contrary, excel at all of this because they are radically diver, 

parallel, and metastable, all aspects of their distributedness.cdlxxvi  

 

While centralizing networks are fast, distributing networks are creative, resilient, and 

robust.cdlxxvii  

The Internet, after all, was designed originally as networked form of communication by the US 

Department of Defense, to function as a distributed network so that it would have enough 

hubs to function well, but enough so that, even if one or more were destroyed, it would still 

function.cdlxxviii Too much decentralization, and a network tends to become unwieldy and 

impossible to manage, but too little, and it becomes easy to disrupt, overspecialized, 

overfocused, locked in its ways, or otherwise, unable to respond to the shifting circumstances 

of a diverse and changing world.  

 

Some networks in the world do shift from star to distributed topologies, but generally, star 

networks are only able to thrive in artificial situations, such as those produced by political fiat 

or large-scale economic inequality, such as was produced by the original accumulations 

which were needed to jump-start capitalist expansion and industrialization in Europe.cdlxxix In 

“nature,” however, centralizing or “star” networks tend to only be mildly centralizing and only 

temporarily so, for otherwise, they quickly become unsustainable.cdlxxx It is of course worth 

saying that some degree of centralization, standardization, boundedness, determinacy, and 



unification are necessary for the emergence of matter, life, and evolution, and all these give 

rise to; it is only extreme forms of these which undermine emergence.  

 

There are clear reasons as to why overly centralizing networks tend to fail beyond very 

particular situations created by humans. This is because on their own, centralizing networks 

are “rigid” and “brittle,” which is to say, they tend to be unable to adapt to changing 

circumstances, prone to cascading crashes or rapid destabilizations if their primary 

boundaries are breached, and tend to fail catastrophically if one hub is made dysfunctional, 

etc.cdlxxxi While centralizing networks can be highly efficient tools, they are often far too 

specialized for specific purposes, and lack any ability to adapt on their own to changing 

circumstances without their creators to do so.  

 

We often become seduced by the speed, efficiency, simplicity, orderliness, focus, 

boundedness, purity, security, or other aspects of centralizing networks. But when we do this, 

we often fail to realize that such networks are only able to function well in highly restricted 

domains which we have created for them towards highly specific ends, ends which, when 

they become ends in themselves rather than means, can powerfully reduce the potentials at 

work in our world, and us with this, with disastrous consequences for the world and its 

potentials for emergence, in regard to our selves or beyond.  

 

Unlike centralizing networks, however, distributed networks are able to adapt and change on 

their own. They have diverse resources to call upon, and often lack strict purification and 

policing mechanisms, or limitations on hierarchical flow of information or resources, which 

tend to reduce centralizing networks abilities to shift and change when changes within or 

without bring them to the brink of breakdown or dissolution. When centralizing networks do 



adapt, they tend to do so in cycle of tension and release, abruptly and only by radical crisis, 

while distributing networks do so continuously in smaller increments.  

 

Much of this is because distributing networks are always renegotiating how they function in 

regard to inner and outer contexts. There are often many ways to get somewhere or do 

something in distributed networks, ranges of various solutions or strategies, and diverse 

agents and projects and ways of doing things which propose alternatives rather than merely 

reproduce one static way of doing things.cdlxxxii Tensions are continually released in smaller 

forms, rather than amass and then explode. Principles of organization are not reflected from 

the core, but refracted between more and less central formations.  

 

The systems which determine what can become a node, link, ground, or level are more fluid 

and determined relationally in distributing systems, rather than in a centralizingly hierarchical, 

brute-force, top-down manner, or in the hybrid form of a decentralized yet highly restrictive 

code distributed throughout the system in a controlling way.cdlxxxiii Access to various sorts of 

potential, including that provided by information, is not monopolized by a few hubs, but rather 

widely distributed. In many senses, democratic socialism need not only be seen as social 

forms in contemporary political systems, for there are tendencies towards this which are part 

of the very stuff of matter and life themselves.  

 

That said, centralizing networks are often far more efficient and precise than distributing 

networks. Like many complicated systems, serial and binary computers like those on a 

desktop are centralizing in several ways, and this makes them incredibly fast and accurate, 

even for repetitive or boring tasks. But provide even a slightly unusual input to such a 

computer, and it will not understand it. Ask it to figure out a problem that requires the least 



creativity, or to guess based on partial information, or reason by analogy, and it will fail 

dramatically. Living brains, on the contrary, excel at all of this because they are radically diver, 

parallel, and metastable, all aspects of their distributedness.cdlxxxiv  

 

Distributed tendencies are a meta-stable middle path between centralizing and decentralizing 

formations, order and disorder, equality and inequality of potentials, even if these can be seen 

as much as tendencies within emergence than anything else, and yet, there is nothing simple, 

stable, mediocre, middling, or moderate about emergence, for it is the most radical creative 

engine in the world yet known, in regard to which, any more dramatic sorts of change are 

merely a drop in the proverbial bucket.  

 

Unfoldings of Potential 

 

Distributedness often occurs in systems not only in regard to various congealings of potentials 

as forms of resources, or systems of control of these, but in terms of dynamics. All of these 

play out as various economic systems in regard to the forms of potential which unfold in 

various systems. But what is meant by potential here? In order to get a sense of what is at 

stake with this notion, it will be helpful to describe in more detail what potential here is 

understood to mean, as this will provide crucial context for various aspects of what is 

presented after this.  

 

What does it mean to have potential? Potentials only have potential in our world relative to 

contexts which are themselves distributed and in a process of dynamic unfolding of such 

potentials. In this sense, potential is a relative notion, in a manner which needs some 

explanation for the implications of such a notion to become clear. Our universe is an unfolding 



of the energy which came to be after the Big Bang. While this tends towards dissipation of 

potential, often referred to as entropy, pockets which go against this general tide, which 

produce a negative entropy, can arise, for example, around the local negentropic engine 

which the Sun is in relation to planet Earth. A steady flow of energy, not too much to fry our 

planet but also not too little to freeze it, accumulates on our planet, and in a manner which is 

diversely distributed in various ways due to the rhythms of the seasons, and all the currents of 

wide, air, and related forces and tendencies to which this gives rise.  

 

When there is more stored energy in one place rather than another, this is potential energy, or 

the capacity to do work. When potential energy is converted into motion it is referred to as 

kinetic energy, or energy of motion, and while the universe tends in general to a dissipation of 

potential energy, our planet has a continual and distributing influx of this, making it possible 

for complexity to emerge in places where potential hits an excess. Excess potential energy 

produces a tension in relation to its contexts, one which needs release. As excess energy 

seeks release, in a manner not unlike water trying to flow downhill by finding the swiftest path 

with least resistance, so it is with energy.  

 

 

Potential energy is a peculiar thing, however. It is easy to measure how something is moving, 

registering speed, force, direction, angle of curvature, etc. But how does one measure 

potential? Kinetic motion is determinate, it is here and now. But potential is itself distributedly 

relative, for it is how an aspect of a system is able to do something in the future in relation to 

its contexts.  

 

Take temperature, for example, in relation to pressure. If, for example, there is a metal 



container with liquid water inside of it, and a fire is placed underneath the container while the 

pressure around the container is within ranges normally encountered on Earth, the water will 

eventually turn to steam, and if the temperature still increased, the pressure of the steam on 

the walls of the container will increase, as more particles of water vapor collide with the walls 

of the container with increasing force. If a valve is opened in this container, the highly 

pressurized steam will relieve this tension by flowing at high speed and great force out of the 

opening, and if a turbine is placed along the way, the steam will move the turbine blades to 

relieve the pressure. As the turbine spins, if connected to a shaft, it can produce rotational 

motion, and the force conveyed in this way, if everything is constructed to make this possible, 

can transform the potential energy within the steam into the kinetic energy of the shaft with 

enough force to move a train connected to this “steam engine” down its tracks.  

 

The relative increase in temperature of the sample of water relative to what is around it lead 

to a change in the sample of water from liquid to gas, and an increase in the pressure of the 

steam relative to that of its environment. But what if there were no fire present under the 

container of the sample of liquid water? What if instead the temperature of the entire world 

increased around the sample of liquid, turning it to steam, and the pressure of the steam 

within the tank was equaled by a rise in pressure in the environment around the steam?  

 

There would still be steam within the tank. But it would be equal in temperature and pressure 

to that of the world around it. There would therefore be no tension in regard to differences in 

temperature and pressure between what is inside and what is outside the container. If one 

were then to open the valve between container and world, since pressure and temperature 

would be equal within the container and without, there would be no tension to relieve, and as 

such, there would be no rush to equalize pressure and temperature between inside and 



outside the container. Steam would not pour out of the valve with great speed and force, the 

turbine would not turn, and no kinetic energy would arise able to push the train down the 

tracks.  

 

In such a case, water was still raised in temperature and pressure, so why was no kinetic 

energy created? Because there was no potential energy to convert. By why? Because there 

was no difference between temperature and pressure within the container and without, which 

is to say, between the system and its environment. Unlike measurements of speed or force of 

this or that entity, measurements of temperature and pressure take the average of how an 

entire environment’s worth of impacts influences a measuring device. The measuring devices 

integrates the entire network of influences on it, and produces a reading of this. Differences in 

temperature and pressure are differences in how entire networking contexts are in relation to 

each other in regard to what is measured.  

 

When there are faster and powerful collisions between molecules in a context, this increases 

the amount of force these molecules exert on a particular area on a measuring device, and 

this is what is measured as the pressure involved, for example, the pressure the air exerts on 

a barometer. Temperature, however, is far trickier. If we measure temperature by means of 

standard liquid based thermometer, we may determine, for example by placing the 

thermometer in a sample of water, that the temperature of that water has increased when we 

began to heat it. We see that the liquid inside the glass shell of the thermometer has risen 

from the marking from eighty to eighty five degrees. But what we are measuring is how the 

rise in temperature makes the liquid in the thermometer expand its volume, in ways that we 

know map with temperature such that temperature can be measured. What the measuring 

device shows is a change in volume, which results in the liquid climbing higher in a restrictive 



glass tube, but this the thermometer is commonly said to measure temperature, and indirectly, 

it does.  

 

What is temperature, then? Scientists refer to it as “average kinetic energy,” which is to say, 

the extent to which molecules are vibrating in place in a solid, or more freely in liquids and 

gases. A thermometer does not measure movement, certainly not by distance, and not of any 

particular moving particle. Rather, it measures how the energy given off by moving particles 

impacts the volume of liquid in a thermometer in ways which map on to what we call 

temperature. What does energy mean then in this case? It is the ability of the moving 

molecules in the sample of water to expand the volume of the liquid in the thermometer.  

 

Now the ability of energy to do something is potential energy, so why do we say that 

temperature is average kinetic energy? There is no simple way to measure the average of 

movement of a massive number of incredibly tiny particles in a sample of gas, for example, 

not to mention that of the entire universe to the extent it impacts the thermometer mounted 

outside the wall of a house. Traditional liquid thermometers measure, in a sense, the potential 

of an entire context’s worth of kinetic energy to impact the volume of liquid such that its 

boundaries move inside a thermometer in a way we can measure and call temperature.  

 

In such a sense, pressure and temperature, while registered by discrete movements on 

measuring devices, measure how an entire distributed context of micro-movements impact it, 

and their potential to do this in relation to what is near the measuring device in a continuous 

way so long as conditions remain largely equivalent.  

 

In all its forms, energy is likewise a notion of something that is relative and distributed. We 



say that a stone thrown through the air is a form of kinetic energy. But we measure its 

position, its speed, the force of its impact on the ground, etc. We do not measure its energy, 

because this cannot be done directly. We measure the impact of a movement on a measuring 

device, and we use the notion of energy to describe how shifts in the movements of aspects 

of various widely distributed contexts give rise to a shift able to impact a measuring device, 

including one such as our sense organs.  

 

Why then do we say that a stone thrown through the air is a form of kinetic energy, when we 

only measure its changing position, speed, force, etc? The reason why the stone moves 

through the air, in ways that can be measured in regard to position, speed, force, etc., is 

because a person like myself threw it into the air. If I use my arm to throw such a stone, it 

moves because I take the potential energy extracted from chemical energy in my food, and 

convert this to the kinetic energy of the movement of my arm which throws the stone. 

Whenever something moves, it only does so because some form of potential energy, within or 

without it, is being converted from potential to kinetic energy. And this only occurs because of 

a shift in the balances of forces somewhere in these contexts seeking to relieve tension in 

one form or another.  

 

 

Tension of this sort only arises in a relative way, however. Tension has the potential to give 

rise to movement, but only in relation to a field in which there are differences in potentials, 

giving rise to forces which push and pull between these, seeking to relieve the tension 

produced in such ways. Often the tension is the result of an entire context’s worth of micro-

movements pushing and pulling, jostling to relieve tension this way or that, and it is the 

relative differences which arise between these which are what is meant by energy.  



 

Kinetic energy, in this sense, can be understood as the way in which an entire context of 

potential energy relieves tension in regard to it. In this sense, both kinetic and potential 

energy can be understood as relational and distributed ways of thinking about movement, and 

in fact, all discussions of energy in any form frame concerns relationally and in terms of 

systems thinking of the sort which gave rise to and is further developed by various branches 

of complex systems science. It was not until the mid-nineteenth century, after all, that the term 

“energy” became used in science in anything like a modern sense. The very notion of energy 

is a relational notion.  

 

 

It is worth noting that the description of motion in terms of energy as described above is not 

how Isaac Newton theorized motion. Rather, what is described here is how early systems-

oriented approaches, of the eighteenth century sort developed by Jean-Louis Lagrange and 

Leonhard Euler, reformulated Newtonian mechanics by means of their “calculus of variations,” 

in ways which were brought in to a general synthesis by William Rowan Hamilton in the early 

nineteenth century, and in ways which helped come into sync with the rising relationally 

systems-oriented sciences of heat, electricity, magnetism, and eventually, statistical 

mechanics, all of which paved the way for the more relational approach to the cosmos and its 

changes developed in the sciences of relativity and quantum physics.  

 

 

 

 

Energy, in this sense, can be understood as the most abstract and general form that potential 



takes in its most basic physically material form. The potential energy of any aspect of the 

universe is how all its contexts, inside and out, influence it via various forces in ways which 

give rise to tensions seeking release. Any physical aspect of our world is a pattern of balance 

between forces within and without seeking to relieve tension, and all the ways in which these 

conflict. Some forces seek to pull matters together, for example, in the form of gravity or the 

strong nuclear force, while others seek to push and pull matters to and from each other, such 

as seen in electromagnetic forces, and often these come into conflict.  

 

Movement occurs when there is a shift in the balance of forces, due to how movements near 

and far, great and small, impact each other, leading to various potentials to convert into 

movement in turn, relieving tension in the process. All the tension, which is to say, potential 

energy, derives in one form or another from that produced by the Big Bang. But as this 

potential unfolded its massive dissipation, as it began to cool, forces of expansion and those 

of contraction, such as gravity, for example, began to conflict.  

 

As matter began to cool and congeal and forces differentiate, minor refoldings of the massive 

energetic unfolding of the cosmos refracted the massive potential of the early universe in 

ways which gave rise to the basic forms of matter and energy we know today, with all the 

pockets of potential and massive gaps around these, and even the clumps of matter which by 

means of gravity rose to such pressure and temperature that they produced fusion reactions, 

becoming stars such as our sun, which provides the continual influence of potential energy 

which makes emergence in various forms on our planet possible.  

 

In all its forms, potential is relative. Potential energy is the manner in which potential arises in 

physical contexts, and yet, there are many forms of potential.  



 

 

 

 

If a person knows that a company will declare bankruptcy tomorrow because they are close 

friends with someone on the Board of Directors, and they sell all their stock the day before to 

avoid losing money after the announcement, they could be arrested and charged with “insider 

trading.” The information they had about the bankruptcy has potential, if only in regard to such 

contexts, a potential which can be given a dollar value, in this case, that of the amount of 

money saved by selling this stock a day early. Such a dollar value is relative to the situation, 

the rest of the market that day, other related news, the amount of stock already owned by this 

person, etc.  

 

The value of information in this context is not that of physical potential energy. Rather, it is a 

financial form of value, and financial value is a form of potential in regard to cultural monetary 

contexts which value it. When a commodity goes down in price on a market, this shows it is 

valued less by those who buy and sell and speculate on it, and the market calculates the 

distributed and relational form of processing which occurs as an evaluative economy relative 

to this commodity in such a way. Analogously, when a stone falls down the side of a mountain, 

the force of the impact of the stone when it hits the bottom of its path is due to how its 

movement measures the shift in the balance of forces within and without it which unfold the 

potentials in these contexts in ways which are expressed by such a movement.  

 

Abstract physical potential, or energy, is unfolded in its most disorganized form as heat, as 

relatively random and disorganized movement which simply dissipates energy. But as 

quantum phenomena in the early universe congealed into matters, and these refracted 



quantum phenomena to give rise to macroscopic forces of the sort measured by classical 

physics, our world became full of systems of movement full of tensions and releases and 

forms of balance between these, in regard to physical forces such as those of gravity and 

electromagnetism, but also how these and related forces push and pull matters in various 

ways which refract these forces in new and more complex ways.  

 

For example, if I eat food in the morning, my body takes the chemical potential energy which 

binds the aspects of various molecules together, and converts these into forms that are easy 

for my body to use in its ways. This gives rise to movements in my body, including those 

inside my brain, and I am able to type these words in such a way. The physical potential 

energy in the molecules of my breakfast food became in such a way the potential to weave 

abstract aspects of my culture to produce a book like this that is able to be read by people I 

have never met. How does basic physical potential energy become the potential for writing 

books?  

 

Matter, and the complex systems which arise from this, are able to refract basic physical 

potential energy to produce more abstract potentials. These are only potentials, like any, in 

relation to the systems in question. The cultural potential to write a book such as this is only 

possible by complexifying physical potential energy, in this case, in chemical form, as it 

unfolds into kinetic energy, by refracting it with the complex weavings of physical matters in 

movement which are the dynamic system of my living body. Physical potentials complexify as 

potentials in regard to living systems, living systems into neural systems, and neural systems 

into cultural systems. Potentials arise relative to each of these.  

 

When potentials are unfolded into this or that change in a relational context, this can be 



understood as a form of evaluation within the evaluative economy of the system which 

unfolds the potential in question. In cultural terms, for example, if I spend money to buy food, 

this is because I value the potential for living this food provides, and so I spend some of my 

cultural potential, in the form of money, to obtain this food. The paper, coins, or charges to my 

card which get me the food only have the potential to do this relative to various cultural 

economies. And the materials in question only have the potential to potentiate my life in 

regard to the particular needs of my body, and hence, would not have these potentials in 

regard to other contexts, for example, the nutrional needs of a blue whale.  

 

Neural systems are also evaluative economies. Within my brain, for example, when I think 

this or that, this is because patterns of activation in my brain came about over others, due to 

shifts in their contexts. When I do something which my brain deems a success, chemicals are 

released which “feel good,” leading me to seek circumstances which lead to the release of 

such chemicals in the future, incentivizing such behaviors. And the neural pathways which 

lead to whatever was deemed a success are strengthened, making it more likely they will be 

strong enough to be heard over the “neural chatter” of the rest in the future.  

 

In this way, my brain values what it deems as leading to successful outcomes, and this leads 

it to expend its biological energy to reinforce the pathways which it evaluates as having lead 

to states in the world which it values in relation to those in the past. The strength of various 

neural connections is in this sense a form of neural potential, one which makes it more likely 

for various pathways to have the neural “energy,” so to speak, to be able to unfold in a 

manner which is able to be amplified into more system-wide forms of neural and  and even 

potentially bodily action in the future.  

 



Because potential is scarce, economies develop, but what are these? Economies are 

distributed systems in which potential unfolds in some ways rather than others, due to how a 

relational field of networked forms of congealed potentials potential all dynamically expend 

their potentials into actions ways that impact each other, leading to complex inter-modulated 

actions which are movements of a distributed whole which can be said to “value” this or that 

movement of the whole over others. Value, in this sense, is how an economy moves, and 

such movements are expressions of what the economy values, with potentials, when 

congealed by means of various forms of balance between forces which arise between 

potentials, which occur as entities or agents in regard to such fields of valuation.  

 

This all seems abstract, but a few examples can help explain this. If a society uses minted 

gold coins to form a monetary economy, the coins are scarce. Those who have coins can 

spend them to get what they value, often things or services, which are the result of systems of 

movements in physical, living, or social systems. The coins express whatever the social 

system in which they arise value, and those who have these coins have the potential to gain 

movement in the systems around them which can provide them with what they value. In 

addition to any physical, biological, or neural values at stake, the price of the goods and 

services in question reflects a cultural value as well, in this case, in regard to the monetary 

economy expressed by the system of gold coins.  

 

Gold coins, in this sense, express congealed potential, which is to say, value, folded into itself 

in a manner which can be unfolded within the context of this social economy. The minted 

coins may be worthless in a society that uses silver coins minted differently, or there may be a 

conversion process. Only within the relational field in question are the gold coins forms of 

potential. This potential can be unfolded in ways that fold in with other systems, however, 



making it possible for coins to be exchanged for food, for example, which  can be used to 

feed a person so they can write a book.  

 

In such senses, whatever has potential in relation to an economy is a form of value in regard 

to that economy, and movements which fold or unfold potentials in regard to such an 

economy can be understood as an evaluation by an agent or economy in question. If I buy 

food with gold coins in such an economy, I unfold the potential of these coins to obtain food, 

and this shows that I value food, in an extent which, at least in terms of such an economy, can 

be measured in terms of a certain number of coins which I exchange for food. The price of the 

food, however, is set by sellers in regard to what they deem customers will bear, and in 

complex economies, this is systematized in regard to markets.  

 

Either way, the price reflects how an entire economy values various goods and services 

relative to each other relative to the abstract representative of monetary value in that society 

as such, namely, minted gold coins. And so, if wheat become scarce the price of bread may 

go up relative to that of various fruits, for example. There are of course more forms of cultural 

value at work in cultures, in economies which are less rigidi, quantitative, and precise than 

those at work in financial economies, but the basics of potential, folding, unfolding, refraction, 

value, valuation, and evaluation, in regard to micro-agents and macro-economies, still hold. 

Each agent is of course an economy itself, and the boundaries of economies are relative to 

the concerns in question.  

 

 

 

Do physical systems function as evaluative economies? Absolutely. As the Pierre-Louis 



Maupertuis stated when he formulated what is today generally referred to as the “principle of 

least action,” this principle can be summed up with the notion that “nature is thrifty in all its 

actions.”cdlxxxv  

 

 

As the systems-based reformulation of Newtonian mechanics proceeded throughout the 

eighteenth into nineteenth century, the key to bringing nearly all its aspects together is how 

everything began to hinge – and in ways which are crucial in modified ways in relativity and 

quantum physics – around the principle of least action.  

 

First developed in optics, it became clear by the mid-eighteenth century that physical 

movements occur in various contexts in the universe because entire systems of influences 

relieve tension on them in very particular ways, ways which have a great deal in common with 

the economic account I presented above, leading Maupertuis to describe “Nature” as “thrifty.” 

In many senses, physical systems seek to economize to spend the least of their precious 

potential, which generally leads movements to themselves economize to take the path of 

“least resistance,” and when resistances are accounted for, this tends to be the “shortest 

possible path” between the points involved, usually a straight line. One could of course have 

called this the principle of “least movement” then, but there are cases in which physical 

systems do not take the shortest path of least resistance, as occurs in regard to cases of the 

refraction of light, and so, the term “action” was employed rather than movement to provide a 

more general formulation.  

 

Lagrange and Euler used their “calculus of variations” to show that in physical systems, the 

movement which occurs is that which minimizes the action, by choosing the pathway through 

the space in a system over time in a way that minimizes the conversion of potential energy to 



kinetic energy within that system. The mathematical function called the Lagrangian is used to 

compute this, and by the mid-nineteenth century, Newtonian mechanics had been 

reformulated in such a way that all motion was seen as the result of how systems economize 

spending their valuable potential energy according to the economic principle called the 

Lagrangian, and not long after, in more generalized and flexible ways still by the Hamiltonian.  

 

Today, with the modifications made by the sciences of relativity and quantum physics, all 

changes in physical systems in “classical” mechanical contexts of the sort most of us 

encounter everyday, including Newtons equations of motion and all their more recent 

modifications, are said to be derivable from the Lagrangian, itself derivable from the 

Hamiltonian. These are fully relational reworkings of mechanics, able to sync up with a 

networked perspective on the world quite easily and provide a physical grounding, when 

expanded to account for relativistic and quantum concerns, in relation to this.  

 

 

 

Emergence occurs because systems are pushed to relieve tensions in new ways, with minor 

internal deviations and adaptations within the system to these producing a meta-stability 

within that matches that of the conditions without which bring the system to the brink of chaos 

itself. In a meta-stable state caught between alternatives, the near chaos of minor internal 

shifts and breakages and the various forms of readjustment to maintain the coherence of the 

system give rise to a state in which what seemed stable in the way the system channels the 

flows of potential produced by the forces which it become more fluid and susceptible to 

alteration.  

 

Even static matters, after all, are weavings of dynamic flows of forces which are continually 



relieving tensions by being formed as they are, in regard to various quantum, atomic, and 

intermolecular flows of forces. No matter how static a physical bit of matter may seem, 

underneath the surface, at the micro-level, it is a symmetry, a dynamic form of balance, 

between interplays of forces continually seeking out new forms of their own local paths of 

least resistance, with the current form of that matter as the best form of this its aspects had 

yet found.  

 

At the edge of chaos, however, all of this is up for grabs, and at multiple levels of scale. Every 

aspect of a system, even if the less stable ones more than others, find themselves on the 

cusp of dissolution, and in this way, are easy to mutate by minor shifts in forces within and 

without. As each of these is seeking new avenues for potential release, minor perturbations of 

the system, whether from minor shifts in how distant contexts sum over their influences on the 

system, or due to minor breakages and readaptations within, or a variety of other minor shifts 

might give rise to the equivalent of the pebble that brings down an avalanche, as the collapse 

of a distant galaxy finally provides the extra micro-jolt to the system in one direction rather 

than others, leading on aspect to collapse while the others compensate around it due to the 

cohesive forces at work in and between these, adapting the system in this way, and if this 

occurs in a way which channels more tension than the system normally did, and in a way 

which is able to overcome the cohesive forces getting in the way of a cascade, then such a 

cascade does occur, and the system shifts.  

 

And since when a system becomes meta-stable at one level of scale, this tends to bring lower 

levels of scale into resonance with this, leading to a sort of multi-level meta-stability, a system 

on the cusp in this manner is super-sensitive to even minor perturbations. The micro-jolt from 

a distantly collapsing galaxy may have at first only perturbed a micro-aspect of the system, 



but in a system on the brink, this could lead to a cascade of changes which lead to a larger 

scale perturbation, one which provides that final push of a particular sub-system of potential 

tension release balanced out by various counter-forces over the edge, making the system 

take this route rather than others, and leading that sub-system to push the entire system in its 

direction.  

 

Often a complex system is only sensitive to minor perturbations in ways which can give rise to 

cascades when it is on the cusp of a phase change, and this only rarely. But when systems 

are kept in a meta-stable state, they come to internalize aspects of the meta-stable state 

around them, so as to be able to adapt to it in a sort of mutual dance. Rather than merely be 

sensitive to minor perturbations which are potentially amplified within the system into 

cascading emergences when in an exceptional state on the cusp, the more systems 

internalize metastable aspects of their contexts, the more they remain sensitive to minor 

perturbations within and around them.  

 

In such ways, the precursors of life arise, and life is a sort of general sensitivity to all that 

happens within an organism in relation to its surroundings. For something to be sensitive, 

after all, there must be a continual relation of feedback and feedforward, and interacting 

between various aspects of a system’s aspects which become an interinfluencing which 

stabilizes into an interfeeling interacting. When a system is able to in relation to aspects of 

itself which do this in relation to aspects of the world beyond, we say that it is sensitive to 

these and feels these.  

 

Even the simplest matters and quantum phenomena feel in such ways, if in incredibly simple 

ways. An electron, after all, only feels charge, and this is because it is itself an emergent 



aspect of fields of charge which are continually interfeelingly interacting with aspects of what 

is around them. Matters arise from how various quantum phenomena continually interfeelingly 

interact with each other in ways which relieve tension by binding flows of forces in various 

ways which become dynamic systems of tension release.  

 

It may seem that the physical matters around us are static, of course, but the entire universe 

is slowly winding down its energy, and the ways it does this is what keeps the spacetime of 

the cosmos knotted in materio-energetic systems in the way that it is, because this is the best 

way to relieve tension in relation to the slowly cooling conditions which followed the massive 

distribution of energy throughout vast spans of space and time which gave rise to the 

universe we have come to know.  

But as dynamic systems within dynamic systems, all the matter in the cosmos is sensitive to 

all others in their ways, and most dramatically in regard to those which directly impact what is 

nearest to them, even if the rest sum over, in relation to the gradations of space and time and 

how these mediates various forces.  

 

Matters are small knottings in the systems of tension release which are the stuff of the world, 

like small factories of sorts. The more meta-stable the energetic conditions around a matter, 

however, the more likely it is to either break and dissolve, or adapt, and in conditions which 

are continuously meta-stable, and which have the other factors which potentiate emergence, 

it is possible for more and more tension to dissipate as systems adapt to the meta-stability 

around them by becoming more meta-stable. In such ways, these systems become more 

sensitive to minor perturbations within and without, often because the diversity of materials 

and forms of intertwining, feedback, and distributed forms of structurally bound potential and 

forms of unfolding other potentials, all come into a meta-stable dynamic equilibrium able to 



dance with that in the environment around it.  

 

Such dancing is not merely that of sensitivity to small perturbations, but the ability to adapt to 

these in ways which make it possible for the system to continue to relieve tension if in 

modifying ways. Forms of tension release which work are amplified over time, as 

perturbations give rise to cascades which take tendencies and structures already at work in 

the system, and put them to modified uses. Physical evolution arises by means of such 

variation, amplification of what works, tension release, and selection in relation to networking 

negotiation between internal and external contexts. In such ways, the worldfeeling which is 

the very fabric of the world of emergence itself emerginly complexifies, with feeling and 

action, and potential complexifications of these, as the most basic and concretely immediate 

aspects of this, each varying aspects of the other.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Where Worldfeeling Comes From 

 

Distributedness is what characterizes the factors which potentiate emergence in their varied 

ways, including diverse materials, forms of interaction, and types and levels of feedback, 

along with how these give rise to distributed material and energetic formations, the later of 

which can be understood as meta-stability. It is for these reasons that many complex systems  

researchers will often speak of distributed forms of networking and distributedness in general 



as a sort of short-hand for networks which are on the cusp of emergence in a more general 

way. But why are complex networks sensitive to the world around them, in a manner which 

can be understood as a sort of “feeling”?  

 

We have already encountered multi-level, and in some cases even multi-modal feedback, and 

how this is crucial to the ways in which humans have such robust ability to feel and 

discriminate aspects of the world in ways which massively potentiate their capacities for 

varied and nuanced modes of response, with each feeding back into the other via various 

modes of learning. As was briefly mentioned, this sort of dynamically mutual sort of 

multiplicitous, multi-form, and interweavingly layered inter-feeling inter-acting opens on to the 

fourth and arguably most important factor which potentiates emergence, that of meta-stability. 

This is because, in many senses, this sort of complexly distributed inter-feeling inter-acting 

can be seen as how meta-stable dynamic formations, as they differ and network, concretize in 

more determinate forms.  

 

Put more plainly, in many senses, the reason why complex adaptive systems are more 

sensitive to what is around them in the world, in ways which potentiate the emergence of 

more of this sort of sensitivity, is that they are meta-stable, and their emergence is fostered by 

contexts which are likewise meta-stable. One could even go as far as saying, as some have 

in their ways, that complexity emerges meta-stable conditions outside a system are 

integratingly internalized within that system, if in ways which are more than the mere sum of 

their aspects.  

 

What does it mean to be meta-stable? When a system is meta-stable, it is poised on the brink 

of various options. It is not uncommon to see a complex system on the cusp of a new 



emergence lurch this way and that between various pathways, then pull back, as if it were 

trying to “decide” which way to go, feeling out one option but then “changing its mind,” so to 

speak, until finally, the system commits to one pathway over the others. Often what seems to 

lead to such a sort of choice is the result of a small micro-fluctuation, within or without which, 

as the system is poised on the brink of a knife's edge of choice, tips the system in a given 

direction over others, as the micro-fluctuation gives rise to what researchers often refer to as 

a “cascade” which brings the entire system crashing in one direction over others.cdlxxxvi  

 

This is the proverbial notion of a “straw that breaks the camel's back,” and it describes how 

avalanches occur, for example, or how a single tiny spark can start a massive forest fire, or 

other of the more abrupt changes evidenced in the physical world. When a crucial “tipping 

point” occurs, the micro-fluctuation which brings it about is not in itself more crucial than the 

arrays of others before and after and around it. What matters is that it occurs just at the 

particular time it does, and at just the right place, a place around which the entire system has 

hit a point of balance between opposing forces pulling that system down various pathways.  

 

When a tiny microfluctuation hits a system poised on the brink between alternatives in such a 

way, it takes on a massively out-sized influence. In such a circumstance, one single “vote” will 

sway the entire electorate locked in a tie, just as one more snow-flake, in the right place at the 

right time, can bring an entire mountain down, and on one of its sides rather than the 

others.cdlxxxvii There is in fact something oddly democratic here, in that in the right 

circumstances, “any individual can cast the deciding vote” in regard to how the system will 

shift, often in a dramatic way.  

 

Before such a critical turning-point however, internal and external forces reach a point of 



balance, such that summed-over influences at multiple levels of scale lead to a state of 

sensitivity to the slightest perturbation. The system finds itself on the cusp, poised on the 

brink of choice between alternatives, and at each interlocked level of scale, each hangs on 

the others, giving rise to an uneasy balance ready to explode at any moment into massive 

change, in which any minor disturbance which could break the impasse and lead to a choice 

in one direction over others.  

 

When this occurs in a system poised in a critical state in such a way, the tiniest influence can 

be amplified by the multi-level echo-chamber to which it gives rise, as an entire house of 

cards, so to speak, gives way in the direction in which a final one falls. Minor perturbations 

are amplified with wide ranging implications, and in such a way, such a system is not only 

sensitive to the tiniest impact which impinges upon it, but it conveys the impact of this over 

levels of scale. In such a way, a single loud noise can make an entire mountain of snow fall in 

a massive avalanche in one way rather than another. Neither the mountain, the snow, or the 

noise are responsible for this alone, they all participate in such a networking which is more 

than the mere sum of its contributions.  

 

There is more than a passing resemblance between a system in a state of balance of forces 

at many levels of scale in a way which makes it sensitive to minor perturbations and what 

happens in a living system in regard to sensory and neural apparatuses. If I am driving and 

see a car unexpectedly arise in a place I did not expect, my body quickly moves to swerve to 

avoid this. Systems in my body must have been sensitively “on the cusp” of various 

alternatives, in a manner actively produced and maintained by my body so as to make it 

sensitive in particular ways, precisely so that if danger arises, my body can amplify particular 

patterns of incoming photons in ways which can trigger large scale evasive action. A system 



such as a mountainside may be sensitive in such a way, but unlike a living system, however, it 

is far less selective, both in regard to the sorts of stimuli to which it attends, and the sorts of 

reactions to which it gives rise, but it is nevertheless possible to see in basic physical systems 

the basic tendencies of much of what was amplified and directed in various ways as such 

systems complexified to give rise to living systems in their ways.  

 

Returning to simpler systems, complex systems science describe the way in which 

emergence tends to happen in such a way, often dramatically and all at once, as the 

“sensitivity to initial conditions” which such networkings display when they are on the brink of 

massive change. They also speak of the “non-linear” way in which such a system reacts at 

such points, such that a tiny fluctuation can give rise to massive change, one which could not 

be extrapolated in a manner easily predictable from the majority of past such fluctuations, 

often described as a “linear transformation,” one which follows a predictable rule of change, or 

exhibits variations in regard to a standard “Gaussian” probability curve in relation to what has 

been “normal” for the system in the past in regard to such fluctuations.cdlxxxviii  

 

Complex systems are also systems in which many sorts of change may occur which are, 

unlike those which dominate complicated systems, relatively non-reversible. If one takes a 

picture of a mountainside right before an avalanche, one will see the distinct pattern of waves 

in the snowbanks. It would be nearly impossible to get it all to stay on the side of the mountain 

as it had been, even if one had a team of bulldozers and snowflake placers, for each 

snowflake had fallen from the sky one by one, and balanced on the next in a mutually 

interdependent pattern. And if one found some way to slowly blow snow on the mountain so 

that the flakes come to support one another carefully in such a way, however, it would still be 

beyond any imaginable effort to reproduce the same unique pattern in the snow – with its 



windblown smooth patches, the small trails of animal hooves and bird feet, and minor 

collapses which were then snowed upon further – all as it was. even if massive amounts of 

time and effort were spent on this.   

 

All of this is quite unlike many other more reversible transitions in the world. Complicated 

systems are often designed to be able to easily shift between states. I can turn my computer 

on and off and back again, for example. Likewise, a car is designed to be able to have its 

doors open or closed – the idea of a car which can have its doors closed only once, after 

which point they remain permanently locked, seems ridiculous. Few complicated systems are 

designed to have any of their possible transformations be non-reversible. Now complex 

systems have many reversible transitions and states. For example, I can open my mouth, 

close it, and open it again. 

 

But the most radical transformations of complex systems are often non-reversible. A baby can 

be born when a mother is induced into labor, but not return to the womb. A chicken cannot 

return to being an egg, nor a tree to an acorn, nor ashes and smoke to burning logs. While in 

theory it might be possible to imagine reassembling all the molecules of ash and smoke to 

recompose logs before they have begun to burn, for all practical purposes, this is clearly 

impossible. Many non-reversible processes, such as that whereby fire burns, are not only 

irreversible, but they move from relative order to disorder. While this is essentially what is at 

stake with the famous “second law of thermodynamics,” there are nevertheless many 

processes on Earth which, like the emergence of a tree from an acorn, go against the grain of 

this, if for particular reasons in particular ways.  

 

That is, many processes on planet Earth move from conditions of low order to high order, 



which is to say, they complexify, and this is because the Sun provides a steady flow of energy 

to this planet, making it possible for meta-stable distributed forms of networkings to emerge 

and do so more emergently in the process. All the matter, life, and culture we know on this 

planet is a result of this, even as the Sun is the result of the opening of our universe, the 

emergence of the singularity from the explosion which cosmologists generally refer to as the 

“Big Bang.”cdlxxxix 

 

The Big Bang is the most influential non-reversible process known, the one which provides 

the “arrow of time” of our universe, the flow of energy from conditions of imbalance to those of 

balance, providing the slow but steady decrease in the potential to do work which indicates 

the overall increase in randomness, or entropy, in the universe. Only where there are pockets 

within this which, due to the emergence of conditions which amplify various fluctuations, has it 

become possible to swim against this more general tide. Stars, for example, provide relatively 

steady flows of radiative energy, and in this way, they can give rise to zones of “negentropy,” 

or the potential to produce order out of chaos, within particular conditions within such zones. 

Earth occupies such a unique position in regard to our Sun, and in this way, the potential for 

the emergence of matter, life, and culture as we know it has become possible.cdxc  

 

Non-reversible processes provide systems with a “history,” and history tends to be missing 

from systems lacking this.cdxci  Once the doors of a car are opened and closed many times, all 

the states of being open and closed, why differentiate them from each other? Before and after 

an avalanche, however, there is clearly a big difference, one which changes the course of 

everything that happens on that mountain going forward. Whether or not the snow mostly falls 

on one side of the mountain rather than others will have a cumulative effect over time, as it 

leads to other effects which lead to others yet in turn.  



 

For this reason, researchers generally refer to the more dramatic emergences of this sort, 

those which give rise to non-reversible phase transitions, as showing the “path dependency” 

of many complex systems. That is, the path taken by such systems often matters in regard to 

what happens after, even determining the options taken by these. When one chooses to 

accept a job offer, for example, this leads to cascades of impacts on one's life, all of which 

would have been different if one had not. The path one takes matters, often in a non-

reversible and cumulative way.cdxcii  

 

In this sense, while water can freeze, and then melt and freeze again, a human seems unable 

to go through adolescence more than once, for many such changes are one-way, As this 

example shows, however, not all emergences, such as that from childhood to adolescence, 

and adolescence to adulthood, however one makes such determinations, need be abrupt, 

even if some very well may be. Just as systems may have aspects which are complicated and 

complex woven together, systems may also have aspects which are reversible and non-

reversible, and partake of transitions which are abrupt or smooth, or emergent in various 

intensities and ways.  

 

That said, any time water changes from liquid to solid to gas, this would still be considered 

emergence in a scientific sense, even if emergence of the non-reversible sort is in some 

senses more radical in its implications. Both are emergences, if of differing sorts, and in fact, 

any and all changes of any sorts can be understood as emergences, in that they arise when a 

balance of forces, summed over in relation to contexts, is shifted in one way over one or more 

others by means of the sensitivity which the summing over of influences gives rise to, and the 

concomitant amplifications which occurs once the state of balance is broken, often at multiple 



levels of scale at once.  

 

There is of course every reason to think that when liquid water heats up, this is because of 

minor emergences at molecular and sub-molecular levels, all of which then congeal into more 

dramatic emergences in giving rise to bubbles of gas which form in the water, contributing to 

the far more dramatic evaporation of the water into steam, and the even more dramatic 

emergence still if this leads a pipe carrying such steam to suddenly burst in a particular 

location and time rather than others.  

 

In order to help describe the differences at work here, however, it likely makes sense to 

distinguish between ordinary emergences, those which shift a system if in ways which are 

largely in the direction of “more intensity of the same,” at least relatively speaking, at a 

macroscopic scale, such as seen when heating water below the boiling point, as opposed to 

those which give rise to more radical changes, such as those of the “phase changes” which 

occur when water reaches the boiling point.  

 

In this sense, the former can be understood as “weak emergences” and the later as “strong 

emergences,” namely, those which give rise to macroscopic changes of phase or state in, 

particularly when this occurs in relatively difficult to reverse sorts of ways, even if these are all 

emergences in their ways. Such determinations of course always relative in regard to the 

circumstances in question.cdxciii What is more, the more complex an emergence, the more it is 

likely to make use of networked intertwinings of relatively reversible and non-reversible 

emergences, weak and strong, as each comes to play a role in complexifying the various 

forms of emergences at play in turn.  

 



When a system is on the cusp of emergence, and more so the stronger the sort of emergence 

in question, and particularly in the case of something dramatic such as a phase transition, it 

tends to be quite sensitive to minor fluctuations around it. This is because circumstances in its 

environment have brought it to be “to the edge of chaos,” often by finding themselves being 

“on the edge of chaos” themselves. In such circumstances, tiny influences from within or 

without can often push a system to cascade radically in one way or another. Such “sensitivity 

to minor perturbations” can sometimes manifest as “sensitivity to initial conditions” in an often 

barely distinguishable way.  

 

For example, if one places a substantial amount of sugar in a container of hot water, 

continually stirring the sugar to dissolve more and more sugar in the water, a “super-

saturated” solution will be the result. Place a string in the water, hanging down from a support, 

and as the water cools, the highly- concentrated sugar water will start to form crystals around 

the micro-fibers which branch off from the string in various directions. Each tiny thread is a 

“minor perturbation” of the attempt by the water to balance the tensions between molecules of 

sugar which are jostling to remain dissolved even as the capacity of the water to hold sugar in 

solution decreases as it slowly cools. Each micro-fiber is a perturbation which also provides 

an “initial condition” for the emergence of a crystal, a germ or seed around which the medium 

congeals. As a solid chunk of crystalline cell forms, it can then become the seed which starts 

the cycle again, perturbing the medium as it continues to cool, giving rise to a chunky, multi-

celled sugar crystal which, when the string is removed from the rapidly reducing pool of 

sugar-water, is often referred to as “rock candy.”cdxciv 

 

Often the influence of distant levels of scale is felt only weakly, in a summed over manner, 

and yet, this gives rise to some of the more distinctive aspects of complex systems.cdxcv 



Complex systems exhibit, after all, various sorts of “freedoms” whereby they seem to “chose” 

do to one sort of thing over various alternatives. This makes complex systems difficult to 

predict, and the more complex the system, the more difficult to this. Stones are easy to 

predict, whirlpools less so, living organisms even less, and humans can be quite tricky. How 

to account for the fact that the more complex a system, the more it seems to have what, from 

the outside at least, appears to be “free choice” in regard to what it “feels” in terms of changes 

in its environment?  

 

In all these cases, an emergence arises when there is a new form of feedback which occurs, 

a new meta-level of interrelatedness whereby parts intermodulate in and through a 

distributedly produced whole, more than the sum of its parts or their interactions, not 

resembling them, but which nevertheless is able to relieve the tension upon the system from 

without. This is done by internalizing that tension, as one or another form of meta-stability, 

and using it to release new potentials for further emergence in the process. Emergence made 

dormant as complexity is precisely what makes it possible to refract more dynamic forms of 

emergence in process in new ways. One step back is needed to take two forward, in a sense. 

Too much stability or too much dynamics will overload the system. 

 

Emergence thereby makes it possible for networks to more dynamically adapt to their 

contexts, and this is in part because of how it transforms the excess of relatively disordered 

meta-stable conditions without into more ordered meta-stable forms of structure within, and in 

ways which make it possible to deal with such external conditions, meta-stable or even 

chaotic, from without. Disordered meta-stable conditions without are transformed into more 

ordered meta-stable conditions within, and this is because the system that does this in the 

process of emergence is the way in which the weaving together of these influences are, at 



this site within these contexts, able to become ordered, if in a form which is beyond mere 

ordering, but a sort of dynamic meta-ordering which is beyond ordered stasis and disordered 

chaos.cdxcvi  

 

For as a whirlpool whirls, or a fish school, tension now flows through the dynamic collective 

organism of sorts. Such a new networking is dynamic, more than any individual water 

molecule or fish or mode of interaction between these in other circumstances would be able 

to produce. There is something “extra” here, and yet, also not.cdxcvii For the extra is not a 

thing, but rather, a form of networking, a dynamic weaving of what was already there. From 

the outside, it may make sense to refer to the whirlpool or schooling as a thing, and yet, it is 

not a thing in the sense of a stone. It is not inert, static, nor anything like this. Rather, it is 

adaptive. It channels energy in a manner which has a sort of dynamic inertia to it, for it seems 

to seek to continue doing what it does, for as the energy flows, it seems as if it desires in a 

way to keep doing so.  

 

To put this otherwise, as any shark knows when it tries to slow down a schooling, it is no 

simple thing, the schooling seems to want to keep going, and likewise with anyone who tries 

to stop a whirlpool once it gets going. The conditions on the “edge of chaos” without are 

woven with the structures within the fish and their patterns of interacting in less tense 

conditions, and as the patterns of interaction shift in relation to increasing internal and 

external pressures, they modulate each other in ways which lead to the schooling of the 

group as a whole. The relations between the fish are now modulated by the whole school as 

much as that of relations with the fish near each other.  

 

In such a situation, conditions on the edge of chaos without and within push the system to 



relieve more tension by channeling more unfoldings of potential than it has in the past, and 

such tension, while not enough to lead the system to crash, breakdown, or dissolve, does 

lead to minor breakdowns and shifts to which the system internally adapts in various ways. 

Like mutations in living systems, these provide variation, and when one of these leads to the 

sort of change which opens new pathways for channeling potentials and relieving tension, this 

can lead to a massive cascade of change in the system, which would be a phase shift, or 

strong emergence, such as seen with the emergence of a whirlpool, flock, school, etc.  

 

This is not to say that any such an emergence was fore-ordained, or that all systems on the 

edge of chaos will emergence in such a way, particularly if the other conditions of emergence 

beyond meta-stability is not met. But when all of these are, emergence seems to often be only 

a matter of time. And while some emergences dissolve quickly when the conditions which 

produced them cease to be there, such as in school of fish, others, such as learned 

behaviors, give rise to structures which can produces capacities which are far more durable.  

 

When a phase shift of this sort arises, it occurs in a distributedly bottom-up sort of way, if in 

negotiation with the inner and outer contexts within and without which complexify, or emerge, 

in and through them. Such a process is often described as leaderless or centerless. While it 

may be the case that one fish starts off a pattern of movement which is followed by others in a 

way which seems, in hindsight, to have “started” the schooling, without all the others poised in 

a state of readiness to start schooling, in what network scientists refer to as “self-organized 

criticality,” no individual fish's movement could provide the needed “tipping point,” which starts 

the process of a radical shift in form, from individual swimming fish to a disjunctly unified 

together-swimming of a schooling, to form.cdxcviii Each intermodulates how each relates to the 

others in and through how all the others do so as a whole.  



 

Such a shift in mode of behavior comes from everywhere and nowhere within such 

circumstances, from all the fish and none, just as with the emergence of a whirlpool, each 

contributes. While some individual may come to the fore at a given moment, for example, if 

the school swerves in a particular direction and for one moment, a particular fish is at its 

cutting edge, even if it will nevertheless be rapidly displaced. Such forms of organization are 

therefore often referred to as “centerless” or “distributed.”cdxcix It is for such reasons that 

complex systems are sometimes also described as “auto-catalytic” or “autopoeitic” systems, 

because in their self-organization in regard to their environments, they essentially “catalyze” 

or “make” themselvesd  

 

Complex systems are also often described as “dissipative” systems, because they dissipate 

energy more quickly than non-complex systems. If one were to make several small holes in 

the bottom of the pool, equal in size to that of the hole which brings about a vortex, the water 

would drain more slowly. This is because the orderliness which emerges through the whirlpool 

makes it possible for water to leave more quickly. Complex adaptive systems dissipate 

energy, but give rise to structure.di The dynamic shape of the whirlpool, the characteristic 

swirling form and emptying center, is a one which keeps the water flowing, and in a way which 

prevents flows from getting in each other's way as they move in an orderly and rapid fashion 

down the drain. When the water drains in full, and rests in a new pool without a drain, the pool 

is once again smooth.  

 

In such a way, the tension which was created by the opening has been dissipated, and in a 

way which, at least temporarily, gave rise to a structured system, a dynamic networking, one 

which turned tension into structure, using that tension to maintain this structure over time, 



creating a dynamic if aleatory memory which extends past into future in the present, in and 

through disturbances. This is why such systems are often referred to as “resilient” to 

disturbances, and “robust” overall, for not only do they give rise to structure, they use the 

dynamic release of tensions which bring them about to do work to form and reform this 

structure in such a way that it is maintained sustainably over time.dii  

 

The emergence of a complex system is a sort of networking which is radically different from 

that at work when a person builds a house, or a group of people design a computer. It is also 

quite different from the simpler sorts of complicates which arise in nature in simpler 

circumstances. For example, a volcano erupts, an a relatively simple form of emergence, and 

one which largely serves to dissipate energy in ways which overwhelm potentials for 

complexification. That said, the magma that flows will condense and harden into igneous 

rock. A piece of this rock may chip off, for example, due to how water seeps between cracks 

and widens them until a chunk falls off the side. I can then come by on a walk, and pick up a 

small volcanic stone.  

 

Each of the molecules in the stone emerged from a chemical reaction, a strong form of 

emergence, and the overall shape of the magma flow emerged into the shape it did, a weaker 

form of emergence, one which congealed. Once the emergence of the eruption stopped, the 

resulting hardened magma was a process of complexification which had now become 

dormant, a dormant complexity. While such a hardened flow can be reheated at any time, and 

give rise to all sorts of new dynamic flows, increasing in relative complexity in the process, 

even if not giving rise to a radical jump in complexity of the sort which occurs in the 

emergence of a phase transition, as a hardened flow, the rock is largely only potential to 

emerge.  



 

A lump of volcanic rock, for example, is an aggregate.diii Each individual molecule was a 

powerful jump in complexity when it formed, an emergence which became part of the dynamic 

flowing of patterns in moving lava, another emergence. But the flow of magma hardened into 

a chunk, and was bitten off by the water and wind into a smaller chunk. Such an aggregate is 

not much different from the millions of other stones in a forest which broke off other larger 

ones. Each is an emergence, but together, they are simply many parts, and they give rise to 

nothing but the aggregate of their influences. A beach's worth of sand and rock can be quite 

heavy, but if one weighs each grain of sand and stone, it is only that of the sum of its parts. 

There is no dynamic weaving which gives rise to qualities, properties, or powers which arise 

from how the dynamic interweaving of the interactions of these dissipate energy in ways 

which give rise to new dynamic structures which give rise to such newness.  

 

A complicate is simply an arrangement of complexities which is no more or less than the sum 

of its parts or aspects. A block of granite, for example, can be divided in all sorts of ways one 

might choose. Remove any sub-block, and the block will be diminished in its potentials only 

by the amount relative to those which pertain to the sub-block. The block is a whole, one 

which transfers impacts from outer macro contexts to meso and micro contexts and back, but 

each molecule contributes its part, no more, no less, and nothing between these but their 

conglomeration. In a whirlpool, the form is radically different from that of any molecule of 

water, or aggregate of these, and could not be predicted from them, nor from that of its 

contexts, for it is how these interweave to give rise to that which is more than the sum of its 

parts.  

 

But the form of a block of granite, formed from the relation between the molecules and its 



contexts, does not have a form beyond whatever compromise these reach, not one that is 

distinct at least. It can be shaped to whatever form its matters allow, within the limits of their 

tolerances in regard to the forces put upon them. No potential division or sub-division is likely 

more important than any other. Change the size of the drain beneath a whirlpool, or the size 

of the walls of the container of the pool, or a variety of other factors, and the whirlpool will be 

an aggregate. The whirlpool is in excess to mere aggregation, a potential which arises from 

how the forces within and without come into balance in a dynamic way to give rise to an 

interfeeling which is itself a new twisting of the forces at play at its own level of scale.   

 

Many might think that complicated systems such as computers, an intricate form of 

aggregation, manifests something like this, but there are crucial differences. A computer is a 

complicated weaving of strands of aggregated silicon, plastic, glass, and a handful of other 

materials. Each molecule of such materials is supposed to be the same as the last, and they 

are not supposed to behave dynamically except in highly planned ways. What is more, this is 

often managed in a highly centralized way, such as seen, for example, in the way a single 

plan accounts for the design of a tool, or a code runs on a central processing unit in a digital 

computer. But in a complex adaptive system, there is no external plan which guides the logic 

of the system. Rather, the system incarnates its own logic dynamically within itself.  

 

But a complex adaptive system, such as a market, is something quite different. There are 

rules in a market, including regulations and laws, to be sure, just like there are habits of 

swimming which provide the rules of fish on the cusp of schooling. There is an environment of 

buyers and sellers, external conditions which increase or decrease demand or supply, and 

interior structures, such as those of the form of money, the laws of arithmetic which govern 

the calculations at work, and all other such determinations which influence how the parts of 



the system will behave. And then there are the parts of a system itself, the sales and 

purchases, and from there, the market emerges into a complex behavior which is nearly 

impossible to predict in its complexity, with emerging booms and busts and related dynamics 

of varying sorts.   

 

A system such as a market is one in which cascades can occur. Cascades, or symmetry-

breakings, are the simplest forms of emergences, the phase changes which shift a system 

from one state to another, often giving rise to a temporary state of complexification in the 

process. On the cusp of such changes, systems become more sensitive than they were to 

minor perturbations at work in their contexts, due to all the ways in which the system is being 

pushed to relieve tension beyond those already at work withing this. The next section will 

investigate more complex forms of this, and the implications which arise from when systems 

internalize more complexly dynamic forms of meta-stability in more enduring ways.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Chapter Three: Networking Emergence as World-Opening 

 

In light of the preceding sections, what then might it mean for something to “be” complex, 

which is to say, “an” emergence, or a complex adaptive system? Is it possible now to define 

what is meant by complexity or emergence in such a sense? From a relational perspective, 

such a question reifies what it attempts to describe, and in such a way, works against the 

grain of what makes complex systems complex, and emergence emergence. But how might it 

be possible to understand then what is at stake with the notion of complexification, which is to 

say, emergence, in a more relational sense?  

 

How Complexity Opens the World 

 

To address this question, let us return to that of the purpose of living systems. While tools 

have an externally imposed function and plan, like all complex systems, living systems 

produce their own plan, if in relation with their environment, and their purpose is not overly 

specific or imposed from without, but generated spontaneously in such conditions, and open 

ended. Such systems find their purpose in living, which is to say, they exist in order to “to life,” 

taken as a verb, but not only this, but to do so in a way which exceeds it own aspects or parts. 

All functions and purposes which arise for a living organism are subsidiary to this its living, 

including in this way those which may be imparted or off loaded to tools and other sorts of 

complicated systems.  

 

That said, a living system does not find its purpose simply in life considered as “mere life,” for 

life in all its forms seeks to not merely continue, but to grow, develop, and even evolve. Living 



is a reification of the tendency towards complexification which pushes physical matter, in the 

right conditions, to complexify into more complex forms and dynamics which, in the right 

conditions, give rise to life which, in the right conditions, evolves to complexify in turn.div There 

is no life, after all, without evolution, and in this sense it becomes possible to see how the 

question of purpose is trickier than it might at first seem. No organisms is an island, and life in 

general is open-ended as well.  

 

For life emerged from the networking of genetic replicators, metabolic networkings, and 

structural enclosures which made it possible to create and maintain differences between what 

is inside and outside an organism's networkings.dv Genetic materials are complex networkings 

which reproduce dynamics which can reproduce the form and dynamics of the cell by 

repairing it, as well as reproducing it. Small variations in this arise naturally, and evolution is 

the result, a result which is as much about releasing tension in the environment as otherwise, 

even if it goes far beyond “merely” doing this in the process.  

 

And yet, all complexification is more than “merely” the releasing of tension. A whirlpool 

releases tension, but the form of a whirlpool is the result, and while this form arose to release 

tension, it is also something new, a form of order which arose from the networking of the 

contexts in question, and in the right conditions, this ordering can perpetuate itself and 

complexify in turn. The release of tension gives rise to structure, and the potentail for more. 

So life is beyond mere tension release, and all complexification is more than merely what 

gave rise to it in the immediate here and now. Complexification unfolds potentials from the 

past into the future in ways which weaves the unfolding of potentials in new ways which give 

rise to new potentials in the process. New forms of networkings give rise to new structures 

and dynamics, and by weaving these in new ways, abstract potentials and concrete structures 



and dynamics are able to give rise to new ways of unfolding abstract potentials, in the form of 

energy, by weaving this in new ways with the bound energy of matter and the dynamics which 

weave these to unfold energies in new ways in turn.  

 

This can help explain why complex systems are “more” than the “mere” sum of their parts. An 

automobile simply does what its parts, in aggregate, are designed to do. Each plays their role, 

not more or less, and each role is highly restricted, even in systems in which a part may play 

more than one role, such as, for example, the way in which a steering wheel may not only 

turn the wheels, but also contain an air-bag for safety purposes. But an automobile still has a 

restricted purpose. A living system, on the contrary, does not have a single purpose, other 

than to live, and to live is never to merely live, but to live well, to live in a manner which 

continues, grows, changes, adapts, develops, and perhaps even evolves and emerges in 

some radically new ways.  

 

In this way it becomes possible to see why complicated systems are merely complicated. 

Complicated systems are overspecialized. An automobile is designed for transportation, and 

its body is shaped with this in mind. Its wheels are designed for speed and handling, not for 

picking up food to eat, or climbing trees. But an organism's body is “designed” to be able to 

survive, thrive, and evolve in as many circumstances as its environment can throw at it. Just 

as media are designed to be flexible and open-ended, if in a restricted manner, often one 

determined by a particular extension of the potentials of their creators, bodies are designed to 

be as flexible and open-ended as their environments require and their potentials make 

possible. A hammer may be designed to handle nails, but a hand is designed to handle as 

many aspects of a human's world as possible. The open-ended potential for adaptation is 

precisely a huge part of what makes life what it is.  



 

In such a sense, a complex system can be seen as a far more open and opening system than 

a complicated one. Complex systems are those which have a sense of purpose which is open 

and opening, and their bodies incarnate this. This is not to say that complex systems are 

completely open to their worlds. Living systems, after all, need boundary conditions between 

them and the outside to flourish, and yet, living systems do not close themselves off 

completely, rather, they are selectively permeable. In this way, they go beyond the simple 

dichotomy of open and closed, to produce something far more complex, giving rise to 

environments inside them which evolve and grow just as organisms produce social 

environments between them which evolve and grow how this occurs as well in relation to how 

these systems navigate their environments in turn.  

 

There is more to such notions than might at first appear to be the case. Complex systems 

emerge in the world in part in regard to the ways in which they seek to relieve tensions which 

have the potential to over-power their ability to maintain whatever coherent systematicity 

which has already emerged to balanced the flow of forces within them. For example, a 

predator begins to swim nearby the relatively dispersed grouping of fish. The fish will begin to 

swim in a more animated way, amplifying how they interact with each other. Or, perhaps a 

small trickle beneath a pool opens wider, and water begins to flow faster and faster, and now 

the pull of gravity, getting stronger, begins to pull so much water to the opening at the bottom 

that eddies and flows begin to jostle to push each other out of the way.  

 

In such conditions, semi-chaotic movements and behaviors may begin to arise, and the 

system may lurch one way and then another and back and then yet another still. Tensions 

push and pull the system in various way, and it begins to exhibit some movements of its 



aspects which seem as if ready to fly away from the system, disrupting it in such a way, even 

as other forces work to pull it back within the system in turn. Such conditions are those which 

are described by complex systems scientists as being “on the edge of chaos,” a state which is 

offered referred to by means of the notion of “meta-stability.”dvi There is little that is simple 

about such a notion, so it is worth speaking about this at some length.  

 

Adaptation at the Edge of Chaos 

 

Dynamically speaking, no matter how much any aspect of the world may seem like an inert 

“thing,” science has shown that underneath appearances, a wild degree of activity is afoot. 

Any molecule is a knotting of atomic and sub-atomic aspects, with the sub-atomic sorts being 

quantum phenomena which twist various quantum fields together and knot them in dynamic 

ways which are somewhere between motion and stasis, as they flickeringly dance in place 

and twistingly knot, all in ways which tend to frustrate our more macroscopic ways of thinking 

about the world around us. Without getting into too many details, it is simply worth saying that 

whatever might seem like inert matter is in fact a flurry of activity, even if it is largely bound 

together in a relatively stable manner.  

 

Such a perspective, that of “general systems theory,” one of the precursor research programs 

which contributed to the growth of contemporary complex systems science, all aspects of our 

world can be understood as dynamic systems, no matter how stable they may appear.dvii This 

includes what might otherwise seem like inert matter, such as a stone, in which the dynamics 

are largely hidden from view, even if, in the right circumstances, they can be aroused to more 

dramatic forms of activity once again, for example, by placing a stone into conditions of high 

heat which would melt it.  



 

Systems tend to change based on levels of activity, often due to how much energy they 

encounter in their environments, or in regard to how they use energy to perform certain 

dynamic processes. At one end of the spectrum of activity, it is possible for a system to 

maintain a state of equilibrium to such an extent that it changes only in the most predictable, 

balanced, and repetitious sort of way, leading to a sort of quiescence. It may break down from 

lack of activity, or simply continue in the same old way, becoming unable to do much of 

anything beyond simply continue as it had. A stone resting peacefully on a forest floor is an 

example of this, but so is a stream which is flowing along peacefully next to it, for in fact, there 

is more in common to these forms of dynamic equilibrium than there might at first seem.  

 

At the other end of the spectrum of activity, however, is over-activity which can lead to 

breakdown, often through a transition which can be understood as a form of chaos. When a 

system is overwhelmed with too much of nearly anything powerful, be this energy, 

information, change, a particular resource, or something of this sort, nearly any system will 

eventually unravel, become unstable, go faster and faster until it experiences some sort of 

crash or crisis, decentralize to the point of breaking apart, or otherwise dissolve or cease to 

be a system at all. In the transition to total breakdown due to over-activity or related ways of 

overwhelming a system, there will often be a period of chaotic activity.  

 

In a chaotic state, aspects of a system will experience minor breakdowns which cause them 

to function in unexpected ways, as various materials or systems go beyond various micro-

thresholds in ways which give rise to slight shifts in behavior, which can then coalesce into 

more dramatic forms. As these do, a system will often start lurching between the stability it 

had known, and a variety of more extreme states, so many “lines of flight” or “vectors of 



escape” from being the system it had been, as some of its sub-systems seem all but ready to 

shoot out from it on their own, as if the system is literally “bursting at the seams.” 

 

The study of complex systems, particularly in regard to physics, is sometimes referred to as 

the study of “non-equilibrium” phenomena.dviii This is because when things are in a state of 

equilibrium, they are generally predictable, they become “normal” in relation to themselves. To 

use a phrasing from the Ancient China Confucian philosopher Xunzi, “nature takes up habits,” 

something which the Indic doctrine of karma was devised to describe (karma literally means 

“action” or “cause-effect” in Ancient Sanskrit), not merely in regard to a sort of moral calculus 

of cause and effect, but also, a physical one as well.dix  

 

When systems leave equilibrium states, however, they have usually crossed one or more 

thresholds of tolerance within the structures and dynamics which form them as they do, and 

as this happens, they are likely to experience pushes and pulls from forces within and without 

towards various other states of balanced equilibrium into which they could settle. These are 

often referred to as various “basins of attraction” or “attractors” within the “state space” or 

“landscape” of possible states of the system, of sub- or supra-systems which could arise from 

this now less than fully stable situation.dx  

 

In such a state, everything is up for grabs, what was seemingly solid becomes fluid, divisions 

of all sorts go fluid, in a sense, and at many levels of scale, the system tends to be on the 

cusp of change. Sometimes, a system is only pulled in one direction, and when this happens, 

there is often a simple and relatively conflict-free transition. For example, when liquid water is 

brought to a boil, there is chaos at the level of the individual molecules, which are pushed and 

pulled in all sorts of directions, eventually bubbling off in various directions. It is easy to see 



the multiplicity of pulls in direction, and yet, there is also a relatively smooth transition from 

liquid to gas, for as long as conditions are those which are relatively standard on Earth today, 

water tends to boil into gas rather predictably, without there being major alternatives which 

tend to present themselves.  

 

Sometimes a system will move relatively stably back and forth between options. A pendulum, 

for example, swings rather predictably, from left to right, back and forth, at least, until it runs 

out of energy. If the pendulum hangs down, unmoving, it is in a state of equilibrium, while if it 

is put in motion, it is now in a stable yet dynamically predictable sort of equilibrium, one which, 

in its repetitiousness, is often referred to as “harmonic motion,” for the pendulum is, in a 

sense, in harmony with its own movement. When something repeats movement between 

states like this, it is often referred to as an “oscillator,” and when there are only two such 

attractor states, in this case, far left and far right, the system is said to have “bifurcated.” 

While moving steadily between extreme, such a system is nevertheless in a state which, while 

not as stable as hanging at “rest,” is semi-stable, and thus said to be in “periodic motion” in 

regard to two “steady state attractors.”dxi  

 

Often times a system will find a sort of periodic motion between extremes as a way of 

releasing tension, as a way to maintain a sort of equilibrium despite being perturbed. A 

pendulum, for example, releases the energy of having been perturbed, and in such a way that 

it returns to a state of rest. But it is possible for a pendulum to receive a push that is too hard 

for it. In such cases, one may see the base of the pendulum wobble in its path, or the top of 

the pendulum strain as the base tries to keep swinging past its normal peak, and if the system 

is repeatedly pushed faster and fast, the pendulum is likely to break, with one or more parts 

flying off in one or more directions.  



 

In such a situation, the steady-state has ceased to be able to channel the excess tension, and 

the system may explode, often in a manner which is difficult to predict, violates any of the 

repetitious patterns of equilibria which governed the system before, and may in fact destroy 

the coherence of the system as such. Often there is a very brief transition between steady-

state motion, chaotic activity as the system is “on the brink”, followed by rapid dissolution.  

 

That said, there are times in which it is possible to keep a system right on the brink, at the 

limits of what their current form of equilibrium can handle without going into chaos, 

dissolution, or even predictably steady-state motion. For example, when a person graduating 

from High School has to decide which of several college to attend after receiving admissions 

letters from, for example, five of them. There might be many pros and cons of the various 

options, so the person is pulled this way and that, lurching towards deciding for one college 

one moment, then another the next, back and forth. If the options are relatively balanced yet 

distinct, such a form of rapidly shifting movement somewhat to and from various options may 

persist for days.  

 

This is a meta-stable state, a set of circumstances which is “on the edge of chaos” yet not 

being chaotic or stable in either a simple or more periodic way. In some senses, a meta-stable 

state is a “middle path” between order and chaos, and yet, there is nothing moderate about it. 

To remain in a state of meta-stability requires all the effort and energy a system often has, for 

it is at the peak of its capacity to handle stresses, often changing rapidly at the micro-levels to 

be able to maintain something like a macro-level coherence while it is being pulled in many 

directions at once, often in many ways and at differing levels of scale.    

 



While such a set of circumstances can be seen in regard to a choice like that between 

colleges, it can also be seen in simple physical situations as well. A common example is that 

of stacking playing cards into a house-like structure or tower of sorts. Such structures are 

almost always unstable. One can sometimes get to two levels of such structures if one is 

really careful at stacking. But the slightest movement one way or another will usually bring 

any such structure crashing down. Often placing one more card on what seems like a very 

stable structure will, even if one is incredibly careful, lead to collapse, as the slightest 

perturbation may lead to a shift in the balance of forces of one equilibria to give way in a given 

direction over others, and this could lead to a cascade of such effects, from micro-cascades 

to macro, each rippling to the next, moving from micro-cascades to macro, until the entire 

system collapses. dxii 

 

Chaotic states tend to arise when there is either “no fixed attractor state” to draw a system 

towards a new sort of stable equilibrium, or when there are more than one towards which 

aspects of the system are pushing towards at the same time and with near or alternatingly 

equivalent force. Chaos is when such a state is verging on dissolution, and in a sense, chaos 

is the zone between equilibrium and over-heated dissolution. But between equilibrium and 

chaos, there is an even finer zone of betweenness, and that is one in which the system 

experiences all sorts of quasi-chaotic pushes and pulls, yet is still somewhat able to hold 

things together.  

 

It is in this uneasy zone of near chaos that more radical forms of emergence tend to arise. 

Now there are of course many ways in which weaker forms of emergence could come to be, 

at least, if collapse as described above is avoided. A simple sort of emergence can be seen 

as when a system changes but in a relatively predictable way, such as splitting into, copying 



itself, shifting to a given known alternate equilibrium state (ie: the melting of water), or 

engaging in periodic motion (ie: a pendulum).  

 

But when systems are on the edge of chaos, this can lead their aspect to shift in ways which 

lead to new potential combinations at a micro-level, and in ways which can lead to macro-

level explorations of entire new ways of doing things. As a system “on the edge of chaos” is 

often pushed there by an environment that is also in a similar state, it may be the case that as 

micro-aspects of the system are deforming, so are those in the environment, and as 

boundaries may be deforming in various ways, there may be new forms of interplay between 

micro and micro-micro aspects within and without the system. The result is the potential for 

radical forms of mutation and change, if leaning to the side of stabilization and sustainability 

rather than dissolution and destruction, and this is how creativity is generally produced in the 

world. It is in such meta-stable states which arise when there are no simple attractors states, 

or many that seem equally good or bad, that new pathways towards new states tend to 

emerge.  

 

While emergence takes many forms, including those of mere increase of quantity, this is a far 

more radical sort of emergence, one which is not merely quantitative nor even qualitative, but 

in fact, the emergence of a new quantity of quality. This is the emergence of emergence from 

its prior steady states, the emergence of the system from what may seem to be its prior 

options for dealing with change, and sometimes, this is even a new form which has never 

been seen in the world before. In such moments, emergence can be said to even emerge 

from its prior forms, and to emerge, in a sense, from itself. The emergence of life can be seen 

as such a sort of radical emergence, for example, one which opened up entire new forms of 

emergence by means of biological evolution. Similarly, the rise of multi-cellular organisms, or 



the development of nervous systems and brains, or the development of languages.dxiii The 

invention of the printing press, photography, or the Internet are more recent examples.  

 

Often the materials for such innovations were around for quite some time, even if the 

environmental conditions were not right. For example, photo-sensitive chemicals, lens-making 

from glass, and the knowledge that small apertures in otherwise enclosed chambers lead 

them to produce images inside them were all well-known cultural phenomena, often for 

hundreds or even thousands of years, before the invention of photography. What was 

needed, however, was a sort of “pre-photographic” culture, to use a turn of phrase employed 

by Walter Benjamin, to give rise to the sort of thinking which would lead to the emergence of 

this new cultural form, one which took off like wildfire once it was invented, potentiating all 

sorts of new emergences, such as that of cinema and television, in turn.dxiv  

 

While meta-stable conditions are crucial for the emergence of new forms of complexity, it is 

worth noting however, that they can only do so much on their own. A whirlpool is meta-stable, 

and yet, it will not complexify beyond a whirlpool, finally exhausting itself, unless more diverse 

materials than mere water are provided. But when something more complex, such as a pond, 

which is itself a complex ecosystem of highly varied dynamic organisms, is kept on the “edge 

of chaos,” this creates a set of circumstances which is likely to produce all sorts of new 

emergences. A smart-phone, on the contrary, if put in conditions “on the edge of chaos,” is 

likely to simply break.  

 

Why Complexity Is Beyond the Mere Sum of Its Parts 

 

There are various social ramifications of such notions. The role of meta-stability in learning 



and cultural innovation has been noted by complex systems scientists as well, and there is a 

great deal of data in organizational psychology which shows that creativity tends to emerge in 

conditions of competition alongside a strong safety net which encourages risk-taking within a 

domain of overall safety. This can help explain, for example, why cultural innovations tend to 

occur in conditions in which there are enough “hubs” of activity to provide some organization, 

but enough competition between these to prevent monopolies, hegemony, or other sorts of 

over-organized dominance to form which tends to centralizingly strangle emergence which 

threatens to change its conditions of dominance. dxv  

 

In many ways, complex systems are excessive to attempts to control them, and in various 

ways.dxvi This may seem strange to say, in that meta-stability, which is between “too much” 

and “too little” activity, among other crucial dynamic factors, is one of the most crucial aspects 

of complex systems. Clearly meta-stability is between the stasis of relative equilibrium, as 

much as that of the dissolution which comes to be when a system is overwhelmed. It is worth 

noting, however, that dissolution which arises when a system is overwhelmed is often only 

relative. The more powerful an expenditure of energy, the more even the components of a 

system are likely to be dissolved, such that, if an expenditure is powerful enough, no coherent 

structure may remain. Something similar can occur, however, if energetic conditions 

decrease. Equilibrium states lean towards this side of things, and yet, when there is not 

enough energy to maintain equilibrium, a system will break down as well. Taken to an 

extreme, in a state of complete energetic dissipation, no structure will remain either.  

 

Emergence is the radical middle ground which is excessive to both dissolution from too little 

energy and dissolution from too much. Within the zone of emergence, that of distributed 

networking, there are poles of static equilibrium, centralizing networking, and emerging 



distributedness which avoids both of these pitfalls, as well as those of dissolution of too much 

decentralization and overwhelming dynamics. Emergence is a middle ground which, in its 

ability to emerge beyond itself, is in radical excess to all of these.  

 

This excess may at first arise in the form of energy, an excess of which creates tension which 

can be bound in structure, for example, that of a chemical bond, or a dynamic patterns of 

movement between formed chemicals, such as seen in a whirlpool. More tension may 

intertwine chemicals in new ways, giving rise to new structures and dynamics, and life may 

result. Beyond this, life dissipates energy in the environment by consuming it as food, 

releasing tension in this way, producing more copies of itself, varying these in its imprecision, 

and in this way, each organism continues the tension it was meant to release in newly 

complexly living ways. In such ways, the tension to relieve tension is converted into the 

tension to continue living to relieve tension, including that of the ways in which living gives rise 

to variation. This creates new forms which relieve tension more drastically by binding more 

tension into structure and dynamics, but these systems may gain tension to help them relieve 

their more intense forms of tension release by means of eating smaller living systems, each of 

which is full of the tension to go on living, and competition results.dxvii  

 

In each case, excess which is not immediately dissipated or fully pent up to explode gives rise 

to structures which bind that tension or dissipate it more effectively with dynamics, and when 

these intertwine, they are able to release even more tension, in ways which, if there is just the 

right balance between binding and dissipating tension, can give rise to more elaborate forms 

of binding and dissipating which can bind and dissipate more intensely. The emergence of 

complex physical, living, and cultural systems can be understood as the result.dxviii  

 



Emergence can therefore be understood as a tendency which is excessive to the particular 

forms of complex systems to which it gives rise, each of which nevertheless express the 

potential for emergence in their way. Each complex is an emergence in a sense, with 

emergence as a tendency which expresses itself in and through complexes, each of which is 

a temporary halt or stasis in the emergence of emergence in its various forms.dxix That is, 

emergence can be seen as a potential which is partially reified as a complex system, even if 

such partial reification can often serve to potentiate the emergence of more complex sorts of 

systems from simpler complexes, such as can be seen in regard to the ways in which 

molecules can potentiate the emergence of life, in the process. In these various ways, 

emergence can be seen in a more general way as emerging from itself, it is in excess to how 

it emerged into complexity in the past, and this excessiveness is what opens on to its 

complexification as emergence in the future.  

 

Can something which is excessive in such a way, however, be defined, measured, or 

determined in some form, one which is not reifying in some anti-emergent sort of way? Some 

have approached the question of what precisely it means to be complex in terms of 

information, and argued that a system is complex relative to others in regard to the magnitude 

of the degree of information needed to describe its form and behavior in the most compact 

form of that information possible.dxx Such a formal and quantitative definition is only of so 

much use here. That said, it is quite possible, and in fact important, to develop ways of 

determining the relative complexity of various systems in regard to their potentials for various 

sorts of emergence. Complex systems make such evaluations all the time, and they are in 

fact crucial to help inform the decisions they make.  

 

From a relational perspective, it is therefore possible to say that the relative complexity of a 



system can, in one sense, be understood as the intensity of relational differing and potential 

for a sustainable intensification of this in relation to its contexts.dxxi For example, an organism 

is more complex than a stone, for an organism has more types of differing aspects than a 

stone, woven in more differing types of ways, in dynamic systems which can configure these 

weavings differingly over time. By means of this, it can position its body in differing ways to 

respond to more types of differing external circumstances, by means of a brain which can 

differentially activate itself in massively different types of ways, making it possible for the 

organism to do what it does in relation to a wider variety of types of differing situations and 

circumstances, in ways which may differ over time, and all in ways which potentiate its 

capacity for differing in differing ways from how it currently differs in the future.  

 

In this sense, and now providing a more relational description of complexity, the complexity of 

a system can be understood as its potential, in the sort of circumstances which give rise to 

emergence, to potentiate emergence the most emergently. A stone has very little potential to 

give rise to further emergence, particular when it is only interacting with other stones. When a 

stone interacts with a human, however, the human can sculpt that stone, and when multiple 

humans get together, there are massive potentials which can arise, in a massive number of 

differing types of qualities and quantities of these. Such an account of what is meant by 

complexity may feel less satisfying than some of the others, at least, if one is used to more 

reifying approaches to such concerns. For it describes complexity not as an easily 

quantifiable and firmly definable thing. Rather, it describes it as a way of being-with, a form of 

relating, one which frustrates more reifying forms of thinking. This, of course, is precisely why 

complexity has been described here in such a way.  

 

Even when complexity becomes relatively reified, such a reification nevertheless still exhibits 



a tendency towards complexification, which is to say, emergence, even if one which has been 

frozen, halted, or otherwise fixed in place and made temporarily inert. The tendency or push 

towards complexification is always present in a pool of water, however, and this can be seen 

as soon as a drain is opened beneath it, and one can feel the push of this tendency in the 

way in which a whirlpool seems to seek to continue whirling, adaptingly moving around 

obstacles placed in its way, at least, to the extent that it can. Such a push is of course pulled 

out of the water by the conditions around it, in a sense, perhaps not literally, but certain in a 

figurative sense which helps to make sense of what more literally presents itself to the eye.  

 

A whirlpool, of course, runs out of energy quite quickly, and as soon as it arises as a dynamic 

system, it tends to run out of power to keep meta-stably dancing as it does. But in that brief 

moment, in which the whirlpool pulls itself away from the indifference of the rest of the pool, it 

becomes a coherent entity, one which feels its aspects, each and all and between and 

amongst, in a complex dynamic interfeeling which consumes energy, uses it to produce 

structure, and responds dynamically to its internal and external environments, in ways which 

lead to a tendency to want to persist in doing so. The sort of push towards adaptive 

persistence can be seen as a simpler form of that persistence to go on living, seemingly for its 

own sake, one which produces all sorts of adaptations, in living organisms, even as both of 

these can be seen as complexifications of the far simpler sort of persistence seen in the way 

in which bodies in motion persist in their movement unless something else grinds them to a 

halt, or chemical bonds retain their form unless they are actively broken open.  

 

Between the relative stasis whereby complex forms of chemical interaction emerge into the 

structure of chemical bonds, and the dynamic ways in which molecules formed in such a way 

intertwine in dynamic systems, such as seen in a whirlpool, is the more complex mixture of 



static and dynamic structure known as life. Life moves beyond the fixity of the memory of the 

structuring circumstances which formed something in the past, carved into the form of the 

chemical bonds in question, the trace of how they felt the impact of these contexts upon them, 

and it ups the ante, producing systems of dynamic memory which can recreate dynamic 

contexts which can reweave physical forms which can perpetuate such forms of dynamic 

interweavings and interaction within and without.  

 

Life brings together the ability to endure present in matter with the adaptability of basic 

complex systems (as strange as such a terminology may sound), producing a meta-stable 

networking of concretion and adaptability, and it does this by means of producing a new type 

of emergence, an emergence not only of greater degree but of a new type.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From complex adaptive systems via the structure of physical form and dynamics to life, from 

life to the evolution of life as potentiated by genetic memory systems, to the evolution of 

neural and cultural systems, complexification, which is to say, emergence, can be understood 

as not merely an event, but a tendency towards complexification which not only manifests in 



energetico-material systems when the conditions are right. Even more radically, it can be 

seen as that of which these systems are composed. The very building blocks of matter, after 

all, are quantum phenomena, and what are quantum phenomena but twistings within the very 

stuff of the world of emergence which emerges, in its most basic materials forms at least, 

from such twisting itself?  

 

 

 

 

 

In the many senses described above, it has hopefully become clear that what makes complex 

systems are more than the mere sum of their parts because how they weave these parts is in 

excess to the ways in which these parts normally do so. That is, it is the meta-stability of the 

dynamics, something which would not be possible, of course, without the diversity of 

materials, forms of intertwining, feedback, and the distributedness of all this, which makes 

meta-stable dynamic conditions able to create patterns of balance, new sorts of dynamic 

equilibria which release tensions by binding others, creating new forms of relational 

interweaving, which gives rise to complexification as such. 

 

Meta-stability Beyond 

 

It is worth investigating meta-stability in greater depth. In our most creative states, when we 

push ourselves within and without, many often speak of being “in the zone,” of finding a 

“sweet spot” between too much stimulation and activity and business as usual, in which we 

are pushing ourselves so hard while also holding it together, that we find ourselves at the top 



and peak of our abilities. Flirting disaster, casting caution to the wind, old habits are broken, 

and new pathways forged. Everything that was solid becomes fluid, everything up for grabs, 

boundaries shift, building blocks break, mutate, blast open, are reassembled and reworked, 

everything has the potential to be rethreaded and reworked, boundaries between inside and 

outside are often leapt over by detaching and attaching fragments sharded off prior unitities, 

giving rise to bizarre mutations and strange mixtures that shift how the very fabrics of which 

boundaries are constructed are constituted.  

 

Aspects of systems within and without that were kept separate are brought into fluid and 

supply open and dynamic communication, as everything within and without a system, and at 

multiple levels of scale, finds itself flirting with dissolution yet maintaining a coherence, if one 

which, if metaphorically rather than literally, is no longer solid, but liquifying and gassifying 

and becoming all plasma of a sort, with all such aspects in interplay. What was most solid 

could become most fluid and vice-versa, what was micro could have a greater impact than 

what was macro, the past and potentials opening on to the future interthread, and the 

potential for the emergence of the new, for the creative reworking of what had been, if in ways 

which do not destroy it but rather, by relieving tension on the system which arises between 

the meta-stability within and without, prolong its capacity to emerge in the future, to sustain 

and deepen its potential to emerge yet more in the future.  

 

It is all but impossible for many aspects of the world to remain in such a state for very long. A 

whirlpool arises when a drain of a particular size in a particular sort of container arises, and 

once the tension that is produced by this is relieved, the whirlpool vanishes. A flock of birds or 

school of fish arises when tensions on the group arises in particular ways, and after a while, 

such emergences dissipate. It requires far more energy to be in a meta-stable state than a 



stable one, after all, and while states of chaos or dissolution may expend more energy, they 

do so often so rapidly that there is no recovery for the system, and no potential for doing so in 

the future without starting fresh. 

 

Simple forms of emergence tend to only be able to tolerate brief periods of meta-stability. 

Tension arises in an environment, and systems seek to relieve that. Just as water flowing 

downhill seeks the path of least resistance, when it is on the cusp of flowing this way or 

others, hesitating “on the brink” between a given path and alternatives, once this brief period 

of meta-stability is past, tension is rapidly dissipated by the flow in a given direction over the 

others, and equilibrium restored. When systems are kept in a meta-stable state, when there is 

tension followed by tension followed by yet more, never enough to break the coherence of the 

systems seeking to relieve them, but never enough to let them become stable or even 

quiescent, rather than remain in temporary states of meta-stability, systems find themselves in 

states of near continuous meta-stability.  

 

In such conditions, it is not enough to simply relieve tension by choosing to move this way or 

that, or even to move one’s aspects to take on a new form so as to promote action in one’s 

contexts which relieves tension, as occurs for example when a dam bursts open, or 

molecules shift their form. In states of continuous or near-continuous meta-stability, systems 

can only relieve tension by internalizing the very “being on the cusp-ness” of meta-stability 

itself. In this way, rather than merely relieve tension this way or that, it becomes possible to 

relieve tensions which are themselves on the edge of chaos, seeking release at first this way 

or others and then changing. Only by becoming more meta-stable is it possible for systems to 

relieve tension in meta-stable contexts, and even, for short periods of time, contexts which 

are even chaotic themselves.   



 

And so, a whirlpool not only relieves tension by taking the form of a whirlpool, dissipating 

potential energy more rapidly that it would otherwise by keeping the micro-currents rushing all 

at once, like passengers in a subway car, for the exit, getting them out of each other’s way to 

produce a form which dissipates energy more rapidly by producing structure, and in this case, 

of a dynamic form. The whirlpool and its aspects do not plan this, but each relieves tension in 

relation to what is around it, at multiple levels of scale, in ways which come into resonance, 

interfeeling and interacting in ways such that the release of tension at micro-levels of scale 

comes into sync with those at macro-levels, each impacting the others, giving rise to a 

mutually multiple inter-influencing which is the dynamic whirlpooling that arises in such a way.  

 

In such a dynamically meta-stable state, interfeeling interacting interinfluencing is occurring at 

multiple nested levels of scale, and between boundaries of inside and outside of the system 

and its environment and the various sub-systems at stake. Micro or macro shifts in any of 

these can lead to cascades of change, and yet, the system adapts rather than dissolve. Why? 

Forces of cohesion, such as gravity and strong nuclear forces, hold systems together, while 

other forces push and pull in various ways. Each tends towards release of tension, but often 

in opposing ways. Gravitational tension is relieved when matters fall towards each other, but 

other tensions, such as electromagnetic ones, are often released in ways which inhibit the full 

release of gravitational tensions and the forces to which these give rise.  

 

When all these contrasting forces seek release at once, the result is the patterns of 

symmetrical balance of matter and energy we know, the various pushes and pulls between 

these, and the various ways in which releases of tension of one sort often occur in ways 

which raise the tension of others. Our universe is a vast networking inter-feeling inter-acting in 



which seeks to relieve the most tension possible in regard to all these vastly interwoven 

complexities of pushes and pulls, in a manner described by the principles of least action. 

Distant movements have less impact than near ones, space and time grade the impacts and 

relative effects of these, and each seeks to relieve tension in its own way. But why?  

 

The physical universe, from the Big Bang to the present, is nothing but a fabric of tension 

release. Matter arose from the massive energetic dissipation of the Big Bang because as the 

early universe cooled, it relieved gravitational tensions for quantum phenomena to pull each 

other into inter-determinacy in such ways, and as the forces which attract quantum 

phenomena as matters are strong, as the continual pseudo-movements of quantum 

phenomena at lower levels of scale continually weave gravitational and strong nuclear forces 

between the components of matter, it relieves more tension to remain coherent than to break 

apart in most conditions. Such factors, however, make it such that systems seem to “want” to 

cohere and persist, to relieve tension in their environment rather by breaking apart and 

dissolving themselves. Were this not the case, it is likely there would be no matter in our 

universe at all.  

 

And so, matters seek to remain coherent and persist, while relieving tension around them. 

When tension arises from opening a drain under a pool of water, the tension is greatest for 

those near the opening, the pushes and pulls more extreme, but as the tension that seeks 

release is not strong enough to dissolve the dynamic weavings of forces which hold the 

molecules and atoms together through the pseudo-motion of quantum phenomena and their 

flickering twistings dancings, the molecules shift how they interact with each other, relieving 

tension on each in ways which relieves tension on micro-currents and macro-currents, until 

these come into sync at multiple levels of scale, such that the macro-structure of a whirlpool is 



formed.  

 

Just as the matter at stake relieves more tension by shifting how it moves than breaking 

apart, as the forces within are stronger than those without, so it is with the whirlpool itself. 

Rather than dissolve into a state of disorganization, in which each molecule and ion and 

current seeks release on their own, getting in the way of each other, more tension is relieved 

when the system continues to pull currents further to the sides so they descend more slowly, 

so that those nearer the drain can leave first without the others getting in their ways. If a stone 

is placed in the path of the whirling, the system of the entire container, that within the whirling 

and that without, relieve more tension as a whole if the whirlpool persists by adapting rather 

than dissolving, for otherwise, this would not happen.  

 

Complexity as Organic Computation 

 

In this sense, a simple whirlpool performs a highly complex sort of organic computation. Such 

computation is not, however, like that done by computers made of silicon such as those on 

our desktops. Rather, it is of the sort performed by cells, brains, artificial neural networks, and 

all complex systems. Just as energetic current provide a source of tension seeking release 

which powers a “traditional” silicon sort of computer, so tension in need of release powers 

organic computers. Rather than binary switches which can only relieve tension in two ways, in 

which interaction only flows in serial rows of straight-lines in single file, as it does in traditional 

computers, in organic computers, everything is “parallel,” with interaction flowing in multiple 

directions at once.  

 

Furthermore, unlike traditional computers, which may operate at multiple levels of scale in 



regard to code, even if each processor can only do one thing at a time, no matter how fast, 

organic computers operate at multiple levels of scale of such computers all computing at the 

same time nested in each other. As mutual forms of continual interacting feedback on each 

other, these organic computers not only interact, but interfeel each other in continuous 

mutually multiple inter-influencing.  

 

There is no firm distinction between hardware or software, designer and designed, memory 

and processing, for in an organic computer of this sort, each plays all such roles, if some in 

ways which do so more intensely than others. Rather, dynamic forms which perpetuate 

aspects of the past function as memories which influence how the system feels and does in 

the future. From the basic quantum, atomic, molecular, and dynamic forms of matters, to the 

ways in which these are used to perpetuate and modify processes in dynamic memory 

systems in genetic forms in living organisms, any and all matters are traces of past forms of 

tension release which can perform meta-memory functions in relation to those around them in 

dynamic conditions which make this possible, such as those in living cells.  

 

While traditional computers are designed with each part often having a single function, even if 

various design pressures may lead to some overdeterminacy of function, in organic 

computers, everything plays multiple roles. Human bones do not merely hold up an organism, 

they also convey vibrations, dissipate heat, connect various other tissues, their marrow is a  

factory to produce cells for the circulatory system, etc. The computation is distributed 

throughout the entire organism, each computing how to relieve tension in their own way, 

integrating information from within and without in waves of continual interfeeling interacting, 

and their movements become more information felt by those around them to be integrated in 

turn.  



 

When computers are distributed, parallel, storage and function overdeterminately 

superpositional, and computation occurs at multiple levels of scale, this is what cognitive 

scientists would often describe as traits generally associated with what is known as “soft 

computing.” Soft-computing is a field in contemporary computer science which, in contrast to 

more traditional binary and serial forms of “hard” computing, does not take its cues from 

symbolic logic and numerical calculating machines, but rather, the sorts of computing seen in 

living systems. Every complex systems, in this sense, can be understood as a soft computer 

of sorts.dxxii  

 

Soft-computing is often described as having various branches. Artificial neural networks, fuzzy 

control systems, genetic and evolutionary algorithms, and embodied morphological forms of 

computation are generally seen as the main branches of the field. All organic computers, 

which is to say, all matter, is embodied, and its morphology, or form, is how it stores memory 

of the conditions which gave rise to it, in ways which influence how the forces on it influence 

it, and how it channels these by resisting, moving, combining with others around it, breaking 

apart, etc.  

 

The environment which forms any particular matter within and without computes how best to 

relieve the tension, and the precursors to that matter are reworked with that particular matter 

being the result which is stored in the memory of the form of that matter until conditions 

around and within it cease to maintain that form, the memory of the conditions of its 

production and maintenance, thereby erasing the memory. The form of the matter in this 

sense is a pattern of balance, or symmetry, of the forces upon it within and without.  

 



The morphology, or shape, of matters is their memory, and their bodies, so to speak, are the 

result of computation and computers themselves, able to contribute to forms of computation 

which arise between these, such as seen in more dynamic systems in whirlpools and such, at 

more complex levels of scale in turn. In the physical world and its extensions into life and 

beyond, there is no computation which is not embodied, and all bodies are forms of organic 

computing.  

 

 

 

Various virtual simulations of evolutionary type dynamics are now seen, along with artificial 

neural networks, embodied computation, and a few others fields, as part of the field of “soft” 

computing which provide the networked and relational alternative to more traditional binary 

and serial forms of computing. Such approaches have revolutionized machine learning and 

“artificial intelligence” in recent decades, and have far more in common with biological forms 

of “thinking” than the forms of computation employed in the incredibly fast and accurate, if 

highly limited, forms of computers which power our screens in laptops, desktops, and mobile 

devices.  

 

The Internet, the “new AI,” and animalian brains, however, take a more networked approach, 

and this is what makes them able to learn from experience, complete patterns with relative 

ease even with incomplete data, guess and extrapolate in non-linear ways, problem solve 

creatively and by analogy, be far more resilient to failure, degrade “gracefully” when 

damaged, and otherwise function in more organic ways. All these approaches have a great 

deal in common with the form of what is often described as either “evolutionary computing” or 

“genetic algorithms,” a form of multi-agent search with inheritance components.  



 

For example, a population of “boids” could be produced, each of which has a randomized 

series of virtual genes, which in simplest form, could be values for the various parameters of 

the boids simulation. And so, in a population of, for example, ten boids, a random set of 

values could be assigned for how far they can see, how fast they fly, angle of swerve away 

from other boids, angle of swerve towards, minimum distance near or away from other birds 

which causes a swerve, etc.  

 

Now let us say that after a one minute round of flying around, the simulation was instructed to 

select the ten best of the boids, based on various criteria, such as the amount of time they 

spent flying in the same direction as birds which are a certain distance from them, or total 

time spent within a certain range of distance values from other birds. The ten which are 

selected are then copied, to bring the number back up to twenty, but with some minor 

randomizations of their virtual genes. The simulation is now left to proceed for a number of 

rounds in such a way.  

 

In this way, the simulation will eventually “evolve” flocking behavior. The parameters often 

match those which scientists may have programmed into simulations to match various 

observed traits in flocking birds, or figured out through trial and error on their own, or 

sometimes, they give rise to entire new sets of traits which are able, by different means, to 

give rise to the desired traits. The simulation plays the role of the environment which selects 

for traits, and the reproduction and variation helps move evolution along in relation to the 

inheritance setup.  

 

Today such forms of multi-agent search algorithsm are used for all sorts of applications, 



because particularly when one wants to try to come up with a solution for a problem with a 

huge number of interacting variables in dynamic conditions, one is likely to have to use 

methods similar to those employed by evolution to give rise to workable results. Sometimes, 

that is, the distributed, multi-agents, “parallel” approach (parallel here meaning the opposite of 

serial or linear forms of a single “chain of computation” as seen in traditional computers chips 

with single cores), is simply the best fit for the job.  

 

It is worth noting here that in such cases, it is not necessarily the values associated with 

various traits which is what makes them so adaptive, but how they interact with each other, 

the environment, and the behavior of others in this environment. Examine the genes of birds, 

or even boids, and one will not likely find anything which would obviously code for flocking 

behavior. The behavior is more than the sum of its parts, and so is that which gives rise to it, 

namely, the traits which produce the aspects of this behavior, and how this is stored in 

memory.   

 

What is stored in memory is a relational sort of encoding, one without one-to-one 

corresponance to behaviors. Without getting too deep into the issues here, it is only when the 

memories are read in relation to each other by a system which unfolds these in a body of 

related aspects, in a pattern of related behaviors, in relation to that of a population of others 

and the environment, does the behavior in question arise. In such a sense, not only are 

complex systems more than the sum of their parts, but the traces stored in memory which 

potentiate and make it possible to reproduce and even evolve aspects of these exceed that to 

which they give rise. Not only are the systems produced more than the sum of their aspects 

or parts, but the aspects or parts are more than the mere sum of what they give rise to, even 

if in the direction of abstraction more than concretion.  



 

While such evolutionary computation making use of genetic algorithms, as it is often called, 

makes use of simulated birds, or boids, there is a great deal of overlap with how artificial 

neural networks, the “new AI” which has given rise to facial recognition, natural language 

processing, and more, was able to overcome the impasses which had ground the field of 

machine learning to near halt when the needs for more speed, memory, and processing 

power began to be a practical limitation. As mentioned earlier in this text, this is in part 

because such systems began to use simulations, similar to those employed in evolutionary 

computational genetic algorithms. These simulations were of virtual brainlets, however, which 

is to say, populations or neurons, rather than organisms.  

 

The way these neural networks are able to learn as they do is by means of a principle which 

neuroscientist Gerald Edelman, in relation to the functioning of living brains, has called 

“Neural Darwinism.” Living brains overpopulate themselves with neurons and connections in 

infants. As the infants mature, whatever connection gives rise to any behavior which is useful 

is made stronger, and those connections which grow more in such ways are more likely to be 

heard over the “neural chatter” of the rest, thereby increasing their likelihood to give rise to the 

behaviors of the organism as a whole in the future. In several progressive waves of pruning, 

the brain then removes those connections which are the weakest, and hence, have not been 

reinforced due to having lead to some sort of behavioral success of the organism which lead 

to an assessment of success, the neuro-chemical feeling states which go along with this, and 

the retroactive strengthening of the neural pathways which lead to this.  

 

As we are evolved to pursue feelings of accomplishment, such a system motivates us to 

learn, providing the neuro-chemical form of how evolution, by means of our genetic code, 



hard-wires such a “value system,” in Edelman’s terms, into our neural machinery. The result is 

“reinforcement learning,” in which “backpropagation,” the propagation of messages 

backwards within the neural systems which give rise to a behavior to grow more connections 

forwards when they give rise to a response which “feels” like a success as evaluated by the 

organism, in a manner which leads to “long-term potentiation,” which is to say, neural 

populations store in memory (potentiation) in a long-term way that which works.  

 

Edelman refers to this as a form of neural Darwinism because the same basic principles as 

that of biological evolution are at play. There is overpopulation of neurons, relatively random 

connections and strengths of these providing variation, the environment and value systems in 

relation to systems of backpropagation selectively strengthen some neurons over others such 

that only these are “fit” enough to survive the subsequent waves of neural pruning, and the 

result is a dynamic adaptation. All of this occurs, of course, only in relation to a particular 

body, set of dynamic memory systems, and an environment which places selection pressures, 

not only on the organism in relation to its genetic memory systems, but particular ways of 

thinking and doing in relation to its neural memory systems.  

 

Artificial neural networks do something quite similar. They take virtual neurons, connect them 

in various relatively open sorts of ways, with randomized “weights” which signify connection 

strength. With each success in outputs in relation to feedback provided by an environment, 

which may include a teacher or trainer, whichever pathway through the network which lead to 

even the slightest aspect of the desired behavior is reinforced in strength. Over time, more 

complex behaviors emerge, particularly if this occurs in networks which are wired in ways 

which are conducive to learning.  

 



Researchers have come to learn that the brain largely maps incoming sensory information in 

ways which produce maps which put similar traits near each other and increase the size of a 

trait in a map in regard to frequency. Based on a wiring diagram which Teuvo Kohonen 

produced to mimic such behaviors in self-reinforcing ways, scientists have produced the so-

called “Kohonen” networks, or SOMs (“self-organizing feature maps”). Such maps, when 

layered in hierarchies, such that mapping occurs for micro-features first, then patterns within 

these, then meta-patterns within these, with chains of feedback moving up and down with 

matching algorithms, so that incoming sense data percolates from micro-features to macro-

features in ways that elicit top-down guesses which “recognize” aspects of features by 

matching with them in ways which then refine the top-down guesses, has made it possible to 

recognize faces, interpret natural language, etc.  

 

While the details here are confusing, the basic process of learning is structurally quite similar 

to that of evolution. In this way, artificial neural networks are in many senses the fulfillment of 

the dream of a “learning machine” first outlined by Alan Turing, in regard to Lady Ada 

Lovelace’s famed objection to Charles Babbage’s famous notion that his proto-computers, his 

so called Difference and Analytical Engines, and their descendents, might one day be more 

capable than human brains. Lovelace, who helped him “code” his “hardware,” voiced the 

concern to Babbage in a letter, in which she argued that such “thinking machines” could only 

do what they were programmed to do. No matter how powerful or fast, such machines could 

do what they were told to, and no more. Only living organisms seemed able to do otherwise.  

 

Today, however, by means of neural networks, it is possible for computers to learn skills they 

are not coded to be able to do. The reason for this is they really learn from feedback from the 

environment, as living organisms do. All that is coded for by programmers in the software of 



such simulated learners is the ability to learn. Building on Lovelace’s objection, in one of his 

most famous papers, Alain Turing, after developing his notion of the famed “imitation game” 

and refining some of the notions he developed elsewhere in regard to his notion of a “Turing 

machine,” a thought experiment which provided the theoretical blueprint for much of the 

architecture of the modern computer, Turing produced another thought experiment.  

 

Rather than focus on the minimum abstract principles which he believed would be need to 

produce a machine that could, at least in theory, calculate anything if given a powerful enough 

machinic embodiment, Turing described, in the thought experiment of his about a “learning 

machine,” the abstract principles which he imagined would need to be present for a system to 

learn, again with the proviso that there would need to be a body capable of performing the 

functions he described.  

 

Turing argued that in order for learning to a occur, a system needs to have a desired state 

stored in memory. It also needs to be able to evaluate its behavior in relation to this goal, in 

order to be able to determine if its current behavior is getting it closer to, or further away from, 

this desired state. It must also be able to vary its behavior. It needs to be able to store in 

memory how it gives rise to the behavior it does. And lastly, it must be able to reinforce 

whatever aspects of its memory give rise to aspects of its behavior which get it closer to its 

goal. If a system can perform these functions, for Turing, then it can learn.  

 

This is precisely what neural networks, artificial or living, do. It is also what evolutionary 

systems do, if more simply, but in a manner which gave rise to the more complex forms of 

learning seen in brains. Likewise, and perhaps counterintuitively at first, it is also what 

complex adapative systems, and in fact, all physical material systems do in their ways, more 



simply of course, but in such a manner that they gave rise to the living, neural, and cultural 

systems we know today.  

 

 

 

 

 

Evolutionary Emergence 

 

Every aspect of an organism, from form to dynamics and more, is produced by a process of 

selection, one which is itself a form of organic computation. Various sorts of distributed “multi-

agent” forms of computation are crucial aspects of the field of soft-computing. Artificial neural 

networks are aspects of this, if individual neurons are seen as agents. But there are also 

various forms of distributed computation in simulations of virtual agents which evolve in 

various ways. Rather than being programmed, when multiple virtual programs compete 

against each other to survive long enough to pass on bits of their code, virtual “genes” of 

sorts, the result is a simulated sort of evolution. Rather than have a human write a bit of 

computer code, in such a way, it becomes possible to evolve it.  

 

 

 

 

Biological evolution is a form of information processing, after all, in which the problem of how 

to survive long enough to pass on one’s genetic code is slowly solved, with the organisms 

and their successful code as the solutions produced. The basics of evolutionary dynamics as 



described by biologists is simple: overproduction of organisms, variation between them 

produced by genetic mutation and related factors, tension produced by the push to live and 

thrive possessed by all organisms in an environment with scarce resources which can only 

support so many, and the bottleneck through which only few pass, namely, the ways in which 

the environment exerts various pressures, in the form of scarcity and predators and related 

obstacles, which make it such that only some of the organisms will survive long enough to 

pass on their genes.  

 

The push to live and thrive possessed by all organisms is part of the tension seeking release 

in evolutionary dynamics, and while this can be simulated on computers, it is simply what 

organisms are. Organisms incarnate various forms of this push to live and thrive, what Baruch 

Spinoza famously called “conatus,” the desire to persist in one’s way of doing things, and all 

to which that leads in regard to various adaptations and so forth.dxxiii Theorists such as 

Spinoza and Leibniz speculated that even inanimate aspects of the world of matter had 

conatus or something like this, for example, in the inertia of moving bodies, or what Leibniz 

called the vis viva, or the “living force” at work in material systems, which he mathematized in 

a manner which was a direct precursor to the formulas which gave rise to the principle of least 

action, in ways which are still, in reworked form, at the base of the contemporary science of 

mechanics to this day.dxxiv  

 

All physical aspects of the world, living or otherwise, seek to persist in their ways of feeling 

and doing which they incarnate, which is to say, in the form of the dynamic systems they are, 

for reasons articulated earlier, namely, it relieves more tension within and with out to do this 

rather than otherwise. Just as biological evolution is a form of organic computation, so the 

physical universe can be understood in this sense as an organic computer of computers as 



well, with biological forms of computation as particular complex forms of this.  

 

What is more, just as biological evolution did not arise from nowhere, but rather, evolved with 

its organisms from simpler physical forms of complexity, so too with the form of organic 

computation we tend to call biological evolution. In this sense, the physical computation which 

is the physical universe can be understood as performing a sort of physical selection, or 

material evolution, similar to that of the “natural” selection which is biological evolution. But 

how might the physical universe be understood as a sort of physical evolution?  

 

 

As cognitive scientists are fond of saying, evolution is a type of search algorithm, a multi-

agent, distributed search algorithm for the fittest genetic code in relation to a particular set of 

selection pressures in the environment. A search algorithm can be understood as a type of 

what is often called an “optimization problem” by cognitive and complex systems scientists. 

There is a system which has a valued state, and by means of trying various approaches, and 

checking to see if these are getting closer or further from this state, it can amplify, which is to 

say, give rise to amplificatory feedback, in relationship to whatever gets it closer to its desired 

states.  

 

 

Evolutionary adaptation is in this sense a search algorithm which can be seen as arising from 

the more general sorts of systems which search for optimal states, and the physical world of 

matter is full of these. Water flowing downhill, for example, takes the path of least resistance. 

This is not to say that it is aware it does this, or anything like this. Rather, the water and the 

ground around it form a system which seeks to relieve as much tension as possible. Another 



way of saying this is that the system seeks to reach a stable state when that is disturbed. 

When water flows such that it tips from level ground to a hill, the force of gravity destabilizes 

its equilibrium, and it will seek to find new stability. As the water flows down hill, it seeks 

whatever path will dissipate the energy most quickly to restore its balance. The water, the 

physical environment, and the pull of gravity give rise to a very, very simple optimization 

system. 

 

 

When tension arises in a physical system, there are various pathways it can take towards 

release. Each avenue towards release in a system is different. The pressure produced by the 

tension seeks release, and yet the forces balance out as they do in physical systems in ways 

which exert a particular selection pressure, namely, that of generally described as that of the 

principle of least action. The least energy possible is expended within a system to release the 

most tension without. Systems seek to persist in their ways of feeling and doing in relation to 

the rest of the universe as they do, and each competes with the others to be able to relieve 

tension without or within in ways which make it possible to retain their current form, 

presenting the “desire to persist” in the physical world from which the desire to “persist and 

thrive” in biological organisms arises. Not all systems will be able to do this, however, and 

eventually, the balance of forces tips one way rather than others, and tension is released.  

 

 

 

When multiple forces seeking release in contrary ways come into balance, however, a meta-

stable situation is produced. In simple forms, there may be a hesitation between various 

aspects of a system which seek to relieve tension within it, such as when water tries to find 



the path of least resistance when flowing downhill. But there are more complex 

circumstances, such as that, for example, in a whirlpool. Micro-currents flow this way and that 

when a drain is opened, creating tension in need of release, and the various micro-currents 

jostle with each other, and the pool of water lurches between ways of flowing, with various 

currents trying shove each other out of the way to reach the drain. But as currents join 

together, they gain more forces, a process of competition occurs, and eventually, a whirlpool 

arises, dividing itself off from the rest of the pool around it, deciding to swirl one way rather 

than another as a group as a whole.dxxv  

 

The varied currents within the water before the emergence of the whirlpool as a whole 

compete with each other, not unlike organisms in an environment, each seeking to persist in 

its way, and perhaps even grow, or even develop into a new form which is able to dissipate 

even more tension, while allowing the system to maintain much of its prior form. In such a 

way, complex adaptive physical systems such as whirlpools can be seen as precursors in 

their way of biological evolution, on a continuum between less dynamic complex systems and 

living ones. This is not to say that whirlpools are ancestors of life, for in fact, other sorts of 

dynamic physical complex systems, between molecules far more complex than water, gave 

rise to self-perpetuating systems which linked up with others to produce life as we know it. 

Whirlpools are in this sense simple examples of the sorts of chemical dynamic whirlpoolings 

of sorts which gave rise to life as we know it.  

 

 

physical material evolution is itself the result of quantum evolution. Lee Smolin has proposed 

that there were perhaps a variety of Big Bangs, none of which were able to amplify 

perturbations in ways which gave rise to a universe which was physically coherent enough to 



sustain itself, at least, until this one. In which case, if there is a sort of cosmic memory, and 

various forms have been proposed for this, perhaps the very universe we live in resulted from 

a form of cosmic optimization problem, which is to say, a sort of cosmic evolution. There is as 

of yet not proposed way this could be tested for any evidence, and so, not only is speculative, 

but quite possibly could remain merely so.  

 

At a quantum level in our universe, however, quantum phenomena can be understood as the 

explorations of potential pathways in quantum fields. The pathways which satisfy the principle 

of least action in a manner which is causally coherent in both forward and backward 

directions of time, unlike the lower requirement of forward causal coherence alone in regard 

to macroscopic phenomena, seems that which satisfies the principle of least action for 

quantum phenomena. Such a perspective is one which can explain a wide variety of quantum 

wierdenesses, in ways which go beyond the scope of this problem. Such a perspective 

frames the unidirectional “arrow of time” of matter as one which arose from a symmetry 

breaking of the bidirectional temporal symmetry of the quantum world.  

 

When framed in relation to a relational perspective on quantum physics, which while beyond 

the direct limits of this text, can be described as that of decoherence in relation to bidirectional 

time symmetry at the level of quantum phenomena, is one in which quantum fields “explore” 

various options, much like the “fingers of water” do to find the path of least resistance when 

flowing downhill. The path of least quantum resistance, in a sense, which satisfies 

bidirectional time symmetry, is the one most likely to be actualized as a quantum event-

particle, which is to say, as the actualization of the potential of particular networking of 

quantum phenomena in a particular way.  

 



In many such occurrences, there is a balancing of options, a meta-stable entangled state 

between options. When this occurs, a quantum state may stay on the cusp of alternatives, 

with various forces within and without, in the quantum sense of such notions, all coming into 

balance. But any quantum system is an aspect of yet more, each nested in the next, much as 

all physical systems, upto and including the emerging cosmos. The more distant influences 

are felt less strongly, and these sum over, or blur into indistinction and balance, even if minor 

influences are likely to shift their balance in one way or another.  

 

A quantum system largely in meta-stable balance on the cusp of alternatives may feel the 

tiniest impact of a super-nova at the other end of the galaxy leading to the slightest local 

perturbation in one direction over another, and in doing so, link up with sub-systems of 

quantum “feelers” trying to actualize themselves in such a system. When perturbation and 

sub-system looking for something to amplify come into sync, cascade can be the result, giving 

rise to the actualization of the system in one way rather than another. While such a 

description makes use of various macro-physical analogies to describe more quantum 

concerns, it is nevertheless coherent with the physics at play.  

 

More relational approaches to quantum physics have even been framed in evolutionary 

terms. Wojzichech Zurek has proposed the theory of “quantum Darwinism” to describe his 

approach to the decoherence, of quantum decision whereby states “on the cusp” of 

emergence into physical actualization decide to follow the pathway of a particular pathway or 

“feeler” in a quantum field over others. According to Zurek, the various quantum fingers are 

variations, with the one which solves the problem of least action the one which is selected in 

relation to the environment to be amplified into the production of an event-particle. Zurek’s 

theories are now in the process of being tested in regard to various observables of how this 



occurs, and as of the writing of this text, several early experiments seem to confirm aspects of 

his Zurek’s approach to this.  

 

 

 

Physical evolution tends towards that which gave rise to life, biological evolution that which 

gave rise to nervous systems, or neurality, and the evolution of these tend towards that which 

gave rise to cultural networkings and all that grew from this. There is nothing mystical about 

this, for the “tendency” at work is simple the pressure created by the need to relieve the most 

tension upon a system in ways which allow this system to persist as much as possible. 

Systems of course dissolve and morph beyond recognition all the time, but only when their 

tendency is overcome by that of others. By means of the pressure produced by this tendency, 

and the varied ways tension can be relieved in the system of a physical environment, given 

the right sorts of conditions, the tendency towards emergence which takes varied form as all 

matter is able to emerge into more complex forms, such as seen in whirlpools, the precursors 

of life, and life itself. Life and its evolutions are mere extensions of the evolution of physical 

systems.  

 

It is crucial to note here that this is not to say that evolution “plans” any of this, or seeks to 

accomplish this or that state which it holds in mind beforehand. Humans do this when they 

design complicated systems. Humans are complex systems whose brains are able to not only 

do things, but feel how they do things, and at multiple levels of scale, such that we can think 

about how we are planning to do something before we do it.  

 

Simpler systems, such as those at work in physical systems, or evolutionary populations, 



physical, biological, or otherwise, simply do what they do, and do not have the ability to 

recursively try to think about what they are doing. Even the biological evolution of humans 

does not imagine what it wants to do and then does it, or plan in advance as humans do. It 

simply does what it does, and while it performs a form of organic computation, which is to say, 

thinking, even if of a very simple form, it does not have the sort of complexity such as that 

seen in a living brain, able to think about what its other forms of thinking are doing.  

 

 

 

 

Evolution, which is part of life from the start, is simply how the genetic code extends the 

tendencies of the simpler systems which gave rise to it, one which assembles simpler 

complex adaptive systems and other raw materials to compose living systems which are far 

more than the sum of their aspects. Genetic networks dynamically remember aspects of the 

systems which the system uses to reproduce itself, just as the genetic material reproduces 

itself in turn, if in a manner which is just imperfect enough to provide the sorts of variation that 

keep living systems flexible in a manner not dissimilar to that of simpler complex adaptive 

systems, but with an ability to retain and amplify traces of what works.  

 

Selective retention and amplification of what works is a crucial aspects of this. As Eric Baum 

argues, without some way to pre-select which mutations are produced and/or retained, the 

large majority of mutations would be destruction of the hard-won gains of evolutionary 

selection. We know, for example, that one minor change in a gene here or there can lead to 

massive dysfunction in an organ or organ system of a living creature, and it is possible to 

extrapolate from here. Simple probability indicates, particularly when bolstered by 



considerations from the science of information, after all, that only a small fraction of the 

possible sequences of any code will exhibit order compared to the others, for order, in many 

senses, is improbable, not to mention, order that is adaptive in regard to a specific 

environment.  

 

The large majority of biological mutations do not seem, however, to involve a single gene 

being off in a random way, for if this were the case, one would see far more highly destructive 

mutations. What one tends to see, however, is a few recognizable sorts of mutations which 

seem to “get through the screening process,” giving rise to known genetic variants, some of 

which are detrimental, and other more basic mutations. Rather than see an eye that is 

distorted in all sorts of unusual and unworkable ways, it is far more likely to see a mutated 

organism with one extra or fewer eyes, or an eye in a slightly different place. There must then 

be a selection mechanism, one which keeps the successful advances protected from the 

large majority of minor and likely deleterious mutations, without quashing mutation 

completely, as it is necessary to keep evolution going.  

 

Baum, building on the work of various genetics researchers, argues that a potential 

mechanism can be found in “introns,” also known as “junk DNA.”dxxvi Researchers have long 

known that large sections of the chromosomes of living organisms do not code for seemingly 

anything, with only small fractions of a given chromosome taken up by sections which code 

for the production of the structural and enzymatic proteins which form many of the building 

blocks, reaction catalysts, and regulatory chemicals produced by such genes. Many of these 

enzymes not only regulate the functions of the cells beyond the genes, but also the ways in 

which the entire genetic system,, in a form of “genetic thinking,” processes information which 

various chemical messengers bring them, and by means of chains of feedback between 



them, in a proto- brain-like manner, gives rise to adapting responses within how they produce 

the chemicals of the cell.  

 

During sexual reproduction, there is a process known as “crossing-over” in which 

chromosomes “mix up” the ordering of some of the genetic materials on the chromosomes 

before they become parts of gametes, namely, the sperm and ovum contributed by male and 

female organisms, respectively. Crossing-over serves the function of increasing or decreasing 

the relative strength of the genes of either parents, providing even more variation than that 

which occurs from the mixing of male and female genetic materials. The way in which 

crossing-over occurs is that a cell will have doubles of each chromosome cross their “legs” 

over each other and swap the ends of the legs at the crossing point, such that, in relation to 

the left-right orientation of these, or their “chirality,” alters some of the arrangement of the 

genes on the chromosome in the process.  

 

Baum’s question is simple: why does crossing-over not lead to more destructive mutations, 

such as cutting in half a section of genetic material needed, for example, to produce a crucial 

chemical needed for digestion. This is of course is possible, and does happen, but why not 

more frequently? The reasoning here is that perhaps one of the main functions of the non-

encoding DNA between those which are actively “used” is to provide spacing between these. 

In this way, when crossing over produces its cuts, since so much of the genetic materials is 

“filler,” in a sense, there is only a small likelihood that crossing-over will break a useful gene. 

In this way, crossing-over tends to mix up the relative placement of genes on the same 

chromosomes, in subtle and non-deletrious ways, leading to a modification of the relative 

strength of the expression of these genes more than anything else.  

 



The result, for Baum, is that the modules produced by evolution, such as that needed to 

produce a complex organ such as an eye, are retained, and mutations tend to be rearranging 

placement or combinations of modules that are already known to work well in regard to the 

environment, rather than just throwing around genetic code in a truly random manner which is 

likely to only destroy organisms. There is in this sense a modularity, which is to say, a 

“chunking,” whereby successful chunks are largely left as are, even if they or their aspects 

may be recombined in various ways which tend, as much as possible, to retain the coherence 

of what they give rise to as a whole.  

 

The result is what Baum refers to as “inductive bias,” something seen in living brains as well. 

Evolution, in genetic and neural forms, retains what works, and amplifies it over time, and 

while variation is used from there, it is never truly random, for the organism’s structure is 

biased towards retaining what has worked, what has been reinforced by natural selection 

trying out such structures in the world, which is to say, a form of inductive testing, and only 

allowing for mutations of the sort which are likely to do the least damage to these, while still 

pushing the population to experiment at the margins.  

 

In such a way, natural selection is selective even about what sorts of randomness it allows. All 

of which makes sense if we think of this in regard to how evolution amplifies the ways in 

which meta-stable sensitivity at the cusp of self-organized criticality gives rise to decisions 

which, in their cascades, amplify minor perturbations in ways which give them outsized 

influence, if in regard to a set of options already selected by the system in such a state. This 

last part is crucial. For example, a mountain covered with snow and on the verge of an 

avalanche may not be perfectly the same on all sides. Let us say that on the north-west side, 

there is a ridge which disrupts the ability off the snow to pile up in a manner which could 



achieve the sorts of meta-stable balance of forces which could give rise to an avalanche.  

 

If one throws a stone at such a mountain with enough force, it is likely to bring the snow of the 

mountain down in a manner which amplifies this perturbation into a cascade, at multiple levels 

of scale, which breaks the balanced symmetry of the forces which are keeping the snow 

poised on the side of the mountain. If all is balanced particularly carefully, a stone on all sides 

but the northwest, where there is an obstructive, symmetry-breaking ridge, could lead the 

majority of the snow on the mountain to cascade down the mountain in the direction of the 

stone. Throw the stone at the northwest side, and this the reverberations from this could 

cause the snow on one of the other sides to lose balance indirectly, leading to a cascade in 

such a direction, but this will still not cause an avalanche to occur on the northwest side.  

 

Only if the system is meta-stably on the cusp of alternatives in a manner which is sensitive to 

a particular sort of perturbation is it possible for such a “decision” to be made by the system 

amplifying a minor perturbation, from within or without, into a cascade of action of the system 

of the whole, one which is far in excess to the mere “sum” of the perturbations immediate 

impact on those aspects of the system it immediately jostles.  

 

All emergences are in fact selective in various ways. A sample of liquid water only has 

particular parameters, such as those of temperature or pressure, to which it is sensitive in 

various ways, and there are only so many ways in which it tends to react to perturbations, in 

micro form or macro form, such as a more general increase in temperature or pressure, in 

regard to these. This is because of the structure of its molecules, and the structure of the 

internal aspects of these in turn.  

 



Living systems take this to another level. Take the selectivity of an organ such as the human 

eye. The retinal sensors within these are meta-stably on the cusp of firing off neural 

messages to the brain more rapidly and in sync with those around them when a particular 

area of the retina is impacted by particular frequencies of photons. This is what Baum means, 

in another form, by inductive bias. Replication, variation, and selection alone would lead to far 

too many dead ends, or “learning potholes,” while trying to find pathways through the maze of 

evolutionary possibilities that work.dxxvii While simple organisms have very little to vary, the 

more complex an organism, the more it needs to open itself to sorts of variation which will 

lead to not only emergence of any sort in any tiny part of the system, no matter how 

destructive such emergence may be for the rest of the organism or even population.  

 

Rather, the more complex the system, and system of systems, the more in which it needs to 

emerge in a manner which is itself complex, in which emergence is not merely for its own 

sake, no matter the cost, and for each to their own, or even, for the few against the rest. 

Rather, emergence needs to be of the sort which is sustainable, and in order for that to 

happen, it needs to be the emergence not of separate parts, but an organism as a whole. Part 

of what has made life able to emerge so successfully on this planet is that biological evolution 

developed mechanisms for selecting and amplifying not merely minor and disjointed 

emergences, but emergences which take the whole of the system, and the systems of 

systems of which these are aspects, into account, if in a summed over and incomplete way in 

which such tend to impact local conditions.  

 

This can be seen in regard to the issue of cooperation in the origin of multicellular organisms. 

Biologists who study the origin of life have argued that one of the most difficult emergences to 

understand, after that of the emergence of life itself, is that of the “alignment of fitness,” 



whereby unicellular organisms came to align the furtherance of their own needs with that of 

the multicellular organism, in a manner such that individual cells did not leave and go off on 

their own or attack the others, but rather, begin to function as a whole which is more than the 

mere sum of their aspects.dxxviii There are in fact many similarities to the development of multi-

cellularity in organisms and that of societal groups, for in both cases, a development of 

structures of “trust,” to so speak, becomes necessary. Multicellular organisms, in the 

cooperation of their aspects, can be seen as a sort of embodiment of this sort of trust, in one 

form or another.  

 

Emergences occur in such systems in ways which are sustainable for the organism as a 

whole, and this is part of what makes life the continual emerging which it is. Sustainble 

emergence is more emerging emergence, for it is emergence which is able to continue to 

emerge, and not only quantitatively to give rise to more of the same, but also qualitatively, in 

and through evolution which is sustainable over time. The decisions made arise between the 

options provided by the system and those provided by the environment, and the site of 

interaction of these restrictions is that which the system and environment jointly, “choose,” if in 

a manner which reflects more “freedom” on the part of the living system than the environment, 

which, as a mere physical system, is far more bound by “necessity.” 

 

For the more inter-networking forms of feedback between more sorts of selectively sensitive, 

which is to say, “inductively biased” meta-stable systems, the more such a system can 

become able to do a sort of parallel-processing, which is to say, the more it is able to think, 

and the more a system can think, the more it gains degrees of freedom which allow it to delay, 

or even alter, how the impacts of its environments may lead, or not lead, to particular 

responses. The ability of life to maintain meta-stability within itself, regardless of its 



environment, is a major part of how this begins.  

 

Something similar can of course be seen inside living brains. Nuclei in cells are originally 

infolding of the cellular membrane, and in this sense, a brain is like an infolding of sorts of the 

organism, like the nucelus is to the say, a meta-stable organism within a meta-stable 

organism. This has lead Gerald Edelman to famously argue that the competition for 

reinforcement of various neural circuits within complex brains as a sort of “Neural 

Darwinism.”dxxix Once again, however, this is selective. Just as retinal receptors are sensitive 

to waves of light but not sound, so there are inductive biases in the brain as well.  

 

Certain sections of the brain are connected to certain sense organs, while others are 

connected in particular ways to each other. In general, the cortex’s layers map whatever 

inputs are presented to them, such that those which are connected to sensory organs map 

patterns which arise in sense data, while those which are connected to other parts of the 

brain map the patterns of activation of these, giving rise to maps and maps of meta-maps of 

meta-maps.dxxx The flows of feedback whereby various aspects of the brain try to come into 

sync with each other in regard to minor shifts whose perturbations from the outside can lead 

to amplificatory cascades, is precisely what the brain does. As Christof Koch puts it, “the brain 

largely talks to itself.” It is precisely the complexity of the meta-stability of this, however, which 

not only keeps the brain sensitive to the tiniest shift in incoming sense data, and the ability to 

respond to this in an innumerable myriad of ways.dxxxi  

 

The inductive biases of the brain have a conservative function of sorts, in that by hardwiring 

some parts of the brain to various sense organs, others to aspect of each other, their 

“freedom” to map anything is restricted due to how their environment restricts the sorts of 



patterns of activity which are presented to them. Such would be a highly reductive and limiting 

form of networking if this were all there was to this. In simpler organisms, the brain is little 

more than such a system, one which parses sensation in ways which all but automatically link 

up with stereo-typed and largely automatic programs of instinctual actions.  

 

But in more complex organisms, there are more maps, meta-maps, meta-meta-maps, and 

complex forms of feedback between these. There is also massive potential for “degeneration” 

and “reentry.”dxxxii While various cultural conservatisms may make some readers imagine 

“degeneration” to be of concern, as both queer studies and neuroscience indicate, the 

opposite is in fact the case. Queer populations make societies richer in a wide variety of 

ways, and likewise, with the fact that in the brain, there are often multiple ways to get from 

one location to another, or multiple populations of neurons which performs in slightly different 

ways a similar or even the same function, etc. Degeneration is a biological terms for when 

there are clouds of variation for things, in ways which queer the reductiveness of various 

internal norms.  

 

Reentry is a term for the complex way in which neural feedback can give rise to ways in which 

circuits “re-enter” their own pathways and feed-into them in various ways. As a result, a 

section of the visual cortex may recognize something, it sends this as a message to a part of 

the brain which has information about what is seen which it can recreate in episodic memory, 

and in order to recreate this episode in memory, it makes use of some of the very same 

neural circuits in the very same section of the visual cortex to recreate a vision of what is 

“seen” in a memory. Because there is a literal reactivation of portions of the visual cortex, we 

feel as if we are “seeing” the entity in memory, but because it also being stimulated from 

incoming sense data, it is activated from more than one side at once, giving rise to that feeling 



of interpenetration of sensation and memory we know so well as these come into sync in 

various ways.  

 

The preceding is a simple example of reentry, but the massive recursive inter-modulation of 

the brain’s systems by each other in flows of sync and lack thereof, in and through the 

competition, as well as mutual amplification and reinforment of diversely degenerate neural 

populations and sub-populations, is what makes the brain so massively diversely complex. 

The restrictions imposed by the inductive biases lay the groundwork for massive increases in 

freeplay and divergently diverse exploration of alternatives. Standardization is of course often 

a dangerous thing, and it is often over-centralizing networks which produce such standards, 

certainly in social settings, in a top-down sort of way. But when standards emerge more 

organically, as it does in living organisms, there tends to be enough restriction to produce 

stability, if in a manner which only lays the groundwork for more radical forms of openingly 

divergent, diverse, and varied forms of exploration of new potentials in the process.dxxxiii  

 

It is in such a way that emergence which is conservative enough to be stable, particularly at 

simpler stages, but in a manner which lays the groundwork for complexification which then 

has the potential for far more radical explorations, is able to take shape. For example, this 

entire book is composed of patterns of twenty-six letters of the Roman alphabet. Were the 

meanings of these patterns and the patterns themselves not generally taken as a relatively 

agreed upon standard, the massively diverse ways of arranging these into words, sentences, 

paragraphs, poems, songs, essays, books, genres, styles, and so on would not be possible.  

 

Some degree of standardization and centralization has its uses, and this is particularly the 

case when it is done in a way which does not take the radically divergent uses of such a 



standard as threatening, but rather, sees it as the very reason why standards were developed 

in the first place, which is to say, to potentiate the sort of trust in means of interpreting and 

evaluating which potentiate cooperation, cooperation which can then emerge in radically new 

ways beyond the wildest dreams of what could emerge without some degree of 

standardization.  

 

Problems arise, however, when there is a rigid policing of standard for their own sakes, 

attempts by centers to monopolize all resources or power, or the attempt to give rise to micro-

forms of themselves which then take on a proliferating life of their own, which is to say, they 

become cancerous. All such issues can crash a system, for they take it beyond the meta-

stable sweet-spot in which emergence is neither for any few nor the whole but rather arises in 

a distributed way, in, for, and by and all in as modulated by the whole of which they are 

aspects, not for this whole or commanded by this, but in meta-stable relation to it. Our world 

so emphasizes over-centralization today, particularly in cancerous forms, that it is often on the 

brink of collapse, and it is for this reason that this text pushes greater decentralization, in the 

hopes that this can lead to a return to more distributedly meta-stable states able to better 

potentiate emergence.  

 

Keeping standards of meaning and value standardized enough to make cooperation possible, 

but keeping things flexibly divergent enough, often even at this level, makes it possible for 

systems to avoid over-specializing. Systems which are too rigidly controlled or conservative 

are unlikely to survive any change in internal or external conditions, while those which are too 

divergent, decentralized, and divergent are unlikely to be organized enough to make use of 

opportunities or avoid dangers in time. Dynamic distributedness of a robustly emergent type is 

that able to modulate and shift between increased or decreased centralization as situations 



call for this, even if it must be careful not to err in either direction, lest the system crash from 

crises of over-organization, such as those of civil-war or cancer, or those of dissolution and 

breakdown.  

 

It is between such that the path to more sustainably robust emergence arises. While market 

fundamentalists may argue that capitalism is a sort of evolution, there are a wide variety of 

reasons why contemporary capitalism as well as “ideal” forms of capitalism are impoverishing 

mockeries of the massive engine for sustainable emergence of quantitative and qualitative 

emergence seen in the evolution of living, neural, and cultural systems.dxxxiv Such systems do 

not value sustainable emergence of the whole, opening on to and supporting the contexts 

which potentiate this, but rather, but only the highly constrained value of monetary profit, often 

in the short-term way which our contemporary financial regulations promote.  

 

What is more, our contemporary system tends far more to monopoly than competition, and 

eventually, the sorts of speculative system crashes which arise from the deregulation of these 

markets by the influence of money on politics. Even in its most idealized forms, pure 

capitalism values money, which impacts the conditions for making money, and those who 

enter the playing field with more money, or the benefits it provide, have more advantages for 

making it, making “purely fair” competition impossible from the start, at least in any world 

vaguely resembling this one. The only way for competition to remain “fair” is for political 

institutions to continually intervene in markets to make them so, and this is not capitalism, but 

rather, market socialism, a form of economics which makes use of limited forms of 

competition within a frame of cooperation. Such is what capitalism would be if it were not a 

form of robber-baron profiteering in disguise, despite what the market fundamentalists say.    

 



 

Our world today is in this sense so deeply cancerous, so racistly and oppressively in a state 

of continual low-grade civil war, that dramatic moves are needed to help tip our global 

systems into patterns in which the “inductive bias” is not towards stabilizing everything in 

terms of maximization of potential for profit, and safeguarding and valuing that which already 

exists, but rather, the valuation of emergence, and in its most radically emergent forms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cultural systems can, of course, theorize about evolution, and in such a way, we and our 

cultures can begin to think about our evolution. But this does not mean that our evolution, 

certainly not of a biological sort, thinks about what it is doing through this. That said, culture 

emerged from a process of pressure from tensions needing release, varied potential solutions 

to problems, and a bottleneck which produced various forms of selection. Whatever works, as 

is always the case with evolution, is amplified, whether by means of a cascade, or the ability 

of a system to continue doing what it is doing, perhaps adaptingly morphing in the process, 

while in living systems, there are various forms of amplification of what works, such as how in 

living brains, connections which lead to what brains deem successful are reinforced.  

 

Cultures arose in such ways, and various cultural technologies, such as languages and 

economies, in the process. Cultures can become aware of their own processes, even as 

neural systems such as those in brains can, and this awareness can lead to forms of thinking 



which feed back into the forms of thinking which are the evolutions which give rise to these. 

This is not to argue that some cultures around the world are more “evolved” than others. But 

those cultures which try to learn about how to best foster emergence for any and all are those 

which are able to come into sync with the evolutions which gave rise to them, and in ways 

which can potentially lead these to emerge in more emergent ways.  

 

 

What of culture which arises from these? Culture arises in the varying ways in which 

populations exchange meaningful and valued aspects of their world to give rise to systems of 

meanings, economies, feelings, and forms of thinking and doing which arise between them. 

Systems of gestures, images, tools, and language, so many forms of wideware, including the 

gestures we temporarily “store in memory” in the way we position aspects of our bodies, give 

rise to systems which weave humans together in various ways.  

 

What guides any process of selection? That which it values. Selection is, as Turing observed 

in regard to learning, goal directed. This is not to say it is directed in a top-down way. On the 

contrary, all forms of evolution, in the expanded sense described in the preceding text, 

whether quantum, material, living, or neural, emerge as all others do in a bottom-up, 

relationally distribute and meta-stable “self-organizing” way, at least, so long as the “self” 

which organizes is the system which gives rise to the “self” of the system which emerges in 

such a way, the system which individuates from the meta-system which gives rise to it.  

 

Any evolutionary system is an economy of value. All such systems are emergence, and value 

maximizing the potential for emergence. They do not know this of course, but any aspect of a 

system of emergence emerges as it does as the system seeks to mazimize the potential for 



emergence in regard to this. There is a process of distributed thinking, whereby the system 

makes a move in one rather than others, giving rise to an aspect which abstracts from the rest 

by concretely weaving their aspects in the determinacy of changing in this way or that. The 

more a system originates in indeterminacy, the more such a determinacy is likely the 

emergence of such an aspect from emergence as potential to emergence as actual, varying 

aspects of how emergence occurs in the world.  

 

Just as in a physical sense energy is what is value, and it is economized by a principle of 

least action, so from a relational perspective, physical emergence, in its quantum and material 

forms, can be seen as a subset and particular case of emergence considered more generally. 

The evolution of life and its subsequent evolution into varying more complex forms of life are 

particular complexifications of the evolution of quantum and material emergences, and the 

evolution of culture from there.  

 

The evolution of physical systems value the principle of least action, and those of living 

systems the continuance and survival of the traits most likely to allow the population of 

organisms to continue to live, thrive, and evolve. This is not because the system knows this, 

but because it does this, which is to say, the system of living organisms evolving incarnates 

this economization of value. The evolution of life, both in regard to its origin and development, 

is one which in this sense is a form of thinking, much as that of physical systems before it, for 

it understands how to do what it does in relation to its contexts, even if it does not know this. 

For to know this, it would need to be able to step outside of this understanding to grasp it from 

outside, potentiating the ability to integrate this knowledge into a process of meta-

understanding, such as seen in the case of learning, for example, in which there is an 

understanding of understanding which is potentiated by knowledge rather than merely 



graspingly reduced by this.  

 

Living systems value the sustainable emergence of complexity. Culture is made possible by 

forms of wideware developed in relation to neural systems, and such neural systems are 

radically potentiated, as all complex systems are, by grasping feedback which intermodulates 

how it does what it does as a whole. In a sense, this is precisely what emergence is. When a 

whirlpool is separated from a pool of water, the whirlpool is selfed by the division of the pool, it 

is individuated, in a selfing which sustains itself by continually modulating how it continues to 

self in a process of feedback in regard to its inner and outer contexts.  

 

In a physical system such as this, too many forces in one way and others compensate, all to 

maximize the ability of the system to follow the principle of least action, so as to dissipate the 

least energetic potential over the distance needed to reduce the disequbilirum of a system 

while retaining as much of the rest of the system as possible.dxxxv The form of the whirlpool is 

the evaluation of the meta-system composed by the whirlpool and its environment as to how 

to best pursue the principle of least action given the conditions, and the form of the whirlpool 

itself is precisely the valuation the system chooses, as an exprerssion of what the meta-

system values.  

 

In this sense, a whirlpool is the result of a process of physical selection, one which is evolved 

from the intertwining of simpler physical systems, is selected for its fitness in regard to its 

contexts, reproduces itself as long as it can, and then dissolves the populations of sub-

systems in and between its contexts which weave in such a way to whirlpool in context as 

they do. Likewise, an organism does something similar, it is a biological selection,  one which 

is evolved by the intertwining of a population with a physical environment in regard to the 



unfolding of various physical and biological potentials. The organism is how the evaluative 

economy of evolution reproduces a particular genetic solution to the optimization problem as 

an evaluative economy it incarnates, a solution which was selected by the evolutionary 

economy of population-environment as meta-system when that organism lived long enough to 

pass on its genetic code by reproducing.  

 

Culture is a hybrid formation of sorts. It weaves together neural networking with physical 

networking to produces way of networking biological organisms to produce populations of 

hybrid meta-organisms, those which are quasi-alive, which is to say, which live indirectly in 

relation to organisms, by extending their lives in new quasi-living forms. Cultural systems 

quasi-live and evolve in relation to this. What do such systems value as evaluative 

economies?  

 

Physical systems value least action, and in this way, maximize their potential to conserve the 

potential for emergence even as they expend it. The weaving together of the conservation of 

potential emergence and dissipation of this gives rise to the unfolding and folding refraction of 

potentials we know, and the emergence of matter from quantum phenomena, and quantum 

phenomena are the result. Centralizng conservation and decentralizing dissipation weave 

together in meta-stable ways, and the distributed meta-stability which can emerge from this is 

matter, and dynamic systems, the most basic forms of the emergence of complexity.  

 

Material systems evolve determinacy from quantum indetermination, and what these lose in 

freedom, they gain in the ability to take up particular positions in space and time which can 

refract quantum potentials in new ways, ways which can endure over time, with matter as the 

result. Material systems produce forms of memory which can endure over time, but only when 



these are woven dynamically with unfolding potentials in the form of energy does it become 

possible for these to give rise to complex adaptive systems which emerge into complexity in 

ways which give rise to memory systems which are not merely determinately able to endure 

over time, but adaptively so.  

 

Living systems value temporal endurance like simple material systems, dynamically adapting 

endurance like complex adaptive systems, but also their ability to continue living, growing, 

and developing. Neural systems value learning how to behave in ways which potenitate the 

ability of the organism to continue living, growing, and developing. And wideware extends this 

into culture. Culture has done so in ways which have made it possible for humans to form 

meta-systems of networking actions, in the form of cooperation, networking feelings, in the 

form of collective sensations and affects, networking forms of meaning, such as systems of 

gestures, images, tools, and language, networking forms of evaluation, such as various social 

and monetary economies, and network forms of thinking, such as the emergence of science, 

philosophy, and other forms of cultural production which develop and feedback into all the 

others.  

 

What does this all tend towards? What is the valuation we incarnate, yet only incompletely, 

the goal which our systems seek to get us to achieve, as the tendnecies and potentials they 

incarnate, even as we seem unable to fully grasp these in the mode of declarative, explicit, or 

conscious knowledge? Why do we have declarative, explicit, and conscious knowledge? 

Many neuroscientists believe that the purposes of conscious awareness is that it is the result 

of the sort of multi-directional and multi-level feedback needed by a complex system such as 

our own to be able to interrupt and change a more automatic action sequence mid-course, 

due to incoming evaluations of the sequence in progress, to modulate this, change course, 



and select another path. Few animals are capable of this. To make this possible would require 

the interacting interfeeling spread across systems in a manner which seems likely to be the 

cause of our experience of conscious awareness.  

 

Conscious awareness makes it possible for us to set goals for ourselves, goals that exist in 

nested hierarchies, so that we can solve problems actively, to help learn how to better 

continue living, growing, and developing. The value systems which evolution built within us, 

including those which avoid pain, seek pleasure, and try to maximize feelings of well-being 

and accomplishment, give rise to nested series of optimization searches within us, as we 

evolve solutions at massively complexly interwoven nested levels of scale in regard to 

physical, dynamically physical, and living sub-systems within this, including neural ones.  

 

Were we to self-consciously value emergence, which is to say, the sustainable development 

of radically creative opening, for any and all and not merely for the privileged few, would be, in 

this sense, to bring the emergence of quantum, material, living, neural, and cultural evolution 

to a potentially new level. For it would make it possible to potentially bring into sync our self-

conscious attempts at thinking about how to maximize what we value, in ways which impact 

our modes of interpretation and doing, with those which express themselves in and through 

us already, which gave rise to us, and which are expressed in the valuing tendencies of which 

we are the expression. Or at least, that is the hope.  

 

 

 

To do so would most likely mean learning new ways to unlearn much of the fear and 

aggression based ways which helped us survive the violent circumstances of our early 



evolution, and the accumulatively oppressive forms of paranoid conservatism and capitalist 

exploitation, along with their capitalo-racist hybrids, which threaten our world with crash and 

dissolution at nearly every turn today. In this, to evolve towards greater emergence at a 

cultural level would be to evolve ourselves beyond the sort of “survival of the fittest” forms of 

“Social Darwinism” which have arisen from attempts to theorize a relation between culture 

and evolution in the past, along with the forms of market fundamentalism, lassiez-faire and 

“might makes right” types of thinking, not to mention more extreme forms of eugenics, 

fascism, various forms of oppression of difference, genocide, and other such horrors.  

 

Everything that is written here is against such, and an evolution of culture would need to be 

understood largely by how far it could leave behind the tendencies which undermine 

cooperation, altruism, socialism, democracy, solidarity, mutual support, etc. For it was not 

strength, purity, or overpowering the weak which made humans the most emergent species 

on this planet. Rather, it was our capacity for cooperation. Whenever we ravaged the 

environments around us, or the weakest amongst us, we radically hindered our collective 

potentials for emergence which, as with simpler forms of cultural, biological, and physical 

evolutions, only arose through conditions of diversity, varied forms of intertwining and 

feedback, distributedness of potentials, and meta-stable dynamics.  

 

The social form this would take is that of radical democratic socialism, one which values and 

seeks to foster the emergence of any and all rather than the few. The practice of this would of 

course not be simple, but for reasons beyond the scope of this text, it seems clear to say that 

such fostering of the potential emergence of any and all could be generalized at least to all 

humans, animals, and plants on this planet, even if a more detailed network ethics and 

politics will necessarily have to be addressed in future texts.  



 

Emergence at the Scale of the Quantum  

 

All of what has been described above can be seen as arising from the weaving of the 

quantum phenomena in our world. Quantum phenomena are emergences which arise as 

twistings of sorts in quantum fields. As Richard Feynman famously showed, rather than see 

these as particles or waves, they can in fact be seen as complex networkings whose 

intertwinings provide the fabric of space, time, matter, energy, and the ways in which more 

complex forms of these come to emerge.dxxxvi In such a sense, energy can be seen as 

conveyed in various forms by moving matters, and matter is in many senses bound energy, 

even as both arise from how quantum phenomena twist in such ways to produce knottings of 

matter which express tendencies, or forces, within fields of tension which they express as 

they interact with each other.dxxxvii Beyond simplistic division into matter or energy, space or 

time, quantum phenomena in many senses smear spacetime, and are neither merely matter 

nor energy, but rather, the ways in which they network are the source of how such 

distinctions, as they are commonly understood in various contexts in the macroscopic world 

and our modes of description of these, have come to arise.  

 

Quantum phenomena have a strange way of being spread out, or entangling, various aspects 

which, in macroscopic physics, are generally separate.dxxxviii But by means of their ability to 

interact with each other, it is as if they force each other to choose to be in one determinate 

state or another, to take up a position or form here or there and in a particular way, even if 

never fully completely.dxxxix What they lose in freedom to be multiple, they gain in determinacy, 

and this is what allows them to complexify further, as the fixity of matter is woven into more 

complex matters by energetic processes, and the given rise to matters which can 



energetically weave in ways which release new concrete potentials from abstract energy in 

such ways.  

 

This is not to say that there is not something relatively discrete about quantum flashings of 

this sort, though not in the more definite manner of macroscopic entities. For at the level of 

quantum phenomena, the very distinctions between matter and force, space and time, 

location and movement, begin to queer, which is to say, they cease to follow the normal rules 

which we often normatively ascribe to all aspects of the world, as if trying to legislate the 

solidity of the solid objects of our more pedestrian lives on to aspects of our world in regard to 

which such ways of thinking are a poor fit.dxl At the scale of the quantum, the world has logics 

which defy those which operate in the regular commerce of our daily lives.  

 

A relational perspective on the world is not, however, one which denies discontinuities, for in 

fact, analog continuities cannot give rise to all sorts of relatively discrete chunkings, 

depending on how they are refracted and twisted.dxli In and through the differentiation of such 

aspects of our world from others, there are always forms of relation, whether as produced by 

invisible small repulsive forces, or forms of thinking which seek to come into resonance with 

these, relative enucleations can of course emerge. In and through such relative atomizations 

of aspects of our world, however, there nevertheless seems no evidence that such chunkings 

or relative discretenesses are able to completely close themselves off from the world any 

more than that they are somehow beyond its influences.dxlii Rather, they are produced by the 

contexts and processes potentially within as well as without, which give rise to them, maintain 

them, and can transform them, even if quantum phenomena do so in ways which have 

degrees of freedom which go beyond those of more determinate macroscopic matters.  

 



Quantum phenomena seem to feel the shifts in the contexts which operate on them, and from 

here, unfolding and folding potentials in ways which tend to relieve the tension of the systems 

of which they are aspects in regard to the basic flows of energy in the cosmos, they have 

formed matters such as atoms and molecules as we know them. Quantum phenomena are 

likely the simplest experiencers which it makes sense to speak of in our world, for the way 

they feel their relations comprise the fabric of the world as it extends in ways which are 

commonly described in spatial and temporal terms.  

 

Each such basic matter is a feeling of the contexts upon it, a pattern of balance, or symmetry, 

between the forces which impact it, which it refracts. And in such a sense, the bodies of basic 

physical experiencers, which is to say, sub-atomic quantum phenomena, atoms, ions, and 

molecules, not only feel their contexts, they are the way they feel their contexts. Quantum 

phenomena frustrate many of the distinctions between space and time, matter and energy, 

which we use to make sense of the larger and more stable aspects of our world.  

 

For the ways in which quantum phenomena smear and entangle as they twistingly flash as 

networks of events is precisely what gives rise to the material weavings whose shifts we 

describe in such terms, with the most basic level of this distributed weavings of quantum 

worldfeeling manifesting as the spatio-temporal continuum in regard to which the rest of the 

changes in our world unfold as complex weavings thereof and the rhythms and fields which 

arise from shifts within these.   

 

Within such fields, matter can be understood as congealing of energy, and energy as a force 

conveyed by moving matter, including that of various energy carrying particles unleashed 

from various transformations of the weavings of matter, such as its composition or 



decomposition in various ways. There is something peculiar about this, of course, in that the 

very definitions of matter and energy seem to presupposed each other, at least, until, at the 

quantum level, the very distinction stops making as much sense as it did, for the very 

parameters of space and time begin to cease to be as useful as they had been otherwise as 

well.  

 

After all, in the quantum realm, the types of forces exhibited by various particles is 

differentiated in regard to their “spin,” a quality similar to that of angular momentum, as seen 

in the force exerted by the spinning of a whirlpool. But in quantum phenomena, there is spin, 

but no actual movement, and hence, spin is perhaps better understood as a sort of twisting 

which is between states generally described, in more macroscopic contexts, as that of 

movement and rest.dxliii Without differences in spin, the “exclusion principle” which keep space 

and time “extended” as we know it, rather than completely collapsed as in the Big Bang, 

would not function, which is to say, our very notions of space, time, matter, and energy derive 

from rather than are fundamental in regard to how quantum phenomena give rise to them.  

 

Put otherwise, matter, energy, space, and time emerge from the differentiations, or “symmetry 

breakings,” which occur in regard to the unfolding of quantum potentials within the basic fabric 

of the world. For an example of symmetry breaking, when the snow on the side of a mountain 

collapses into an avalanche, the balance of forces which kept the snow poised on the cusp of 

collapse down a given side of the mountain before it collapses can be seen as a symmetry. 

When the mountain collapses, the symmetry is broken, and a mountain’s worth of snow 

collapses down one side, and not the others, giving rise to a difference which unfolds from 

mere potential. Likewise, when pressure is high enough, water skips the liquid phase, jumping 

directly from solid to gas and back again.  



 

When pressure is lowered enough, just as a spinning top can no longer maintain its balance if 

it slows down too much, so it is with the balance of forces which made it possible for water to 

jump directly from gas to solid and back. Water trying to “make such a jump” instead falls into 

the new abyss opened by the broken symmetry, and liquid water is the result. This is not 

unlike the way in which it is impossible to distinguish the qualities and objects one sees in the 

world if there is either too much or too little available light. Either extreme is a symmetry, a 

sameness, a pattern of balance which creates an indistinction or indifference. When there is a 

level of light between extremes, the symmetry is broken when an aspect of the visual field 

emerges as a new distinct and differentiated aspect of the world, actualization which 

demonstrates a potential which had been hidden by the completely symmetrical conditions 

which obscured it by making it impossible to manifest more directly in such conditions.  

 

So it is with the basic stuff of our cosmos. In the micro-seconds immediately after the Big 

Bang, the basic fabric of our universe was at such a state of high energy, that barely any 

aspects of the world were likely able to emerge in any way which was distinct. Scientists who 

study the early universe, for example, by examining the patterns in the cosmic microwave 

background radiation which is the so called “leftovers of the Big Bang,” believe that not long 

after such a cataclysmic expansion, minor cooling occurred, giving rise to fluctuations which 

lead to the first swerves in our cosmos, the earliest twistings which broke the symmetry, and 

in this way, some of the most basic fundamental fields and attendant forces in our cosmos 

differentiated out of such powerful indifference.dxliv From there every more fields of forces 

came to differentiate as the universe cooled, and these twisted and interacted in various ways 

to weave together to produce the knottings of the world of emergence as we know it.  

 



But what then is the stuff of matter, which is conveyed by energy, which traverses space, 

which unfolds over time? Such notions derive from the fabric of the cosmos which 

differentiates into such forms of unfolding, even if it refolds some of these partially back 

against itself in weavings of meta-layers of feedbacking which give rise to new forms of 

differentiating networking in turn. But what is it that, by means of “an intricate series of mutual 

nudges” is differentiated and woven in a manner which gives rise to what is more than the 

sum of its parts?  

 

To describe the basic stuff of the cosmos as merely matter or energy, or to speak of merely 

the fabric of space, time, or spacetime, would be reductive, for these all arose from that which 

gave rise to them, that which cosmologists generally tend to refer to as “the Singularity” which 

gave rise to the Big Bang, that form which matter, energy, space, and time emerged, and from 

which, in many senses, they can still be seen as continuing in their processes of emerging. 

There is a strong argument to be made that all that occurs in our universe is simply the 

singularity exploring its potentials for emergence in a manner which is extended rather than 

contracted, and that, in many senses, we have never left the singularity, we are its aspects.  

 

In some senses, this is what this text is arguing in its way, calling the fabric of the unfolding 

singularity after the Big Bang as it differentiatingly weaves, as an opening whole and as the 

aspects which arise from this as the very aspects of this opening which are how this fabric 

opens itself, as emergence. It is worth being clear about this: from the perspective of this text, 

“opening” and “emergence” are two names for the fabric of the physical world of which space, 

space, time, matter, and energy are aspects, and which can be networked to give rise to 

worlds of action which can be felt by aspects within these as aspects of worlds of experience, 

which can be folded and layered in systems of meaning, value, and thinking relative to these. 



Even to call this emergence, of course, is an oversimplification, and merely a way of 

speaking, but such a term can at least serve as a place-holder of sorts to help produce 

various descriptions of aspects of the world which can come into resonant sync with enough 

of the emergent aspects of the world to help indicate this in their ways.dxlv  

 

From such a perspective, it makes little sense to think of anything as “being” this or that thing 

of this or that “type” in a definitive sense, and rather, so see anything as “being what it is” 

merely in regard to the form of networking which manifests at this particular aspect of the 

cosmos in such a way. Every aspect of the world, in this sense, is an aspect of the twisting 

world-opening of the unfolding of the fabric of the cosmos, or emergence, itself, and in this 

sense, the potential of any aspect of the cosmos is potentially infinite, even if this can only 

ever be unleashed in regard to how it networks with the contexts and processes around it 

which can bring such potentials into the world. There is no unleashing of such potential, 

however, without differentiating networking and networking differentiation, for potential only 

actualizes in our world by means of this, for this is what it means to be anything in our world in 

any sort of way at all as such.  

 

And so, the chemical energy stored in a molecule of oil can be burned to produce fire, and 

dissipate this quickly, as heat, in a way which does not further intertwine it with matter. Or, it 

can be burned to produce fire to give rise to heat in an electrical power plant. In such a way, it 

can turn water into steam, which can drive a turbine, which can drive a generator, which can 

produce electricity. This electricity can be dissipated in light in a lightbulb, and do little else. 

Or, it could move through my computer, and in such a way, weave with how my body expends 

energy to produce this book. Energy is abstract, but by networking with matter, it can release 

new sorts of potentials, depending on the sorts of matter involved and the sorts of dynamic 



interweavings in which these networkings are involved.  

 

So it is with matter. I can drink a molecule of water. My body may use that molecule of water 

to produce some of the fluid between the cells of my toe, and it will not lead to highly complex 

emergences in such a way, even though it will contribute to my bodily life in its way. But that 

same molecule of water could have been sent to a neuron in my brain, and become part of 

my ability to think and write this text. Such a molecule of water is identical to that in the middle 

of the ocean, and yet, when it is networked with the other molecules in my brain, it becomes 

part of the interweaving networking of my bodily functioning in ways which make the writing of 

a complex text possible. Even more radically, an atom of hydrogen which composes part of 

the tissue of one of neurons in my brain is identical to any other molecule of hydrogen in the 

world, from that in a molecule of water in the ocean, as much as that in a molecule of oil, as 

much as when bound to another as a molecule of hydrogen gas which fuels the fission 

reactions which power the sun.  

 

In these senses, from a relational perspective on the world, nothing should be seen as able to 

do what it does merely because of what it “is,” just as likewise, nothing should be seen as 

“being what it is” simply because of what it can do. We do not know the limits of what 

something can do, because we do not know all the ways in which it could dynamically 

network, and we do know what something “truly is” because we cannot know all the possible 

circumstances which could cause something to show that it is not truly the sort of thing which 

we might have imagined it otherwise to be.  

 

After all, just to look at some simple examples, chemically pure water and water with salt 

dissolved in it may look the same, but one can boil them both and distinguish them by means 



of the residue of salt left behind by one but not the other, or attempt to use both to conduct 

electricity, even if the chemically pure water will not conduct electricity, while the salt water 

will. To think relationally is to be skeptical of any sort of “is,” and instead, it to think in terms of 

working-with and relating-to, and in this sense, to see any “this” or “that” as a mere grasping 

of a process which only is reducible in such a way in part.  

 

Why, then, is complexity more than the mere sum of its parts? What is the “more”? The more 

is the way in which the twisting of the stuff of the world which is the world unleashes its 

potential as matter, energy, space, and time, and more complex twistings of these which 

occur in regard to various symmetry breaking differentiations which unfold various potential 

networkings and the networking of these in new and different ways which unfolds potentials 

which were not immediately latent within these potentials in folded form, but only by means of 

the partial folding of the unfolding differentiations.  

 

Each networking is the result of mutual influences between aspects which change how they 

do what they do, and these changes make it possible for such a networking to emerge in such 

a way as a form of relatively coherent mutual influencing, one which is not the “mere sum” of 

its “parts” because in the very process of emergence, the parts have shifted how each does 

what it does, perhaps even shifting aspects of the aspects in question, and in this sense, the 

process of emergence changes either what it weaves or how these weave.  

 

In these senses, emergence is a process which produces difference, and it is that which 

differs from itself in such a process. Emergence is the excess which manifests in and as new 

forms of networking which arise as symmetries from those woven from the broken 

symmetries which gave rise to the differentiated materials to be networked in the first place. 



Unraveling to rework differently is the source of novelty which emerges in and through this, 

and this is the way in which excessive unfolding which is not mere dissipative, but dissipates 

into new structures, arises as it does in the world. 

 

The fabric of our world is emergence because emergence is what it does, and in doing so, our 

world emergences in a manner such that in particular conditions, emergence comes to be 

spontaneously. Emergence, in this sense, is the most fundamental symmetry in regard to the 

cosmos that we know, for as opening, it is the only consistent aspects of all of our world. That 

said, some aspects of our world are more intensely emergent than others, and learning to 

understand what this means, as well as the potentials for coming into sync with this, is what 

this project is all about.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four: From Emergence to Worlds of Experience 

 

How do the networks described in the preceding sections ever come to experience, which is 

to say, to feel, to feel this or that aspect of the world as an aspect, and an aspect of a world, in 

relation to a body which feels itself feeling such an aspect and world of which it is an aspect in 

turn? To start to address such concerns, let us return to the phenomena of meta-stability, and 

attempt to tease out some of the implications of how it does what it does in the world.  

 

How Emergence Opens on to Experiencing 

 

When a system is in a meta-stable state, with its many options pushing and pulling in a sort of 

balance, the various influences upon it are “summed over,” in a sense, and the result is that 

the system may semi-chaotically fluctuate this way and that, if in the a way which is more 

stable than not.dxlvi For example, a whirlpool nearly always exhibits microfluctuations this way 

or that as part of its dynamic equilibrium, even when it is at its most stable. It is often quite 

difficult to tell precisely why it moves at a given moment this way or that. If one had the 

patience, however, and were to try to track down the cause of any particular such micro-shift, 

it is likely that one could eventually find such an immediate cause, such as a given micro-



fluctuation this way or that from within or without, but it is often nearly impossible to determine 

the precise contribution of all the micro-factors which, complexly woven at multiple levels of 

scale, and summed together, have put the system into a meta-stable state which made it 

unstable enough to allow such a small micro-fluctuation to have such an over-sized effect.  

 

It may be the case, for example, that the micro-vibrations from a verbal shout could be the 

micro-fluctuation which brings down the entire side of a mountain in an avalanche. Clearly the 

vibration of a few molecules of air alone has very little force, and in normal circumstances, 

could hardly move thousands of pounds of snow on their own, a task that would normally 

require hundreds of bulldozers to do. But when everything else is dynamically balanced, when 

one push in one direction can lead to a micro-cascade which can lead to a chain of others 

which can coalesce into a meso-cascade and then a macro-cascade, sometimes all it takes is 

the tiniest of pushes to cause an entire system to “choose” to take one path over another.  

 

But observers have limited capacities for observation, have limited time, and limited need to 

know the precise details, and it is often easier to speak of “the environment” or “evolution” as 

a whole, as if to personify such relatively dispersed and summed-over agencies which 

nevertheless can seem at times as exerting relatively unified pressures in various ways. 

Clearly it is not uncommon to say that “evolution” chose one pathway over another, or the 

environment “pressured” a population to “take one path” over another.  

 

The population, however, is a distributed entity, and while each individual organism may be 

conscious, there is no reason to think that there is anything like a shared consciousness 

between the organisms in a population, any more than at work between the collective forces 

exerted by an “environment” upon it, or “evolution” as a distributed process, or the collective 



“choice” of a mountain to fall one way rather than another. Even if I break a medium sized 

branch over my leg, I may at first see the branch bend this way or that before “choosing” to 

break in one spot rather than the others. Is this simply a way of speaking?  

 

It is not uncommon for humans to attribute the capacity for free choice above all to other 

humans. Animals are seen as being largely dominated by instinct, even if more complex ones 

are generally seen as having some sort of freedom of choice. Less complex organisms, with 

less complex brains, especially those which show only minor evidence of what many might 

call “awareness,” or lacking complex brains, are often described as having far less capacity 

for free choice, and physical systems are generally described as having no choice at all, 

simply following cause and effect. Even if at times some tend to talk about some physical 

systems then, particularly some of which are described above, “as if” they make choices, 

perhaps this is still only just a way of speaking, or perhaps should be seen in such a way.  

 

What makes a human able to choose? Our brains are composed of populations of neurons 

which pulse in various rhythms. Those which pulse in sync are able to produce coherent 

signals within what is otherwise a sort of neural static or noise. When enough populations of 

neurons come into sync, this is a sort of coherent neural action, one which can recognize 

incoming stimuli in ways which can lead to other forms of internal sync which can in turn lead 

to various actions produced by the body as a whole. Some actions of the body are relatively 

automatic, such as the blinking of an eye, and there seems no reason to think that 

consciousness or awareness, as these terms are used colloquially, has much to do with such 

actions. But there are other actions which seem far more deliberate.  

 

For example, I may ask a friend if they are hungry and would like to get something to eat. My 



friend can say something like “sure, why not,” or “no, not really,” or “I'm slightly hungry, don't 

need a full meal, but I will get something small if you do.” They could also hear my request 

and ignore it, or lie to me for some reason, or respond in some other way, like telling me a 

joke, or starting up a conversation which seems to indicate that my friend heard my request 

but cast it aside. And so, if they say “sure, why not,” I am lead to think this is because they are 

hungry, but I do not ultimately know. There is every reason to think, however, that my 

statement impacted the air around my friend's ears enough to lead my sounds to be 

recognized by their brain as intelligible speech, and that this lead to various neural patterns of 

activation to come about within their brain, and this lead them to the do what they did, namely, 

move their body to produce the sorts of sounds I understood as a reply.  

 

That said, I know that all the neurons within both of us are really quite unable to do any of this 

on their own. Individual neurons are unable to “know” anything.dxlvii They do not “know” 

language, they cannot recognize speech on their own, nor choose to respond on their own. All 

any individual neuron knows how to do is pulse faster when it gets more incoming pulses, 

with a greater likelihood this will happen when these arrive at the same time.dxlviii In this way, it 

is liable to not only pulse more quickly when others pulse more quickly in its direction, but in a 

way which comes into sync with the more dominant rhythms of pulsing it receives.dxlix  

 

It needs to be emphasized that no individual neuron “thinks” on its own, even just a tiny bit, 

nor feels in any way that can be recognized as everyday sensation, action, or even as 

recognizable bits of this. There is no simple one-to-one correlation between what a neuron 

does and any imagined “atom” of our everyday sensation, thought, feeling, motor action, or 

anything like this. No neuron thinks nor feels in any recognizable way, nor any population of 

them, nor the brain without the body, nor the body without being a part of its environment. 



Thinking is always a thinking-with, just as feeling is a feeling-with, sensing a sensing-with, 

doing a doing-with, and the capacities for these as well.  

 

All that any neuron feels as other neurons pulse at it is its inner tension rise as it pulses faster, 

and all it feels in regard to the other sorts of signalings which flow through them, of which 

there are many, is what these feel like as it responds to these in turn, along with, of course, 

how its body feels itself and its shifting environment otherwise from there. Some may object to 

what has been stated above, and imagine that a single neuron could be responsible for a 

micro-feature of what, for example, a person sees on its own. This is simply not the case. In 

fact, it takes at least hundreds of neurons to pulse in sync for this to mean nearly anything in 

the human nervous system or brain.dl That is, it takes a group of neurons working together to 

create a “difference that makes a difference,” which is to say, to matter as “information” in a 

neural sense.dli  

 

Feeling, neural or otherwise, is differential and in-between, which is to say, it is relational. 

Even if a neuron can be understood as being a site which, if stimulated, gives rise to a person 

feeling they are “seeing green,” for reasons described earlier in this text, this is only because 

of how this gives rise to patterns of feedbacking amplification and inhibition in massively 

complex clouds of interfeeling which link the activation of this neuron with all sorts of clouds of 

often partially contrary associations that make this feel as it does.  

 

Likewise, in a simpler way, with each molecule of water in a whirlpool. No individual water 

molecule can “whirlpool” on its own. It cannot even swirl unless the balance of force which 

flow between its micro and macro-contexts shift their symmetry, giving rise to movement of 

that molecule. Shift the balance of forces within and without, and anything will move or 



transform, and in this sense, nothing “is” what it is, it is simply how its contexts network at this 

particular location within their weaving. The movement of any individual water molecule can 

thus be understood as how the balance of forces within and without that molecule shift, and  

how the pool of water shifts how it feels its molecules and forces within itself in relation to how 

it feels its contexts in turn. Feeling is feeling-with, such that feeler and felt are far more 

aspects of a process of feeling, a world of feeling which feels in and through these aspects, 

than anything like the reverse.   

 

Life is, like any complex adaptive system, is an emergent interfeeling, if of a particularly 

emergently complex sort. To start, it does depend on external meta-stability for its capacity to 

emerge, for it maintains this actively within itself. This makes it possible to continually interfeel 

not only shifts within itself, but its world as well, and in ways which remain sensitively open 

enough yet also dynamically stable enough so as to be able to continually be on the cusp of 

emergence in relation to these. Life is continuously, distributedly, interfeelingly meta-stable, 

and this is why it is sensitively response within and without and openingly beyond as it is.  

 

The potential for life in complex adaptive systems of various sorts, such as whirlpools, or the 

precursors for living cells, such as the replicators and metabolic chains that scientists have 

proposed as some examples of these, seem to have aspects of such capacities, but not the 

ability to maintain this in a manner which is dynamically responsive enough to be sustainable. 

A whirlpool, for example, can only remain complexly adaptive so long as its exterior 

circumstances push it towards this, while living systems actively produce and maintain such 

conditions, and while metabolic chains are sustainable in some ways, this depends on them 

having enough basic raw materials, something which only occurs if something like an 

organism continually has a way of supplying food sources.  



 

Life occurs when emergence is able to become fully sustainable in regard to the general 

range of contexts in which it finds itself, and more emergent life is that which is able to 

emerge in a wide range of contexts, and even shifting ones at that. Even more complexly, 

brains emerge from multi-level networking which potentiates the infolding unfolding of meta-

stability as material, living, and neural networking which makes this possible. This occurs in 

ways which internalize meta-stability as well, for the dynamics of patterns of activation at work 

with populations in the brain are themselves meta-stable. Various micro-populations of sync 

within brains continuously emerge and compete with each other. In the absence of stimuli, 

such as occurs in conditions of relative sensory deprivation, it is not uncommon for people to 

start hallucinating after long, for the brain tends to give rise to stimulations of various sorts, 

largely on its own, when outer stimuli are absent.dlii  

 

This is because the brain is in a perpetually meta-stable state, and in fact, a multiplicity of 

these at massive numbers of levels of scale. So is the rest of the human body, if less 

complexly. The reason for this is that, as various theorists have argued, living organisms 

emerge from meta-stable environments into complexity by internalizing aspects of the meta-

stability within themselves. This allows them to come into sync with aspects of this meta-

stability increasingly complex ways, and on their own terms, liberating themselves from simply 

being extensions of their environment. Differnetiating off, emerging from their environments, 

they can reintertwine more complexly in turn.  

 

A whirlpool, for example, spins one way rather than another, and contrary to popular belief, 

this is not merely due to the rotation of the early and gravity, but also local conditions.dliii But 

what makes a whirlpool ultimately “choose” to spin in one direction rather than another? The 



molecules of water reach a point of balance as they are semi-chaotically flowing in a meta-

stable state, all jostling to get down the drain. Various forces and influences, some near and 

some distant, all sum over to create an overall state of instability, but at some point, some 

micro-fluctuation tips the balance one way over others. Perhaps a nearby shift occurred, but 

why did this happen? Perhaps a series of more distant shifts all occurred at once, all summed 

over, such that, perhaps the breeze pushed a pebble down the hill, the pebble fell into the 

pool, and the ripples tipped the balance in one direction rather than another. What makes the 

wind flow, however, other than a summing over of a massive amount of distributed 

influences?dliv  

 

The water would never have been situated on the cusp of dramatically different dynamic 

options, and in such a way that a pebble could cause it to respond so radically, however, if it 

were not made sensitive by being in an overall metastable state. And what brought that about, 

but the drain opening beneath the pool beneath it? Then again, the drain would not have 

been able to have this effect on the pool had it not been on Earth, but rather a planet with a 

different mass, influencing the force of gravity which this would create, or if the drain were of a 

different size or shape, etc. A huge variety of factors must be networking in a very particular 

way for any system to become meta-stably sensitive, and this must occur both internally and 

externally, in regard to molecular and sub-atomic micro-factors as much as external macro-

factors.  

 

Just as feeling is relational, so is emergence. That is, no system in the world emerges merely 

on its own, however. It is as much emerged by its contexts, the micro and macro contexts 

which emerge in and through it. A system emerges between its micro and macro contexts, its 

inner and outer influences, and thus, the very division between any system and its contexts 



are aspects of the emergence which has system, context, division, and interaction between 

these as aspects. Such a situation can be seen in living systems as well. Life emerged as it 

did because the tendencies towards life, expressed in various proto-living matters, were 

woven in very particular in life-producing conditions, to give rise to life as it did. Such raw 

materials are only called life after the fact, of course, for such emergences were simply one of 

many new types of emergence which were likely occurring in such environments. What made 

the emergence of life so important that we give it a special name afterwards, one full of 

meaning to us, is because the emergence of life potentiated so much emergence afterwards.  

 

It is nevertheless but a small shift from the various proto-living processes in which various 

metabolites and replicants engaged before they began to network together in a way we might 

recognize as living today.dlv It is likely there could have been intermediate stages, as it is 

difficult for researchers to track all the steps which likely occurred then in our present day, and 

many think life likely possibly emerged several times, perhaps in several ways, only 

congealing together later on. The true potential of an emergence can thus only be determined 

relatively, retroactively. In hindsight, it is easy to see that the emergence of life was a radical 

one, full of potential.  

 

While the strength of an emergence can be perhaps understood in terms of the magnitude of 

the jump or jumps involved from one relatively stable state to another, even if each is meta-

stable to one degree or another, the potential of an emergence, its depth, so to speak, is 

another matter entirely. Even if the quantity of the strength of the emergence of life may not 

have been massive, its intensity of potential for potentiating emergence is another matter 

entirely. Entire new domains of quantities of new types of qualities emerged from this 

emergence, and so, it is difficult to say if the notions of quantity or quality even make much 



sense in regard to emergence. Rather, it is that from which such notions themselves emerge.  

 

Returning more directly to life, living cells are the result of various separate proto-living 

organisms, those with various aspects of life, yet not all of them, networking together in a 

synergetic meta-stable balance which, in its intermodulation, emerged, and unlike a whirlpool, 

was able to do so sustainably. In this, it became more than the sum of its parts. All of which 

makes the very definition of life seem more like a notion of difference in degree rather than 

kind, for while the emergence of life was itself a jump, it was preceded by many micro-jumps 

which gave rise to it and came after it.  

 

Rather than see life or mind as so complex as to be inexplicable by physical processes, and 

hence, as in need of otherworldly foundation, today it is rather possible to see both as 

moments of emergence. The tendency towards life reaches far down into matter, and in fact, 

is nothing but the ways in which various potentials for complexification have the potential to 

come together in such a way. What is more, the potential of life to exceed itself is of course 

also there from the start, for evolution and life came about at the same time, both arose from 

how genetic material copied itself in ways that simultaneously lead to repair and reproduction, 

notions which are only truly separated as organisms became more specialized and 

complex.dlvi  

 

Interfeeling Interacting on the Cusp 

 

Meta-stability, in its ability to keep a system “on its toes” between options, so to speak, is the 

origin of the ways in which “sensitivity” arises in organisms, and in fact, matter itself. A system 

is sensitive when it reacts to small perturbations. When many small influences sum together 



from many directions and levels of scale to keep a system on its toes in many ways at once, 

that system is able to sense in many ways at once. If the system is simple, its body will only 

be able to do so much with this, for it will only be able to differentiate the summing over so 

much into aspects, and will only be able to respond in limited ways. The more differentiated a 

body into particular aspects, the more a system can differentiate sensations, particularly if the 

differentiated aspects are not only differentiated in space, but quality. Many organisms do this 

by forming specific tissues and organs which are sensitive in particular ways so that they 

specialize in certain forms of sensitivity, just as others are specialized to various forms of 

response.  

 

But sensitivity is not enough, for meta-stability makes new forms of reaction possible in ways 

which complement its potentiation of sensitivities as well, for ultimately, these are varying 

aspects of each other. Take the case of a flock of birds. Each bird of a flocking type will 

swerve away from another if it gets too close to it, towards another if it gets too far away, with 

certain habits in regard to how it modulates angle and speed in relation to this, and certain 

limitations of sight and maneuverability. Change any one of these parameters, or have too 

many or too few birds, or spread them out over too large or small of an area, or vary the wind-

speed or number of obstacles, and as numerous simulations which map to observed behavior 

show, and complex flocking behavior, once one exceeds certain thresholds at least, will not 

occur.dlvii But within specific parameter ranges, it will, but why?  

 

The “intricate network of mutual nudges” between the individual organisms of the group feed 

back on each other at multiple levels of scale.dlviii A swerve left by one bird seeking to avoid an 

obstacle on the right extreme of the group impacts that of the three birds next to it, which 

influence the swerve of the fifteen packed around them, which influence the near forty around 



them. One bird's swerve left away from an obstacle at the extreme of the group can lead the 

entire group to swerve, as the single bird at the fringe functions as a sensitive feeler for the 

group as a whole. This occurs in that the swerve left by that one bird gives rise to a cascade 

of feed forward effects, feed forward being the non-negative form of feedback in this sense, 

and such that the swerve left by one bird leads to ripple effects which move the entire group 

to the left.dlix But why? After all, this is simply one bird, why should its swerve move the entire 

group via a cascade of movements of other birds which follow it?  

 

The reason is not because this bird is unlike the others. It is not smarter, faster, stronger, nor 

different at all from the others, nor does it fly according to habits any different from those 

which it normally employs when not flocking. It still swerves towards and away from others of 

its group and from obstacles in the same ways as before. What is different is that at the 

precise moment when this one particular bird swerved left to avoid an obstacle at the right 

fringe of the flock, it was in a particular position relative to the rest of the group. This position 

made it such that if it swerved left, it would cause a leftward swerve in those immediately 

close to it, and these were positioned in such a way that this would lead in a leftward swerve 

from those next to them, and so on, until a cascade occurred.  

 

Just as one more snowflake which falls on the side of a mountain can provide that critical 

tipping point which brings down a mountainside of snow to fall right rather than left, it is not 

the impact of the snowflake that is crucial, but rather, the states of balanced interdependence 

of all the other bits of snow on the mountain, and all the tensions these are able to unleash in 

a set of linked cascades. So it is with the bird, such that, when it swerves left, its relational 

position in the group leads to a series of cascades which result in the entire group swerving 

left. Had the other birds not been positioned around it just as it had, the swerve of a single 



bird would not have had the massive cascading ripple effect it did. But as the others were 

positioned around it as they were in regard to the obstacle, the bird at the fringe, while 

remaining its individual self, functioned as well as the leading edge of the group as a whole, a 

feeler which made it possible for the group to feel, and in such a way that this feeling gave 

rise to action of the sort that no individual bird could initiate, plan, or produce on its own, and 

which resembles neither the flying pattern of any bird, nor the form of the body of any bird.  

 

Once the group swerves left, however, the shape of the group changes as the flock swoops 

and curls back on itself. Now the bird that was at the right fringe of the group is within the 

center of the group. It is no longer at any fringe, and as such, it does not feel the need to 

swerve away from an obstacle towards which the group may swerve, and as such, it no 

longer plays the role of being a feeler of external influences for the group as a whole, and as 

such, its role has shifted within the flock, and yet, it feels just as much for the group. For now 

a different bird may be at the top fringe of the flock and feel a gust of wind, which may cause 

it to swerve up and back, and just as another bird at the bottom of the group begins to lag 

behind. The bird on which we have been focused, now in the center of the group, feels 

various rippling influences from the various birds in its immediate vicinity, each at varying 

distances which modulate their influence. The bird now functions as a node in a network of 

influences, each of which influences its own capacities for feeling, interpreting, evaluating, 

processing, and doing, making it possible for the bird to play the role of doing so for how the 

center of the group processes influences from its fringes.  

 

Sometimes fringe influences may move the entire group, as shown before. But in the case 

described above, one bird by the top swerved up and back, one towards the bottom lagged 

behind, and these influences largely cancel out for the bird at the middle, and so, as this bird 



is located at the junction of two opposing cascades, it feels the minor influence of the 

neighbor to its left swerving towards it more powerfully, and so it swerve neither up nor down, 

but rather slightly to the right. Such a swerve is only one small move within the group 

however, and as a whole, all of these already mentioned now cancel out for the group as a 

whole, which instead as a whole, due to the conflicting influences which cancel and those 

which come into sync and amplify largely come into balance, and so, the group may, for a 

moment at least, simply continue as it had.  

 

In this manner a given bird may find itself deciding for the entire group, if it is positioned in 

such a way that its actions can lead to a cascade in one direction or another which amplifies 

its decision. But for this to happen, there must be a state of high tension and near balance of 

forces in only a few possible directions, and with few obstacles to tension release once it 

begins in one direction rather than others, such as can be seen with snow on a mountain. 

Only then, in a state of distributed tension and meta-stability in multiple forms and levels of 

scale, at work in the bird and its sub-systems as well as the sub-systems of the group, can 

the move of one particular bird serve to impact the group in an outsized way in such a 

manner.  

 

A bird in a flock is in many senses not unlike a neuron within a living brain. Neural populations 

of influences give rise to cascades of amplifying feed-forward and inhibitory feedback which 

come into balance or tip out of balance in relation to various external and internal shifts. At a 

given moment, dynamic neural populations may jostle for influence, coming into an uneasy 

balance, poised between options such a pencil balanced on its point, waiting for the tiniest 

gust of wind or vibration to make it fall in one of many directions. Few changes of 

consequence arise from any single neuron pulsing in a particular way rather than others, 



rather, it takes an entire small group working together.  

 

But if everything else is in balance on the cusp between options, in a state of distributedly 

meta-stable tension, with all the others pulsing in balance tipping this way and that yet never 

managing to cascade in one direction over others, a small group may pulse slightly out of 

sync with those around it, triggering a cascade of cascades, leading to a massive avalanche 

of neural pulsation in one direction over others, giving rise to the brain “choosing” to move a 

limb in this direction rather than that.  

 

In such a circumstance, a very small group of neurons could cast the deciding “vote” which 

lead to the entire group choosing, so long as they were all balanced yet in tension in regard to 

their inner and outer environments in just the right way. But a moment later, the brain may be 

in a very different state, and the contribution of the very same small neural population may 

have little impact on the group as a whole. What is more, the different aspects of what was 

previously a group pulsing in sync may now pulse separately, varying neurons being now 

members of new groupings. Just as in a democracy, while it is unusual to be in a position to 

cast a deciding vote in any election, it is hardly thinkable, in a large and complex enough 

system, to be able to do so more than once in a row, as the relational configuration of 

dynamic inter-feeling inter-acting influence between inner and outer contexts and across 

levels of scale has taken on a new configuration around one, and so, one's relational role in 

regard to the dynamic whole has shifted.  

 

It is in such a way that a bird in a flock may find itself a relatively directionally oriented feeler 

of external obstacles at one moment, and of complexly multidirectional inner influences at 

another. Similarly, the sensory cells in my retinas feel external influences and are largely 



directed outwards, such that it serves as a sense organ in my perceptual systems, while a 

nerve cell in my gut may tell me that the wriggling of my intestines which converge on it from 

multiple directions trigger it in such a way that indicates to the rest of my brain that I likely feel 

uncomfortable about a particular situation, taking part in this way in a feedback loop in which 

my body helps my brain get a “gut feel” for a situation. Some of my feelers are pointed 

outwards in a more directed manner, others inward in a more multidirectional way.  

 

In my body, some cells specialize in feeling specific types of influences from particular 

directions outside the body, such as retinal receptors which only receive light from the front of 

my face, while those within me tend to unify influences from many aspects of my body as a 

whole. Feeling without can be understood as perception, feeling within as affection, and each 

of these are types of action whose interaction in meta-stable ways make it possible for my 

body to interfeelingly feel itself as it does, and in a way which makes it possible for its 

interfeeling to feel its world in a manner which leads it to do what it does in relation to how the 

world does in relation to it.  

 

As organisms are likely to be more complex than aspects of their environment, their 

interfeeling tends to be more complex. This is what renders them able to sense in many ways, 

and react in many ways. Just as the outer macro-influence of an obstacle on a single micro-

bird can give rise to a meso-cascade which can give rise to macro-action of the flock itself, so 

it is that the various micro-influences from without can lead to various micro-actions of birds 

and meso-actions of cascades which cancel out. Meta-stability implies that there is a 

continual stream of dissipation of energy, as each bird in this case ate food which it 

continually dissipates, and in this way, there is a continual intermodulation of tiny micro-

movements and meso-cascades of such miniscule degree that they may even be invisible to 



the naked eye.  

 

Just as one makes a constant stream of micro-corrections while driving a car, so it is with 

birds in flight, and it is this continual interfeeling in balance whose “system of continual 

nudges” gives rise to the interfeeling interacting which is the metastable feeling action of the 

flock itself on itself. Affection, is the capacity for impacting and being impacted, for feeling and 

doing, and the more a system is able to be affected the more it is able to feel, just as the more 

it is able to affect the more it is able to do. Affection is a word which is reversible, mutual, 

inter-, and between, and in this sense, it is meta-, that which indicates how interfeeling arises 

from feeling, interaction from action, and the interfeeling interaction of emerging complexity in 

the process.dlx  

 

A flock of birds has innumerable ways of configuring itself, and in this sense, any bird can play 

the role of being an external feeler, or perceiver, just as any can play the role of an internal 

feeler, or affector, or an outer limb of sorts which impacts the world around it, as a doer. In 

living organisms, specific cells, tissues, and organs specialize in such roles, differentiating the 

system in such a way. Differentiation is a form of determining reification, and as such, for the 

system to overcome the relative inertia and enucleation produced in the process, it needs to 

find a way of networkingly intertwining to compensate for this. When reification does not 

petrify the dynamics of a system, or channel them into only reproducing more of the same, 

threading back into networking instead, it avoids the pitfalls of overreification. The particularity 

and specialization which determinacy provides then functions as differentiation which then 

enriches networking.  

 

In a living organism, the differentiation of roles into specialized cells, tissues, and organs is 



then rewoven by various forms of networking between these, such as produced by chemical 

messengers, grounding environments of fluids such as those of lymphatic systems, and 

specialized cells which play a role of meta-affection in regard to the system as a whole, 

beyond that of genetic networking in cells, namely, those of a nervous system of the organism 

as a whole, and the brains which then have often emerged within these. Living organisms are 

in many senses like human cultural societies which arise between the relative bounded 

determinacy which the bodies of organisms manifest in the world, and the potentials this 

unleashes for various ways of relating these.  

 

When the entire system is balanced at the cusp of various forces in tension, each seeking 

release on their own, yet in ways which conflict with that of others, the contribution of any 

aspect of that system may be that which triggers off a cascade, similar to that described 

above in regard to neurons and bird flocks. Even in highly differentiated systems, such as a 

human body, what I feel at the tip of one of my fingers can influence a reaction from my entire 

body.  

 

This is because the complex webs of interfeeling interinfluence in my body make it such that 

my nervous system is constantly scanning for minor influences which, if they are of just the 

right sort, are promoted by mechanisms of attention to the center-stage of my consciousness, 

making it possible for the tiniest of impacts to have radical effects. The more complex my 

capacity for interior interfeeling interacting, the more sensitive I can be to the tiniest of 

external influences and respond to these in a wider variety of ways, as the increasing 

differentiation and reweaving interfeeling interacting of bodies and brains make possible.  

 

Within a brain or flock of birds, the role played by any small aspect can be promoted to 



center-stage in a similar way, such that it provides the tipping point which influences the 

behavior of the entire group, deciding for it, in such a way. The swerve of one bird to the left 

rather than right, for example, can lead to cascades which make the entire group swerve left 

rather than right. This is similar to what occurs in cultural systems in conditions of political 

democracy.  

 

In such conditions, any one vote can decide an election, if all the other votes are tied, and 

there are no obstacles to the system being sensitive enough to one vote to be able to swing 

into action this way or that in regard to hitting such a tipping point when poised on the cusp of 

options in such a state which is hardly chaotic, yet not quite stable, and so, meta-stably 

complex in such a way. Such a democracy is only possible if each has access to what it 

needs to play such a role. If a bird is underfed, for example, it may not be able to play its role 

of deciding well, and in fact, may not even be able to fly with the others in a flock, and in fact, 

may be picked off by a predator.  

 

Flocking behavior, after all, is one way in which the species which flock in this way confuse 

and confound attacks by predators, and those unable to flock are generally those which fall 

prey to predators in such a way. Without enough birds flying at high enough density, however, 

a flock is unable to form, and so it is in the best interest of each bird that enough of its others 

can flock with it when there is a predator nearby.  The group which values its individuals ability 

to survive and thrive is the one which makes it possible for all such individuals to play their 

roles within complex networkings such as seen in flocking, and only in such cases is it 

possible for one bird's decision to speak for the group, or for one vote to shift the course of an 

entire election in a democracy.  

 



Democracy without socialism is democracy in name only, and vice-versa. In a democracy, 

when all else is in balance, any aspect of the whole, no matter how small, may feel, speak, 

do, and thereby, decide for the rest who, in this way, it comes to represent. In such a case, the 

individual interprets the influences on them from within and without, and its complex way of 

processing these in regard to its own history, as extended in various ways by memory 

systems in its body and brain, lead it to come to a decision which interprets the complexly 

emergent interweaving of all of these. While democracy can arise in such a way in human 

societies, simpler forms can be seen in flocks of birds or whirlpools, and in this sense, 

democracy can be seen as a tendency which arises from within emergence itself, as one of 

its aspects, one which finds its grounds in not only cultural systems, but living and physical 

ones as well. 

 

Likewise with socialism. The inter-interpreting which gives rise when a group makes a 

decision arises in an interfeeling interacting between aspects of that group. But this only 

works well if there is a baseline of intervaluing which manifests as an interfeeling interacting 

not only to make this decision or that, but to collectively produce the conditions which make 

this possible. That is, the ability for any aspect of the group to decide for it when all else is in 

balance requires a grounding condition of support which makes it possible for it to play this 

role, and for its voice to be heard and “counted” as being as valuable as that of any other in 

such conditions.  

 

This is not to say that complex systems such as these require pure equality. After all, the cells 

in a human brain require far more resources than those in the rest of the body, and their 

“votes,” so to speak, “count” more than those of other cells in the body in regard to making 

decisions for the whole. Clearly a human body is not a pure democracy, but a representative 



one which supports itself by taxes of resources of sorts. But one of the primary purposes of 

the brain in its representative functions, and in regard to the attentional amplifiers within it, is 

to be able to amplify the voices of any part of the body to center-stage when needed to speak 

for the whole.  

 

After all, if I drop something heavy on my foot, this rather peripheral part of my body will now 

speak in pain in a manner which, for a time, comes to dominate my feelings of my body and 

even world. In such a moment, the voice of my foot, so to speak, counts more than that of 

others, and it should, for it requires additional attention, care, and support, and perhaps even 

a trip to the doctor. If I do not attend to it, it may cease to be able to play its role supporting 

the others, such as helping me to move towards sources of food so I can make myself a 

meal.  

 

Mutual support and mutual attention are two types of “counting” as a “member” of a network 

which makes the interfeeling interacting of the emergence of complexity, in its inception and 

continuance and transformation, possible.dlxi Without intervaluing and inter-interpreting by 

means of interacting interfeeling, there is none of the processing of inner and outer influences 

at multiple levels of scale which gives rise to the meta- of complex networking, or emergence. 

The grounds of democracy and socialism, of freedom which is more than mere freedom and 

support which is more than mere support, run deep in the world, down to its very fabric. 

Freedom and well-being is in this sense can never be merely that of any reified individual, nor 

taken in the abstract, but rather, emerge as an aspect of meta-stable emergence which is 

more than any of its aspects or the mere sum of its parts.  

 

 



 

Networking Within and Beyond Selves 

 

How do selves emerge beyond the selves they were? They refract within aspects of their 

contexts which are going beyond themselves, coming into sync with the emerging potentials 

for emergence in the world to emerge thereby in turn. In such cases, aspects of the 

environment are internalized by a system, yet also transformed. The meta-stably emerging 

aspects of the environment are refracted, differentiatedly reworked by how the varied aspects 

of the system feel it, and these feelings reintertwined, and in this way, external meta-stability 

is transformed into internal meta-stability.  

 

When this gives rise to new forms of stability which differentiate and reintertwine in regard to 

the influx of more meta-stable influences, a system is “kept on its toes” not only from without, 

but within. This can be seen in the way in which human brains are continually scanning for 

sensory inputs which need their attention, and how living bodies are complex dynamics of 

interfeelings in which everything is continually feeling and doing in meta-stably networks of 

complex feedback at distributedly multiple levels of scale which is precisely what living is.  

 

By keeping itself continually between options, small perturbations within or without can lead to 

cascades, and the more forms of this, the more forms of sensitivity and decisions leading to 

action a system can engage in. The more differentiated and specialized the body of a system, 

the more ways these can dynamically move and shift how they intertwine with each other, and 

the more ways they can feel each other, the more sensitive the system can be, and the more 

ways it can respond to inner and outer stimuli. The more ways a system can feel its own body 

from within, the more it can not only sense outer and inner stimuli, but develop more complex 



ways of meta-feeling and meta-doing within it in regard to how it feels and does within and 

without.  

 

This is what neural systems and brains do. Neural populations feel the impacts of other neural 

populations, and this leads to actions on others in various ways. Brains map bodily states, 

and these give rise to sensory and motor maps, but then brains can map these maps to 

produce meta-maps, and by means of strong connections of memory between these and 

weaker connections of association, by means of pinching connections of abstraction and 

reexpanding ones of concretion in action, by means of expanding pinching feedbacking 

connections which condense and integrate temporal sequences over time, and those which 

differentiatingly expand these in turn, the various aspects of neural meta-interfeeling and 

meta-interdoing give rise to meta-inter-interpreting and meta-intervaluing which is what brains 

do, and which is referred to in a more commonplace way as thinking.  

 

The internalization and transformation of meta-stability, in a manner which does not allow it to 

dissipate its potentials fully, but maintains and complexifies its forms of meta-stability, is 

crucial to all this. For example, when a living system is in a meta-stable environment, one 

which challenges and keeps it on its toes but without overwhelming it, this often potentiates its 

ability to learn. Such an environment is however perhaps only meta-stable in such a sense in 

relation to this particular sort of animal and the particular sort of learning involved. Another 

sort of organism may find such an environment hostile, after all. In such a sense, the meta-

stability of a context is only so in a relationally determined way. For in order for meta-stability 

in an environment to be able to potentiate emergence, it needs to be able to activate the 

potentials for this within.  

 



Meta-stability outside of a system can in this sense be seen to be quite different from that 

within a system. That in the environment is often dispersed, and only meta-stably organized in 

relation to a system already primed on the cusp of emergence. Such a system is one which 

has already internalized forms of meta-stability in ways which give rise to structures and 

dynamics which are themselves meta-stable. Organisms, for example, remain dynamically 

sensitive to aspects of the world by producing organs of sensation and systems of neural 

feedback which are not are meta-stable in organized and self-sustaining ways. The more 

forms of meta-stability which the structural dynamics of a system is able to support, the more 

forms of sensitivity, and as a system which is sensitive to itself, the more forms of thinking and 

doing which can be produced in relation to the various diverse conditions in the world which 

can come into sync with the forms of meta-stability within such a system.  

 

This can be seen in simple forms as well as complex. A whirlpool works to maintain its ability 

to whirl, and a living system to grow, thrive, and potentially give rise to biological and even 

cultural emergences within the living populations within which it emerges, precisely because 

they maintain increasingly complex forms of meta-stability. The meta-stability within a human 

body, however, occurs in such complex networks of recursive interfeeling interacting, that it 

produces a sort of dynamic opening on to nearly whatever conditions arise, largely due to the 

ways in which conditions without impact dynamically meta-stable systems which record 

aspects of feelings of the world without and feed these back in relation to incoming feelings in 

the future, in an attempt to abstract patterns from these, give rise to predictions by means of 

these, use these to modulate how it does what it does in relation to what it encounters, and 

learn how to do this better in the process.  

 

Many complex systems manifest such an ability to store in memory traces of the impact of 



meta-stable conditions past, and use these to potentiate their capacity to emerge into 

complexity in the future. This is part of how memory systems weave past emergence into 

future emergence by the sort of feed-forward which memory systems provide. In such ways 

externally disordered meta-stability gives rise to more structured internal meta-stability by 

means of the emergence of structure which potentiates capacities to adapt in regard to such 

in the future. Dynamic memory systems make it possible for systems to maintain processes of 

emergence, and to emerge in new, more emergent ways in the future.  

 

While memory begins relatively conservatively and passively, in the way in which material 

form and dynamic systems seek to conserve their forms, when these systems feed back 

traces of past states into future states, the potential for modification arises, with many 

ramifications. For the ability to modify how memories are recorded, stored, reworked, or 

employed, makes it possible for memory systems to shift from conservation to mutation, 

opening systems which might otherwise be conservative, if in ways which go beyond mere 

conservation or mere opening to the point of dissolution.  

 

Memory traces can be themselves rearranged, impacting the system from present to past to 

future back to present, literally making it possible for the system to jump over itself and 

change itself in ways which, to use some technical rhetorical terms, could be understood as 

proleptico-retroactively, which is to say, meta-leptically.
dlxii

Such capacities give rise in such 

ways to that which is far more than either mere conservation or mere opening, but to that 

which is more than either of these, the opening to intensification of the potential for opening 

which is emergence, an opening which is the means whereby memory opens on to freedom, 

and matter on to sensitivity, and life on to evolution, and complexity on to robustness, in the 

process as well.  



 

 

 

This can help explain why, in complex systems, the memory systems which give rise to it 

often cannot be simply “read” as giving rise to the forms of complexity they do. Only when 

unfolded dynamically in a manner which interacts with other traits, agents, and the 

environment is the full complexity of the traits most likely to be evident. In such a way, not 

only does the behavior exceed the mere sum of its aspects, but the aspects what they give 

rise to, if differently. Just as the behavior is more than the mere sum of the behaviors which 

give rise to it, so the encoding is more than the mere sum of the aspects stored in memory. 

Such traces in memory only give rise to the behavior in relation to each other, their reading, 

their extension into body and behavior, their interweaving with the environment, and the 

environment.  

 

This can help explain why there is no simple one-to-one relationship between what is 

encoded in such ways and that to which it gives rise. This can be seen in a similar way in 

regard to animalian brains. Neuroscientists looking at animalian brains are often shocked to 

find a sort of “spaghetti” of connections. Artificial neural networks, of the sort giving rise to the 

radical advances of the “new AI” today, give rise to similar, if virtual, simulated sorts of neural 

spaghetti. The reason for this is that no single neuron means much of anything, but rather, it 

is how the neurons pulse in and out of sync in relation to each other, and these in relation to 

the contexts in which inputs and outputs arise, which gives rise to what these are able to do.  

 

In this sense, even if one is able to “read” genetic or neural codes in a literal way, one would 

not be able to tell that to which they are able to give rise. One could likely figure out some of 



the aspects, but not how giving rise to these would give rise to forms of feedback in relation to 

such memory systems, the traits these give rise to, and how these relate further in regard to 

the environment. It is for such reasons that those who build and study artificial neural 

networks describe them as lacking “transparency,” for only it is only in very particular cases 

that it is possible to look at such networkings and immediately understand why they can do 

what they do.  

 

Often it is necessary to add or subtract aspects of these networks, see how this hinders them, 

often doing this to multiple forms of this, until one can produce a version of the network which 

gives rise to the most “elegant” form of this network, and even then, in its relation to other 

aspects of such networks, the degree of transparency is often only of a limited sort. No 

wonder defining what is meant by complexity is not a simple enterprise.  

 

That is, the memory stored in various memory systems, like genetic code or neural networks, 

which give rise to and reproduce complex forms of behavior, are often compact to the point of 

illegibility. For they are not meant to be read – rather, they are meant to be dynamically and 

relationally unfolded in relation to particular ways by particular, often particularly embodied, 

agents, and in regard to particular contexts. The memory systems learned how to reproduce 

such behaviors, with not need to be able to read how this is done.  

 

Organisms, after all, have no need to be able to read their genetic code. This can help explain 

why I have no knowledge of my own genetic code, or the wiring pattern of my own brain, and 

have no need to. Animals have no knowledge of the contents of their memory systems, but 

they do understand how to unfold them dynamically in the ways they were evolved to. Even if 

we were to know the contents of our genetic codes or patterns of neural wiring, this would do 



little for us unless we understood how these lead to specific behaviors which then interacted 

with others, be these behaviors of giving rise to particular proteins which impact other parts of 

our cells and bodies, including the functioning of other genes, or the macro-behaviors at a 

bodily level to which these might give rise in relation to how we read aspects of our world in 

relation to these.  

 

My genetic and neural systems are in fact far too compact and compressed to be legible in 

any sort of simple way. There is no one-to-one correspondence between a section of cortex 

and a particular sort of behavior or form of thinking or doing. The reason for this is that the 

brain is radically reentrant. That is, most neural patterns in the brain can be used to do many 

different things when activated in sync with other aspects of the brain, and many patterns of 

activation will only come into sync with aspects of other patterns, making use of these aspects 

in at times radically different ways, many of which can give rise to patterns of amplificatory or 

inhibitory feedback which can impact their own functioning.  

 

For example, the neurons in my brain’s color maps which code for green are deployed each 

and every time I remember or imagine anything green, being linked with differing other 

aspects of my brain each time, even as they are also used when I recognize something I see 

in the world as having a green hue. If I see a lime, and this makes me think of how this color 

of lime is also used for the color of paint of certain cars, I produce a feedback loop whereby 

seeing a certain frequency of light activates the pattern for “green” in my neural color maps 

which activates patterns for cars which are similar to limes with that color, and to imagine 

seeing these in my head, I need to give rise to a feedback loop back to the same section of 

green in my color maps.   

 



Such forms of coding are referred to as distributed and superpositional by cognitive scientists. 

Such forms of coding are able to store massive amounts of information in highly compressed 

ways, for they reuse the same information in different ways, sometimes in multiple ways at 

the same time. Such forms of encoding are relational, in that nothing means anything but in 

relation to those others around it.  

 

 

 

In such a sense, complex systems maintain an open-ended and sustained internalization of 

meta-stability. This is what allows them to continue in their meta-stable dynamics, and to 

meta-stably adapt to maintain such internalized capacity to sustain meta-stable adaptibility. In 

this way, they remain open, in a form of continual opening, on to diverse conditions, many of 

which may not be meta-stable, responding in various ways, nevertheless, to maintain their 

internal capacity for sustainable meta-stable adaptive potential to continue to emerge, which 

is to say, to remain complex, to intensify this, and potentially intensify the very sorts of such 

complexification, resilient to disturbances and robustly deepening its complexity and 

complexification, all of which can be understood as aspects of emergence.  

 

This can be seen, for example, in the case of the sort of potentiation of emergence which 

arises in living organisms as a result of their neuralization. Nervous systems evolved to 

coordinate such systems, giving rise to a meta-level sensitivity which mediated that between 

organs specialized for sensation and response.dlxiii Brains allow for meta-meta-levels to 

emerge in regard to how brains can activate various pathways within them between sensory 

organs and motor organs. As nervous systems evolved, they begin to not merely connect 

sensory and motor systems, but give rise to connections between themselves. This helped 



make possible new forms of sensitivity and response within brains, as they became meta-

organisms of sorts within bodies, with new forms of internalized meta-stability, each with their 

own potentials to respond to new sorts of aspects of their environments in the body as these 

felt and responded to shifts at work within the world beyond in turn.  

 

Living brains are meta-stable because they have massive degrees of internal activity, 

networks upon networks of pulsings. When a human is sleeping, most of these pulsings are 

out of sync with each other, in a state of relative incoherence or indifference, similar in some 

ways to when there is a semi-random pattern of “static” on a television or other sort of 

screen.dlxiv But when a human wakes up, as in a whirlpool, various populations begin to pulse 

into sync, and at multiple levels of scale.  

 

The largest, most encompassing form of sync in the brain is the dynamic core of 

consciousness, a core which moves around amongst the brain's living wires, and as it does 

so, consciousness “moves” around the inner neural landscape in a manner that is 

experienced as sensing, doing, or thinking “about” this or that, all of which is brought about by 

means of how the brain feels its neurons pulsing in sync in and through the channels for sync 

within itself. This occurs, however, in a particular way, for the dynamic core of conscious 

awareness is 'encouraged' to find certain pathways easier to flow down than others by the 

strength of some pathways over others, with some pathways simply needing the tiniest push 

to leap into massively synced activity, with others resisting this unless all but overwhelmingly 

forced to do so.  

 

Likewise with unconscious patterns of neural sync. Some of these operate independently of 

the dynamic core, doing their own thing as they should, often without even needing to have 



any interaction with the core “above,” such as those which make sure we keep breathing even 

when we sleep, for example. Others jostle and compete with each other to be deemed 

important enough by the brain's executive or associative functions to be “promoted” to 

awareness, as occurs when we “become” aware of something which “enters our mind,” or 

“pops into our heads,” even if these are often misleading forms of speaking than anything 

else.  

 

Just as neural populations will often “compete” to enter awareness, so it is with those in 

awareness which “compete” for our attention, or for selection as we struggle to “decide” on 

precisely what we are experiencing when we try to recognize something unusual or interpret 

it, or to “choose” one path of action over others in regard to what we sense or think. We feel 

our neural patterns of activation branch and feel various pathways in our brains, and we 

experience this as thinking, and as these trigger the release of various micro-actions in our 

bodies, these are mapped by the sensors in these parts of our bodies, a process which feeds 

back into all of this, often triggering the release of various chemicals in our brains and in the 

body beyond this, all of which gives rise to even more global forms of modulation of these 

processes of neural and extra-neural bodily self-feeling in ways we generally describe as 

thinking and/or feeling.  

 

There are of course precursors to this in less complex aspects of the world. A basic physical 

system is pushed by contexts within and without to find itself on the cusp of alternatives, in a 

state of organized criticality. There is a symmetry at work in the state of the system as a 

whole, yet on the micro-level, there is jostling back and forth between alternatives. Various 

sub-systems which occur relationally, bringing into sync the meta-stable potentials for 

emergence within the system with those without, seek to gain the critical mass and 



momentum to be able to overpower the others, and become the sub-system which “decides” 

which alternative the system as a whole will “choose.” All the potentials are there, ready to go, 

and yet, the various sub-systems have hit a point of balance, neither being able to overpower 

the others, and the relevant contexts within and without, summing influences near and far, 

weak and strong, are canceling each other out to an extent which has everything balanced 

like a pencil standing on its tip.  

 

At a crucial moment, however, a perturbation arises, one just large enough to amplify one 

sub-system at a particular moment in time, making it possible to overcome the counter-forces 

which are preventing this particular sub-system and its potential for dissipating tension from 

channeling and relieving this for the system as a whole. The result is a pencil falling this way 

rather than that, an avalanche occurring, an emergence which arises due to how small 

perturbation and relational sub-system within and without the system in question, intertwine 

as they here and now. The meta-stability subsides, the potential dissipates, the pencil hits the 

floor this way rather than that, the avalanche falls down one side of the mountain rather than 

others, and a new stable state is found.  

 

What is a whirlpool, then, but an avalanche of water that in some sense curls back on itself. 

For as a pool of water has a drain opened under it, it separates out into pool and 

environment, it emerges to form a vortex in a manner which perpetuates itself, dynamically 

continuing to emerge. The form of the whirlpool is a dynamic perpetuation which is a form of 

memory, a tendency towards emergence which continues until the system dissipates the 

energy it has, and runs out of steam. Before this has happened, however, the manner in 

which the form of the whirlpool channels the dynamics of the system does so in a manner 

which is adaptive, in that minor perturbations are felt by the meta-stable sensitivities which 



made the system possible in the first place, which adjust to continue emerging in relation to 

the contexts in question, in such a way.  

 

The reason why this is possible is that emergence occurs in part through the adjustment of 

the physical or dynamic form which weaves together these aspects in relation in an attempt to 

relieve tension produced by inner and outer contexts. When attempts to relieve tension in 

various ways defeat each other, various sub-systems will arise which try to relieve tension this 

way and that, and if this tension reaches a high enough peak of intensity, not enough to 

destroy the systems in question, but enough to modify some of their aspects, structural or 

dynamic forms of relational weaving may shift in tiny ways.  

 

The system adjusts its aspects, if in ways which, due to the meta-stable contexts in question, 

do not destroy, but rather only modify what has already been formed in a way which relieved 

tension in the past. The complexity which is already there is amplified by the tensions seeking 

release, the varied potential ways of doing so, and it is in such a state that the system is able 

to adapt in a dynamic way to the conditions whose networking on the cusp of emergence its 

contexts provide.  

 

When an emergence occurs in such a way, it may only be temporary, as in an avalanche, or 

an adaptively dynamic swerving, as in a whirlpool, but living organisms have complex 

memory systems. These are more complex than the manner in which a material system 

stores in memory the conditions of its formation, and more complex than that whereby a 

dynamic system feels the impact of a change in its environment and adaptingly continues to 

remember its dynamic form in and through such changes, for living systems make use of 

genetic memory systems which weave structural and dynamic aspects together in ways which 



are more than the mere sum of these.  

 

Complexity has a way of building on what works, as structure arises to relieve tension, which 

is then modified to relieve more tension, and as complexity emerges in such ways, systems 

dissipate more energetic tension in their environments in ways that become self-sustaining of 

the structures and dynamics which make this possible, feeding back upon themselves in ways 

which perpetuate their own process of structuration in static, then dynamic, then meta-static 

and meta-dynamic and thereby increasingly complex ways.  

 

Physical systems conserve energy, and shift and change according to economics determined 

by the principle of least action, a notion which, in most common circumstances on Earth, 

tends to manifest in the least expenditure of the potential energy of a system in general to 

relieve the most imbalance in that system possible. In such a way, the energetic potential of 

the Big Bang dissipates “thriftily,” conserving as much of this potential as possible, due to the 

ways in which centrifugal and centripedal forces push and pull material and energetic aspects 

of our world in various ways.dlxv  

 

When physical systems shift, they do so in ways which are selective, conserving as much 

action as possible, in ways which lead complexity in a context to try to retain as much of its 

form as possible while relieving the most tension possible upon it in the process. The physical 

form produced by the weaving balancing of quantum fields is the most basic way in which 

widely relational networkings weave to produce concretely determinate forms which are able 

to cohere in their structure over periods of time and over displacements of space, recording in 

the memory of their structure the conditions which formed them, and which continue to 

maintain them until the point at which they dissolve.  



 

In meta-stable conditions, this gives rise to a selection function, a precursor of the natural 

selection which evolves living organisms, one which manifests as a tendency in matter 

towards complexification, which is to say, when conditions allow, to the formation of complex 

adaptive systems, and the emergence of life itself. Energetic potentials unfold in ways which 

produce tensions seeking release, and systems shift in relation to this. Most of the time this is 

a relatively simple process, but when varying alternate forms of release of tension balance 

each other out and “compete” for release, so to speak, something less common occurs.  

 

For it is only in regard to potentials already formed within a system that a perturbation will 

lead to a release of tension, and only in regard to particular sorts of pertubations that such a 

shift will occur. Emergence is something which arises between a system and its contexts, and 

when the push to relieve tension from interior and exterior contexts is able to meta-stably 

come into balance with the pull to do so in a way which expends the least action possible, 

then the opposing material forces in question, those which are centrifugal and centripedal, 

attractive and repulsive, come to an agreement, a selection is made, and the system emerges 

this way rather than that. While emergence is self-differing in a general way, the very 

emergence of any system is a form of differing which is prior to any self which emergences in 

such a way, and in this sense, emergence can be said to be (self)differing, for any coherent 

networking which emerges as a coherent unity is one which only emerges from indifference 

by means of differing. 

 

In living systems, selection is made relationally as well. An organism which is able to come 

into sync with the dynamic form of its environment in a meta-stable way is that which finds 

meta-stable conditions in this environment, and in this way, is able to emerge in relation to it. 



Variation, evaluation, amplification, and reiteration, these are the mechanics of selection, be 

they physical, living, neural, or cultural, with each being a more complex resonant echo of that 

from which it emerged in turn. Living systems internalize the structure and form of their 

environments dynamically within, adapting to them by adapting their own bodies as dynamic 

systems of potentials in regard to the most common forms of balance it can find between the 

need to conserve its potentials and release tension between its own systems and those 

around it.  

 

Evolution is, after all, a search algorithm, and whatever works in reinforcing the push to 

continue living and developing the life of populations is reinforced. Minor variations are 

produced, sent out into the world, choices are made, and whatever works is varied and 

amplified again. The process feeds back on itself in a manner which produces a feed-forward 

circuit, a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts, one which leaps over itself by looping in and through 

its environment and its own dynamically unfolding memories of its past, feeding these back 

into how the future unfolds in and through how it networks these in the present.  

 

When selection potentiates itself, when meta-stability becomes internalized in such dynamic 

ways by complex memory systems, then matter feeds back on itself dynamically to become 

more than mere matter, and emerge into life. Life is a form of perpetual meta-stable 

amplification of the tendencies in the stuff of the world which gave rise to this, and the 

feedback which arises from this gives rise to life deepening itself in and through and as 

evolution. Neural and cultural networkings complexify this further, potentiating the emergence 

of more complexly emergent potentials in such a way as well.  

 

When all of this is divided and conquered, hoarded and accumulated, exploited and 



reinvested to perpetuate the ability of a few to dominate and control the potentials for 

emergence of the world which emergences in and through us, the potentials for emergence 

become strangled. Emergence is limited and restricted to very particular forms which only 

give rise to more of the same, and if such approaches are taken to their ends, they can 

produce such extremes so as to destroy the very conditions which perpetuate their own 

limited forms of emergence in the first place. Such systems tend to become feedback loops in 

their own ways, however, intensifying themselves as systems for enclosure and/or cancerous 

reproduction much as the potential for emergence does in a more opening ways, with many 

potential implications for how we understand our world in a wide variety of ways, with some of 

these to be addressed later in what follows, and others, due to limitations of space, in future 

texts.  

 

 

 

Emergence as Opening Worldfabric  

 

What can be said, however, in such senses and more then, about emergence itself then, if it 

can be even spoken of as such, in and through its many forms? It has already been 

mentioned that there is something excessive about emergence in various ways. It is in fact 

quite difficult to speak directly about emergence, for there is not only something about 

emergence which is excessive not only to traditional, which is to say, reductively reifying 

notions of definition, but also, to being captured by a single word such as emergence itself.dlxvi  

 

After all, from the perspective described above, all aspects of our world can be understood as 

aspects of emergence, and hence, as partial graspings of this, including the very word 



emergence and attempts to describe the meaning of this word or emergence itself. Each 

grasping grasps emergence in its own way, and some are more emergent than others. Those 

which are more emergent are those which grasp emergence more emergently, and in this 

way, they resonate with emergence more than define it.  

 

Emergence is opening, opening of reductive graspings on to the contexts and processes 

which could give rise to the intensification of its emergence, and as such, the opening of 

sentences in movement are better able to describe the way in which emergence opens the 

world in various ways than more reductive forms of definition could. This is not to say that 

anything goes, but rather, than probably what is least likely to describe emergence well is the 

sort of restrictive forms of definition beloved of the sorts of scientists or philosophers which 

idealize the sorts of “thinking” at work in binary serial computers, such as those on our 

desktops, with all the limitations these bring.  

 

Emergence is liberation, of the sort seen when matter is liberated into life which is not merely 

matter, life is liberated into neural forms which are not merely life, living systems are liberated 

into being not merely alive by means of various networkings of culture, and culture liberated 

into less destructive forms thereof by means of various forms of cooperation which lead to the 

sorts of emergences which make all that we value in our world, from life to love to the 

potential to be more radically creatively emergent in so many ways, many of which are as of 

us yet unseen.  

 

For emergence, the fabric of the world which is beyond any mere oneness or twoness, is that 

from which distinctions arise, whether these be between the forces which wove and knotted 

themselves into matter, our attempts to separate our physical and conceptual aspects of the 



world, and much more. All such distinctions must have come from somewhere, and 

emergence can be seen as that which is carved up in so many ways without ever being able 

to be fully captured or reduced without there always being more, for if science has shown us 

anything, it is that the world is always more, and this more, when differentiatingly woven with 

itself, has given rise to the worlds in which we find ourselves.dlxvii 

 

To try to pin down emergence is like trying to ask the purpose of a living system. Life is it own 

goal and standard of value, one which does not value life merely as it is here and how, but life 

as opening beyond how it has lived, which is to say, life which continues, grows, adapts, 

develops, and evolves. Life emerged in and through evolution and vice-versa, and in this 

sense, there is no life without its own overcoming as beyond itself, as beyond mere living, 

such that the beyonding of emergence is an aspect of what makes life “worth living,” and 

more “livingly” so. Life is so excessive to itself, that it gave rise to culture, which is able to 

produce so much beyond “mere” life, and life emerged from how matter was able to go 

beyond “mere” matter.  

 

Emergence manifests in all these tendencies to go beyond any mere “this or that,” any fixed 

limitation, including that of having no limitation. Quantum phenomena, after all, have far few 

limitations than matter, but by taking on limitations, matter is able to refract itself into yet new 

potentials for emergence, and in this way, reifying as a mere “this or that” becomes part of the 

opening of entire new realms of going beyond the limitation of being merely any particular 

“this or that.”  

 

By weaving into knots to become an atom of carbon, quantum phenomena lose the ability to 

not be fixed to a single, unified location in time and space, but by intertwining with other 



atoms and forms of energy, they are able to become organisms which are able to move, and 

hence, regain the ability to roam about various spaces and time, but with entire new forms of 

freedom. An organism can then intertwine with moving matters which convey “energy” in ways 

which unleash new potential emergences in turn. When I eat food, I am able to unfold the 

energetic potentials within these in ways which intertwine with the folded potentials in the 

matter of my cells, and by means of this, type a complex text like this. In this way, mere 

chemical energy is able to produce complex linguistic utterances which play complex cultural 

games in distant spaces and times, going far beyond more limited forms of limitation in the 

process.  

 

Physical emergence can therefore be seen as the ways in which complexity, in the form of 

matter and what complexifies from this, tends to exceed its current forms and potentials. 

Matter, in this sense, is thus a sort of bound emergence, emergence which, as complexity 

which has ceased complexifying in a dynamic way, has in a sense, gone dormant, even if, by 

means of dynamic systems of materials, such dormancy makes it possible for new forms of 

emergence to arise. This can be seen, for example, in the way in which the matter of a 

molecule of water can potentiate the emergence of a living system. From physical emergence 

biological emergence can arise, and cultural emergence in turn. All of this is supported by the 

science of complex systems.  

 

From such a perspective, and here clearly extrapolating and morphing the science to help 

produce the aspects of a philosophy of emergence, everything in the world can be understood 

as a form of emergence. Selfings are networkings of emergence, and emergence is that of 

which any and all selfings are emergences, and in a sense, aspects. In this sense, 

emergence can be understood as the very stuff of the world. Emergence is that which gave 



rise to matter and what is not merely matter, including complex adaptive material systems 

which manifest life-like aspects and often seem to verge on and tend towards the emergence 

of life.  

 

Emergence is what gave rise to matter in excess of matter, which is to say, genetic matters, 

matters which made life possible, and emergence gave rise in this way to life and what is not 

merely life, including multi-cellular cooperation, neural cooperation, cooperation between 

organisms, language, culture, empathy, altruism, compassion, love, and the potential for so 

much more, all of this and more. Each networking emerging is a level of emergence, for to 

emerge is to produce a new level of the world, a process of opening which is often that of 

opening up new differences as it is bringing together in differently new ways.dlxviii All of these 

shifts are forms of emerging, and any networking can therefore be seen as how processs of 

emergence in various forms network in ways which limit, develop, differentiate, and otherwise 

network with others in ways which impact how they network in turn.  

 

The opening weavings of the world can thus be understood as networks of emergence, some 

in the process of emerging, others as more dormant forms of emergence which manifest as 

relatively congealed and less dynamic forms of networking, even if these can be made to 

more dynamically emerge in various ways as shifts in networking arise as various potentials 

unfold. The world itself can then be understood as networking emergence, a process of 

emergence which unfolds potentials by networkings which potentiate its emergence in new 

and different ways.  

 

Trying to grasp emergence is like trying to grasp the ocean. One will always end up frustrated, 

the ocean is always more, and yet, no matter how one tries to grasp the ocean, no matter 



how much it slips away, one's hands will nevertheless always get wet. The world, which is to 

say, our universe, cosmos, or whatever forms the grounding contexts and processes which 

emerge through it, can thus be understood as a form of emergence itself, one which emerges 

in all the forms which manifest it. All the emergences in our world can be understood as 

aspects of the emergence of the world, and of emergence as such, understood as the fabric 

of the networking of the world in and through it.  

 

Our world and its emergences are thus an aspect of emergence, and emergence and its 

emergences the very stuff of the world. Emergence emerges by knotting with itself as moving 

matters which refract the energy produced thereby to move in turn, and all our networks arise 

from this. Emergence is not a thing, nor merely the cosmos here and now as a whole, nor 

merely an aspect of this. Emergence is the fabric of the physical cosmos, this universe and 

whatever may grounds it within or without, in the process of going beyond itself - it is the 

potential of the cosmos which is not limited to the cosmos as it manifests merely here and 

now, and as such, is not reducible to this more immediate concretion of such potentials.dlxix  

 

The emergences in our world can thus be understood as aspects of the emergence, taken in 

the broadest opening sense, in and through the emergence of our world-in-process as an 

opening more-than-whole. Any aspect of the cosmos is as much emergence as any other, 

even if some are more intensely emerging and in differing ways, but any aspect of emergence 

is still a form of emergence nonetheless. Emergence is able to contain the potential for 

emergence within it practically infinitely, for even in its weakest forms, place any aspect of 

emergence within contexts which foster emergence, and it can emerge in ways which are 

practically infinite.  

 



Emergence is always more than any grasping of it, and the potential for this more to emerge 

from its prior emergings in quantity and/or quality.  If any aspect of emergence tries to section 

off any other such aspect, emergence will always be excessive to this, for no aspect of 

emergence could be all emergence,  or all of emergence, without thereby ceasing to emerge, 

for emerging is opening with and on to and beyond, opening in and through space and time 

and matter and energy and beyond, quality and quantity and beyond, and beyond any such 

distinctions, for it is that from which distinctions, graspings, and carvings such as these 

emerge.  

 

We do not know why the cosmos emerged, only that it did and continues to do so, and we 

ourselves are aspects of this. Cosmologists believe that the singularity which gave rise to the 

Big Bang emerged in such a way that our unfolding universe was born. Matter, energy, space, 

and even time as we know it emerged from the emerging of the singularity, and in some 

sense, we are all aspects of this continuingly opening emerging.dlxx It would not be wrong, 

scientifically speaking, to say that, in some sense, we have never left the singularity 

emerging, and in fact, we can in fact be understood as aspects of the singularity, as it 

emerges from itself to do, feel, interpret, value, and think itself in and through how its 

emerging emerges through matter, energy, space, time, and even us.  

 

The potential of the singularity is here and now with us, for we are aspects of it, and it is an 

aspect of us, as we interfeelingly emerge through abstraction and concretization, 

differentiating and renetworking, emerging in the process, if in some ways which are more 

emergent than others. Relationally speaking, there is no reason to think that the potential for 

all we have come to experience necessarily arises from beyond our world, or that its contexts 

and the processes which gave rise to it arise from elsewhere. Rather, it is possible to see 



space, time, matter, and energy as arising from the universe unfolds its potentials from within, 

and whether or not this is or was due to relations with what is external, internal, between, or 

something else, we see that the very fabric of anything and everything has the potential to 

emerge as much as the whole, if each in its own ways.dlxxi  

 

Such a perspective has some powerful ramifications. Place a hydrogen molecule in the center 

of the sun, and it can burn, but place it in a molecule of ice, and it can freeze. Make it a part of 

my brain, and it can become part of the chains of actions and reactions which as part of a 

dynamic living system give rise to writing philosophy, or place it in a simple chain and it 

becomes part of a lump of relatively inert coal. Nothing is what it is simply because of what it 

is, and its potentials are not limited by simply this. Network something with something 

different, and its potentials emerge from how it networks with its contexts, for potential is a 

matter of unfolding, of the potentials which are bound in matter to unfold more complexly as 

material systems, and by means of intertwining these with others, living systems and 

potentially more.  

 

The potential for everything and anything is here and now, even if it can only be unleashed by 

particular forms of networking. Potential is not bound up with what something “is,” for this one 

is merely a form of networking of its contexts here and now, all of which could shift, with 

potentials differing widely in differing contexts. The very ideas of substance or things are 

recast by such an approach, they become merely pragmatic notions, but ones which tend to 

lead us to overreifying approaches to the world if taken too seriously and the world interpreted 

beyond pragmatics in such terms.dlxxii There are many ways in which the concept of energy is 

not radically unlike that of emergence as described here. While the notion of energy has been 

applied beyond physics, it is generally understood in more abstract, physical senses. To apply 



it beyond these concerns, such a concept would need to be reworked, and in many senses, 

the notion of emergence provides such a reworking.  

 

The Big Bang gave rise to matters and energy which intertwine in various ways to give rise to 

atoms and molecules, emergences which have become relatively static complexities. Each 

was a dynamic system which arose, not unlike a whirlpool, from intertwining its aspects and 

going beyond the mere sum of its parts, but then managed to get relatively stuck, as if a 

whirlpool had somehow managed to freeze, or a person get stuck in their habits, or a 

language or species of organisms continued to live but largely ceased to evolve. That said, 

these relative stabilities however, make it possible to reintertwine at new levels of scale, 

giving rise to systems of atoms and molecules from which complex adaptive systems such as 

whirlpools and more complex and even self-replicating molecular systems can emerge, and 

these can form the building blocks of more complex emergences in turn.dlxxiii 

 

Emergence has self-differing and networking as aspects, but how are these related? It is only 

the primordial opening of the world which is perhaps a sort of pure self-differing, but since the 

singularity was perhaps both self and other, in a potentially primordial sense, such 

distinctions, as with so much else in regard to quantum phenomena, including those between 

space, time, matter, and energy, likely only make sense to some extent.  

 

Then again, if the basic stuff of the cosmos did not retain the potential for self-differing, even if 

this tends to only manifest in and through a complex relation with other-differing, it would 

likely be radically different in kind from the singularity which gave rise to our cosmos, and yet, 

it seems that any aspect of our world, put into the right circumstances, could give rise to a 

singularity, perhaps even one able to start its own cosmos, even if, in such a state, 



distinctions between a singularity and the contexts which give rise to it are not fully 

distinguishable in such simplistic ways.  

 

In more common circumstances in our world, however, for networking to occur, there must be 

different aspects of the world to network. And for differing to occur, there needs to be a shift in 

the ways in which networks within or without some aspect of the world, and often in a 

balancedly reciprocal way, shift to make this possible. Differing and networking are, in this 

sense, aspects of how emergence emerges in our world, and in many senses, differing 

aspects of a differingly emerging otheringly opening non-same. At such limits of sense, from 

which sense and the potential for it themselves emerged, to try to speak sensibly is to court 

the bounds of sense and non-sense, even if there are ways to do this which still have 

benefits.  

 

In this sense, emergence in its differing networking is that from which past, present, and 

future arise, and in such ways that the past is the most reifed aspect of the world of 

emergence, present is what is opening, and the future is that which does the opening, to the 

point of even shifting how the past impacts the future through such present.  

 

Such notions are of course relative, such that there are many pathways, landscapes, and 

vistas in space and time, many of which are compressed and dilated in various ways, and not 

all of which can be woven into a whole which is coherent in what we may consider a “classical 

physical sense,” even if they are coherent in other ways. While local observers seem to 

always be able to experience local coherence of physical spacetime around them, when 

attempts are made to weave these into a whole, the multiplicity of spacetime often becomes 

evident, one more example of the multiplicitous fabric of the world in its most simple physical 



form, the weaving of which has the potential to give rise to more complex living, neural, and 

cultural forms of multiplicitous opening as well.  

 

Emergence is an unfolding which, as physical unfolding, manifests as energy, as biolgogical 

valuation in the unfolding of life in evolution, and in various cultural unfoldings as well. 

Emergence is a process of opening that is not mere opening, for were opening to open all at 

once, simply, it would cease to be opening or emerging. Emergence is not opening which 

dissolves potentials, but rather, unfolds them in ways which refolds them to unfold them more 

emergently, at least, when it is being most emergent, emerging in new and different ways 

from itself.  

 

This is emergence which is complexifying and developing, giving rise to new qualities and 

quantities of these, which is to say, emerging from its prior forms of emerging, and this is what 

is meant by emerging in its most emergent sense as that which is beyond any mere this or 

that, including mere opening and mere emergence, as emergence which emerges from itself. 

From world to interpretations to emergence to the valuation of emergence, to the 

concretization of this in interpretative models which foreground emergence, as well as actions 

and potentials for these, this project develops its lenses, all of which have then been 

reapplied back to the world to give rise to interpretations which are presented as abstract 

world modelings in what follows. 

 

Some may argue that the theorizing of emergence described in this book is little more than a 

game played with words. Such a position most likely to be taken by those influenced by forms 

of linguistic based forms of philosophical deconstruction.dlxxiv Now, games played with words 

have had radical impacts on our world, so it would be a mistake to trivialize this. One could 



even say that mathematics, after all, is just a game played with symbols. What is society but a 

set of highly complex games we play with each other, and often, with incredibly powerful 

stakes? Still, some may imagine that the approach to emergence described above is merely 

an effect of language.  

 

There are many problems with such an approach. It overlooks, to start, the manner in which 

emergence is a term with a long history in science, a term which describes so many of the 

very real aspects of our world today in a scientific sense, and that while what is described 

here simply extends the notion of emergence to other cultural domains so it can speak to a 

broader set of concerns, that this new framing does not contradict any of its uses in scientific 

practice. Science, like language, of course, is a cultural practice, a networking, and its 

meaning and value arise from such contexts. To say that any use of language is “merely a 

game with words” is to try to devalue it, and yet, we place a lot of value on our games with 

words, many of which have massive impacts on the way we do thing in the world.  

 

It might be thought, however, that what is described above is a “mere” game with words, 

which is to say, that it is a sort of game with words that is not “realistic” enough to come into 

sync with aspects of the wider world. There are strong reasons to think is not the case, 

however, as what is presented here is drawn from physical sciences which already have. 

What is more, social scientists have made extensive use of the notions of emergence to 

describe a wide variety of social phenomena as well.dlxxv The reworking and extension of such 

notions in the form described above have much in common with that proposed by various 

prominent scientists working in this field, even if what is presented here clearly goes further, 

seeking to speak to more to the realm of culture than to the sciences directly.  

 



Some may argue that such a “mere” game with words is nevertheless like a sort of “trick,” or a 

form of poetry at best. One could say something similar of the notion of “energy” in 

contemporary science. While the term “energy” has a long history, including that of the 

Ancient Greek energia in the works of Aristotle to describe what today could be called 

“potential,” Hermann Helmholz first introduced the modern Euro-American concept of energy 

in 1836 to unify the study of heat, magnetism, electricity, chemical energy, and kinetic 

movement, arguing that energy could neither be created nor destroyed, only transformed, a 

notion which was later ammended to include the notion that the potential of energy to create 

change can increase or decrease despite this.dlxxvi 

 

There are many ways in which the concept of energy is not radically unlike that of emergence 

as described here. If, as relativity physics has shown, all matter and energy are 

interconvertible, each can be understood as an aspect of each other. The whole cosmos can 

be seen as various congealings of energy, with energy generally being “conveyed” by 

movements of its own congealings which convey its various determinate forms. Moving 

electrons give rise to electromagnetic waves, matter and its masses impart impacts when 

they move and convey kinetic energy which can be measured as heat and averaged as 

temperature, nuclear energies can be release, chemical energies bound and unbound in 

reactions, etc.  

 

Energy is all of these in their ways, yet not merely any of these in particular. Energy can be 

seen as the fabric of the cosmos, and in fact, the potential for it developing, evolving life, 

culture, etc. Energy is incredibly abstract, of course, and only when intertwined with its more 

determinate material congealings does it unfold its full potentials as this or that form of 

movement, systems of these, life, etc. If the notion of “emergence” is merely a mystical game 



played with words, or a sort of philosophical poetry with few claims on the world beyond it, 

then considering how similar it is to the notion of “energy,” such a notion likely falls prey to 

such critiques as well, and the limitations of these critiques can be shown up in the limitations 

such a perspective provides.  

 

But why then differentiate emergence from energy, why not simply use the term energy 

instead? The reason is because emergence is a concept which does more work. Energy is 

abstract potential. Emergence is a term which describes an entire discipline of approaches 

which go far beyond physics. While the notion of energy has been applied beyond physics, it 

is generally understood in more abstract, physical senses. To apply it beyond these concerns, 

such a concept would need to be reworked. The concept of emergence is already well along 

the way, and comes from a set of discourses and practices which already are deeply 

intertwined with concerns far beyond those of physics, in the life sciences, social sciences, 

and beyond. There are many other reasons emergence makes more sense, but these are 

enough for the time being.   
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Note to the Reader:  

 

There is a politics to writing in a manner which, with some effort, can be read by anyone and 



everyone, and this book has been written this way, at least, to the best of my ability. And so, 

while this text will draw widely from a variety of academic fields in science, mathematics, 

technology, as well as theoretical and philosophical traditions across many periods of time 

and from around the world, everything which follows has been written to be understandable 

with no prior knowledge of specialized terms, debates, figures, or references beyond those 

described in these pages. That is, this book dispenses with the need to understand various 

forms of jargon and references in order ot make sense of it, all of which so often serves a 

gatekeeper function in our society, one which tends to keeps theoretical works which could 

change how we see or world and place within this, as well as potentials for change, in the 

hands of specialists who talk mostly to each other rather than try to impact the world at large 

beyond the confines of universities.  

 

None of which is to say, however, that what follows will be simple. The world is not simple, 

after all, and so, to model some of its trickier aspects anew requires some real complexity, 

and at times even an effort to stretch language beyond some of its more traditional uses to 

express what is at stake. And even as notions are described as clearly as possible, some are 

simply quite complex and dificult, and no amount of clear language can explain this away. 

Where this text differs from many of the past, however, is that it at least does not assume that 

one will already know this or that term, figure, concept, or debate, without at least attempting 

to explain what is at stake, such that every attempt has been made to level the playing field of 

access to theory which, it is hoped, could radically impact how we see our world and place 

within this.  

 

Even if access to a wide audience were not a concern, however, the interdisciplinary nature of 

this text requires to some extent that the science be explained for those with a background in 

philosophy and vice-versa, just as I had to continually translate between fields and ways of 

explaining things to myself in order to write such a book. To think between disciplines requires 

some degree of translation and explication no matter what, as it has been to try to learn these 

fields beyond the limits of my own formation. That said, it is not such concerns which have 

motivated the form of this book, as much as that of the desire to make it possible for 

theorizing about world again in a manner such as done here to be able to move beyond the 

limits of academia, the zone where radical thinking is so often sent to become arcane, 

toothless, harmless, and incomprehensible to the majority of readers. A text that is written so 



that it can be read by a wide readership is one that does not merely seek to describe the 

world, but also potentially to change it.  

 

With these concerns in mind, academic citations in the main body of the text will be kept to a 

minimum, and only employed when they are as clear as the text around it. That said, for those 

interested in tracking down the the sources and debates which often motivated the moves 

being made in this text, a set of end notes, along with quotations at the start of each section, 

have been provided. These can provide a trail, like those of proverbial breadcrumbs, back to 

scientific, philosophical, and other sources which have contributed to the production of this 

text. It can be helpful to know, after all, what support there might be for the claims being 

made, as well as how this text seeks to intervene, if at times indirectly, in some of the debates 

at stake within these fields.  

 

Beyond the reference matter at the back of this text, some of the sections are also opened by 

quotations from prominent prior theorists. These epigraphs are often not as transparent as the 

text which follows, but they can often hints for those interested in what inspired the moves 

made in a section some aspect of what inspired it, even if at times only partially. These quotes 

are in this sense often there to indicate something that the section which follows endeavors to 

rework, even if it will rarely come fully into sync fully with such citations, if that were even 

possible. While these quotes provide extra context, the sections which follow them are 

nevertheless written such that their meaning can be grasped without these quotations, which 

are only there as a sort of enrichment.   

 

While various traditions of theory can be helpful, particularly in pointing out past pitfalls, or 

making it possible to not have to reinvent various wheels, they can also be a crutch, a set of 

blinders, and ultimately, a cage. For to be able to see the world in radically new ways does 

not require years of specialized schooling or obscure terminologies. All that is needed is a 

change of perspective, and the details flow from there. While past traditions and various 

detailed terminologies and bits of obscure knowledge can inspire such changes in 

perspective, it is easy to miss the forest for the trees. For changes in how we see the world to 

really impact the world, such shifts in perspective need to move beyond the limits of 

universities, and move out into the public.  

 



As will become clear, the attempt to write this theoretical text in an accessible manner is an 

attempt to come into sync with the ethics and politics of radical opening which is espoused in 

what follows, and to help give rise, in its way, to emergences beyond itself. The world can 

always be different, and writing theoretically can have an important role to play in this. If we 

can come to see the world more openly, more relationally and more emergently, the hope is 

that we can collectively work together to help our world become more like this in the future, to 

help give rise to a world which is more open and opening, which is to say, a world which 

works to potentiate greater sustainable creative emerging, not merely for the few, but for any 

and all. In a world dominated by selves, however, to even start to imagine this requires some 

work of unworking at first, however, and this is where this text will start.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction: Theorizing the Self for an Age of Networks 

 

To speak of a “self” today, in an age of networks and networking, may seem a bit quaint. For 

ours is an age in which any sense of having or being a self, at least as such a notion was 

most commonly understood, is coming unglued, and seemingly in more ways than one. And 

yet, however much we find ourselves changing, however, whatever it seems we are in the 



process of becoming in our world today, we still feel and live, do and dream, fear and hope, 

sense and think, if often in new and unfamiliar ways. Our actions still create and recreate this 

world each day, even if threaded through with networks of vast scope and scale with logics 

and potentials all of their own. Despite all the changes without and within, however, the ways 

in which we often describe what we mean when we talk of a self, whether in the everyday or 

more philosophical sense, neverthless remains painfully out of sync with so many aspects of 

how we live our lives in the world today.  

 

We need new models, networked models, which can speak to the ways in which our world is 

rapidly changing. While there have been numerous critiques of traditional notions of the self, 

they have provided few alternatives, and as a result, the older models have tended to hang 

around, like ghosts of their former existences, and us living in their hangover. The time has 

come to move on, but this is not to say that we should dispense with any notion of a self 

whatsoever. What would that even be like? It is as abstractly impractical and idealist to 

imagine we could live in worlds without something like a self as it is to cling to the selves of 

old, with each path being fraught with pitfalls we need to avoid if we are to be able to in any 

way learn to navigate the new challenges of our times.  

 

This text will instead argue that what is needed is instead a new notion of the self, one which, 

at the risk of employing a much overused pre-fix, could be understood as something like a 

“post”-self.dlxxvii This is not only a notion of the self which would come after the older models of 

the self which no longer seem to fit, but one able to do much of the work which this seemed to 

do in the world, if without so much of the baggage and limitations. This is a tall order indeed, 

for our images of ourselves are knots, fundamental structures whose form is deeply 

intertwined with those of how we see nearly everything and anything and the world and more. 



To imagine that one could try to rethink the self without pulling on a thread which could 

unravel the proverbial sweater of our entire ways of situating ourselves in the world would be 

naive.  

 

But we soon may have no choice. What is more, as will become clear, unraveling the 

worldviews in which we find ourselves by means of rethinking the notion of the self is not so 

much a side effect of the work this text sets to begin, but in fact, the very hope. This text is 

part of the project, started in my first book, Networkologies (Zer0 Books, 2014). This book 

outlined the contours of what would be at stake with the endeavor to produce a new way of 

looking at the world, a philosophical worldview, which uses networks as a lens on the world in 

the widest possible sense, to understand the challenges and potentials of philosophy today in 

our hyperconnected age.  

 

Such a book, of course, could do little more than sketch the general contours, and it is not 

necessary to read that book to understand this one. While Networkologies sketched the 

general parameters of this project, this book starts the work of engaging with reworking 

specific aspects of how we tend to understand our world, deconstructing and reconstructing 

them in more networkedly relational terms. Networks are the ways in which our age has 

sought to think relation, which is to say, how the world's aspects intertwine with each other. 

The project to develop a philosophy of networks is one which works to use the ways in which 

our times have tried to think relation anew to recast how we see our relation to our worlds in 

our current age, and the potentials for recasting our world in a more general sense in the 

process.  

 

This book is the first in this project to start addressing a more specific concern, namely, that of 



the self. This is a sensible place to start to rethink how we see everything and anything and 

more in our worlds, for at least in how we currently experience things, we have been taught to 

start with the self, and so, this project will start close to home and where it finds itself. None of 

which is to say that all cultures and periods of time have seen the self as the center of the 

world, but as a text produced in the United States by someone raised here in the Euro-

American cultural sphere, and in a world increasingly dominated by this cultural set of 

concerns which have been exported and imposed on much of the globe today, there are 

strategic reasons to start with one of the anchor structures of this very system itself. If one 

can unravel and rework the self a bit more relationally, so much can follow.  

 

In order to develop a new, more relationally networked model fo theself, it will be necessary to 

unravel the dominant notions of the self of the past, and in particular, that of what, in the 

following pages, will be referred to as the atomistic self of capitalism. This book work to 

dissolve this notion from many differnet angles, from without and from within, to show it was 

never as coherent or capable as it may have wanted to seem, and indicate some reasons as 

to why. In the process, the book will reweave the fragments with aspects of what has been left 

out and cast aside in such traditional accounts of the self, making it possible to move from 

traditional approaches to understanding the self to new and more radical ones gradually, 

according to a form of critique which begins from without, but performs much of its work within 

that which it seeks to rework. This requires getting inside it, of course, in a sense, wearing its 

skin, if to be able to eventually rethread this in some powerful new ways. For if the atomistic 

self of the past has been a cage – a perspective which this text will work to show – then then 

we need to release the potential which it has bound and petrified within it, and see what novel 

transformations can arise when these intertwine with those released from the world 

unravelled and potentiated in such a way as well. And from this, to try to see what within this 



might be worth saving, and what any of these notions might be able to come to mean in our 

radically shifting new networked terrain.  

 

In the process, this book will start outside and then move within traditional notions of the self, 

if to shatter and recompose them, in order to show how everything in our world can be seen 

as a relational weave of networks and networkings, and even our selves with this. This may 

seem to some readers, however, to be less than a good solution, and in fact, an all but 

terrifying proposition. After all, if we begin to see ourselves as aspects of networks of 

networks, will we lose ourselves in the process? Of course we will. But then again, there are 

many reasons to think we are already losing ourselves, and that our attempts to shore up our 

senses of self of the past, individual and collective, are in fact partly to blame for many of the 

violences and instabilities increasingly wracking our world. By recasting things in terms of 

networks of networks, the hope is that we can save what is worth saving, jettisson what is not, 

and in the process, find ways to move beyond some of the ways in which prior notions of the 

self were predisposed to violence, paranoia, and in fact, made us easy to manipulate and 

control.  

 

For if we have less atomized dreams, we just might have some better futures. From the 

perspective of this book, the self of old was always a trap. The chance to move beyond this is 

a potential to finally move beyond this. After all, to paraphrase some of the Ancient sages, 

why worry about holding on to yourself, if in the process you lose the world? But if you give up 

yourself, you just might be able to gain the world, while also gaining what was worthwhile 

about a self in the first place with this, but without the limitations, or at least, that is the 

hope.dlxxviii  

 



The Structure of this Book, and Summary of Chapters 

 

Part One of Worldtwisting will describe the stakes and contours which will guide the 

production of the new worldtwist model of the self, the construction of which will be the task of 

Part Two.  Chapter One will frame the need for something like the worldtwist model in regard 

to the notion of the atomistic self at work in our world today, and how this is mutating in some 

fundamental ways through the rise of the hyper-capitalism of images and networks. The 

argument will be made that only if we develop a set of new, networked models for our world, 

including of the self within this, will we be able to get a sense of how the networks in our world 

which give rise to the images around us are hardly networked enough. A networked model of 

the world makes it possible to see how more radical forms of networking provide all that those 

dominating our world today want to capture, and in ways which, if we can begin to unleash 

them, could recast our world in less destructive ways. The construction of the worldtwist 

model is one tiny part of this endeavor, working to produce a more networked model of one of 

the primary forms in our world today, and one in crisis at that, namely, the self.  

 

Chapter Two moves from why we need something like a worldtwist model, to how this will be 

done, and the reasons for such choices. This will be done by arguing that the atomistic self is 

part of a subject-object model, a logic which is as unitary as it is dualist, and in ways which 

can be seen as a ramification of the social logics which produced it, as described in the 

preceding chapter. The argument will be made that only by producing new models beyond 

such structures will it be possible to not reproduce aspects of their radical shortcomings. The 

chapter will then describe how this approach to such concerns grounds and justifies itself and 

its methods, and describe how it contextualizes itself in regard to histories of philosophies of 

experience and the self in the past, their deconstructions, relevant historical formations, and 



developments in the sciences. The chapter will end by describing some of the ways in which 

the production of the worldtwist model in the following chapter will manifest, in particular, the 

stakes of using my own experience as a site of raw materials from which to construct this new 

model. The argument will be made that this new model is not one which describes how 

experience must be, but rather, will be one which works to show how experience does not 

need to seen in the dualist terms of old, and to show what a relational approach to such 

concerns can do, encouraging any and all to do something of the sort in their own way.  

 

Part Two will then begin the work of building up a notion of the self as a worldtwist from a 

relational account of experiencing abstracted from descriptions of my own experience, if 

enriched by accounts of others and the sciences. Chapter Three will begin to examine this in 

a relatively general way, addressing what it means to start with experience, and working from 

there. Chapter Four will then begin to describe the stakes of extracting patterns from 

experience, using my own experience as a source of raw materials, in the hopes that the 

models I produce can have uses for others, as limited as my experience may be. In this the 

chapter will begin to produce models, drawn from my experience, but offered to readers to 

modify as they may need, articulating how it is possible to abstract grammars from 

experience, or worldstructures. From there, the text will put forth the notion that experiencers 

and their worlds can be seen as basic worldstructures, along with experiences and 

experience itself. Experiencers will be described as having worlds of experiences of 

worldslices, abstractions of their worlds, and this model will be used to produce a relatively 

rich relational description of a simple walk in the park to show what basic experiencing looks 

like from within this model. The rest of the chapter will then examine some of the details which 

pertain to this, and tease out issues and complexities which attend the less obvious sorts of 

experiences which push this model beyond its immediate comfort zone.  



 

Chapter Four will then address the peculiar juncture of the body, the site at which the world 

twists within as self. The body has been a highly problematic site for many prior philosophies 

of experience, and this chapter will work to show that when understood as networks of 

experiencing experiencing each other, many of the traditional difficulties fall away into forms 

of relational networking, particularly in regard to many of the more tricky horizonal aspects of 

experience at the limits of traditional formations. Chapter Five will bring these concerns 

together and draw out implications for understanding differently what it means to be a self in 

this sense. The self will be recast as a self-ing of self-ings, a networking of networkings of 

experiencing  which is an aspect of the world rather than radically distinct or cut off from this. 

The final sections will then lay the ground work for future texts which will explore how this 

relates to questions of intersubjectivity, which is to say, the bodies and inner experiences of 

other experiencers, and how this can lead to a recasting of our understanding of traditional 

notions of objects and objectivity in light of this.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One:  

 

If our media is to be taken at face value, it seems as if all we seem to do these days is 

encounter ever more forms of ourselves, if in some new and very strange ways. We find 

ourselves, or at least, versions or fragments of ourselves, multiplied and magnified, distorted 

and reworked, and increasingly refracted back to ourselves in ways large and small, and 

things are starting to border on the creepy.  

 

While in simpler times with simpler technology, it it would have been taken as a sign of 

delusion or paranoia, even bordering on psychosis, to imagine that versions or bits and 

pieces of ourselves were lurking everywhere and anywhere, or projected onto the very scope 

of the world.dlxxix But today, whether we like it or not, what would previously been seen as 

something like evidence of a break with reality is now simply the stuff of our everyday techno-



lives. Where once we searched for advertisements and news, now the Internet searches for 

us, providing us with an image of the world cut to the mold of our own self-images.dlxxx We see 

echoes of our views, actions, words, and deeds now show up online in the strangest of 

places, demonstrating not only the extent to which the Internet is paying attention to us, but 

skimming our emails, studying our location data, and trying to get to know us better than we 

even know ourselves.dlxxxi  

 

Today the Internet, and the version of the world it presents to us, seems to want to be our 

lover and brother, mother and sister, confidant and friend, therapist and doctor, and so much 

more. And it does this all in the effort to keep us viewing, clicking, and otherwise remaining by 

a new augmented reality designed not only to appeal to us, but to all but call out to us by 

name. While much of this is new, not all of it is. After all, even before the Internet, ours has 

been a world in which it is not unusual to regularly see oversized and idealized versions of 

ourselves fight and win against virtual reality adversaries of epic proportions on massive 

screens in the cinema.dlxxxii  

 

But now the fantasy-machines have gone micro and mobile, as we carry tiny screens with us 

nearly everywhere we go, bringing all the powers of the cinema to our pockets, and via the 

Internet, presenting us with an increasingly cinematized portal which is swiftly becoming our 

primary way of accessing so much of our worlds today. News, opinion, games, and plaforms 

to navigate our networks of virtual friends sculpt themselves ever more to what the software 

thinks “someone like us” wants to see, literally sculpting its image of the world to the shape of 

its take on our selves.dlxxxiii While we and our computers have clearly made our world this way, 

everything nevertheless seems to be taking on a life of its own in ways we had hardly 

imagined. Everything feels like it is on the verge of spinning out of control, as elections seem 



to be influenced as much by social media and chat-bots as traditional debates or opinion 

polls, and everyday life influenced as much by virtual realities as by the very concrete people 

which may be standing right next to us.  

 

On some level it seems as if we know that underneath all this, there is something quite wrong 

about all this. Ours is an age of vague unease, even if it is difficult to put our finger on 

precisely what has changed or gone wrong, even if it feels like we have been floating out in 

space and have left the Earth we know a while back, even we are not quite sure when.dlxxxiv 

And yet, to merely dismiss seeing so many versions of ourselves everywhere as mere fantasy 

would be to miss the ways in which such fantasies seem to be impacting concrete realities in 

ever more powerful ways, with all the potentials this brings. Our world is mutating, and in 

ways which are as powerful as they are seductive.  

 

We seem to know, however, at least on some deep level we seem to often wish were not 

there, that underneath all the images, giving rise in their ways to all the webpages and 

streaming video and social media threads on our screens, there is nothing but networks of 

algorithms. What makes this all run is code and wires, pulses and connections, numbers and 

algorithms, and none of this knows nor cares anything for a self, ours or any other. To the 

machines and their codes, we are nothing to but clicks and data points. Our actions are 

scattered and sorted by data mining and prediction software with those of “others like us,” all 

to be packaged and sold back to us by images shown to appeal to “those like us,” all to better 

manipulate us. We know this, as well as the fact that we are somehow quite actively doing 

this to ourselves. And yet, because we have found a way to speak to our own insecure 

narcissism at some new and truly profound levels, we seem to find it all but impossible to look 

away, and I do it too.  



 

But in those rare moments in which we do take a look beyond the most superficial levels of 

the fantasy, no matter how alluring, what is left within our world of networks and wires, codes 

and algorithms, of anything like a self? No matter how much we see versions and fragments 

and projections of ourselves everywhere, seemingly saturating ever more levels of our reality, 

we know that this is all warped to the logics of the systems behind the scenes which use 

these to control us. What is more, with the new powers of social media, underneath all the 

self-aggrandizing dreams sold to us, we seem to slowly be starting to wake up to just how un-

unique we are, and perhaps have been for much longer than we have realized. For today 

there are so many others like each of us, entire niche markets of “people like us,” each with 

worlds sculpted to the mold of fantasies statistically similar to what our clicks and likes and 

views tell the software are likely to make us do these things more. And we can go the other 

way, of course, it is all simply more data for the system, which will learn to predict us better, 

and then send us slightly different versions of the world designed yet more precisely for 

“peole like us” in the process.  

 

But no matter how we remain fixated by the spectacle of it all, we are starting to realize, likely 

in the very ubiquity of ourselves and our fragements and avatars and projections and all those 

others uncannily “like” us, that that perhaps the very notion that we were unique or special 

was itself a fantasy. Perhaps we were sold a marketing ploy designed to help prime us to 

imagine that we needed to spend all of our time finding our real selves, so as to express this 

in so many practices, projects, images, and stories, all of which needed us to buy various 

accessories and tools to make this possible. We were made to imagine that there was 

something very deep about our souls, something that needed retrieving, a process which was 

possible if only we could find the right way to dress, the right hobbies, the right musical 



instruments, and I do it too.  

 

The system knew our deepest desires, hopes, and fear, the depths of our souls, of course, 

because it had put them there. We knew we had to produce unique collages of products and 

book titles and favorite movies and musicians and so much more, because this was how we 

manifested our individuality. Today this has all moved on to social media profiles, but the basic 

idea was there before. The system spoke to us from the screens, knew something deep about 

our most private essences, and we knew were special, that we had these essences that it 

was crucial to bring to full development in our world, because the screens made it possible to 

dream ourselves heroes of the sort which in previous ages were reserved for the tales of gods 

and legends. No matter how much we may have disavowed all this, or pretended that we 

were only doing it ironically, we also knew that these fantasies were more real than our very 

selves, and in fact, were our very selves.  

 

Today things have moved online, and the terms have morphed a bit, but the structures are not 

radically different, at least, not on the surface. Such logics of course continue those which 

developed before mass media and consumer capitalism, when we were sold similar tales of 

ourselves by means of the literature with whose heroes we identified, the poems which 

described our deepest feelings more truly than we ever could, and divinities which seemed to 

offer us our hearts desires by loving each and every one of us for our unique souls 

individually.dlxxxv As we see all the copies and patterns online, however, perhaps we can begin 

to see how some of our new world is quite radical, but some of it is also just a continuation of 

the same old ways in which we are made to spend our entire lives searching in the the world 

for what the systems which have formed us have implanted in us as present absences before 

there was even an “us” to want them.dlxxxvi  



 

By means of such fantasies, the networks which dominate the world have always manipulated 

us. Perhaps today, as we are starting to see the outlines of this, as the fantasy of our 

individuality is far less believable than before, we want to cling ever more tightly to such 

notions, and clearly the system wants to encourage that, for this is what will give it the most 

ability to prime us towards the forms of actions most profitable to it. In such a mode, the 

Internet is our everything, our screen for the rest of the world, and as we rely on it for 

everything and anything, we become more like its mere extensions than the reverse, viewing 

clicking the world away in the process.  

 

And with that, the system keeps going around, and the deepest fantasies of ages past, the 

dreams that we could truly be gods or monsters, all now streaming live. We gain all the virtual 

realities we could have ever wanted, along with the power to make the world increasingly 

sculpt to our likeness. Repression and delusion are so twentieth century compared to our new 

powers to simply never see aspects of the world which the Internet deems uninteresting to 

“someone like me.” And by means of this uncanny double, I find myself stalked around my 

world by fragments and shards of what the Internet is dreaming I might want to view next, 

click next, or buy next, so long as I don't try to do something which will not give it more data to 

make more views to make more cash.  

 

We are given the world this way, or at least, a version of it sculpted to the image of our 

deepest narcissistic fantasies, and who could not want that? The cost, however, is that we get 

this so long as we sign away the world which gives rise to this, the world of wires and code, 

the impersonal world beneath things which really runs things. And so we seal ourselves into 

our private bubbles, and seal ourselves off from off from very mechanisms which sell us the 



fantasies which now coat our lenses on the world. But who then really runs this show? The 

system, of course, and we are this system, in a way at least. But we have given over attempts 

to try to understand or influence the system in anything like a direct way to the system itself, 

and its logics which have taken on a new, networked life of their own. And so, the world turns 

in ever newly networked ways, it all becomes less transparent, and yet, we have our images 

and stories, our pictures and “friends,” and by means of this, we feel compensated at least in 

our ways. It is all we could have ever wanted, sort of, at least, except for the ability to 

understand anything about what the hell is really going on, not to mention having a say in any 

of this. But at least we are entertained.  

 

Then again, we obviously do have a say in all of this, in a way at least. The system is nothing 

but us, or our actions, at least, when threaded through each other and the actions of others, if 

in increasingly confounding new ways. But it would be a mistake to imagine that we are not 

somehow creating this and bringing it about, for there seems no-one else here making things 

happen. No, it is all us, we are just networking in and through each other in some baffling new 

ways. Even as we interact with those sitting right next to us often by means of our mobile 

devices running software halfway across the globe and travelling to us by myriad means, we 

need to understand these, how we got here, the new forms and structures and logics, and 

what it could all come to mean. Like the proverbial ostrich which hides its head in the sand, 

we need to extract ourselves from the virtual reality bubbles we have built long enough to 

start to understand the network logics which are radically changing the world around us, 

which have taken on the structures of fantasy of media of old, but deployed them in new and 

powerful ways that are mutating as rapidly as they are gaining in speed, level of saturation, 

power, and potential.  

 



We need to understand the new logics changing our world, and increasingly reworking the 

structures they have carried over from the old world in radical new ways if we are to find 

anything like a way forward. IIf we try to play the new games by the old strategies, those of 

individual and collective selves, we will simply find ourselves out-maneovered by the networks 

which have learned to use these images to manipulate us. If we want to understand how we 

got this way, how the self came to crisis as it has, and where it could all go, we need to get a 

sense of how the networks changing our world are doing so. We need to understand these 

networks on their own terms, get a sense of how they see us, how they manipulate us, how 

we manipulate ourselves through them, how we sculpt ourselves thereby, and what this could 

all come to mean. Only then can we begin to even ask the questions which matter today, like 

what sort of world we might want, or how to bring it about.  

 

For unless we understand the networks which seem to be changing everything and anything, 

the games and the rules and the playing-field of our world down to the very fabric of 

experience and even our selves, we will find ourselves merely spectators in the new realities 

around us. We need to understand the logics of networks, even if merely to try to turn the 

tables on them. That said, as this book will argue as it proceeds, there are powerful reasont to 

think that what is needed is not to fight back against the networks, but rather, to learn how to 

tap into the potentials they have unleashed, so as to learn how to network better than the 

networks changing everything today.  

 

For no matter how networked they may all seem, they too are attempts to hold on to the older 

logics in their ways, and while they are many steps ahead of us, it is nevertheless possible to 

leap over them, to use the power of networks to remake the world, not for the purposes of 

extraction, oppression, domination, or exploitation of the many by the few, as the networks in 



our world seem to increasingly be doing, adapting to new forms as they have always done. 

No, the rise of our age of networks is in fact an opportunity to finally see how the world has 

always already been more networked than it may have seemed, and how once it is possible 

to see this, and to grasp how networks work, how it may be possible to use the very logics of 

networks to push the systems in dominance into overdrive, to make them metamorphosize in 

ways which no longer create new networks in ways which are always already predisposed 

towards profit and control, but rather, opening and emergence.  

 

By means of understanding the network structures which are changing nearly everything 

today, we can come to see the ways in which, if we want to liberate our world from so much 

that has kept it in bondage, that the networks dominating our world are hardly networked 

enough, and in ways which could, it is hoped, indicate pathways forward in our world towards 

futures which benefit not merely the few, but rather, open towards the potential for creative 

emergence which is of, by, and for any and all. In order to do this, however, we need to 

dispense with the selves which the system has trained us to love as the core of our worlds. 

There is nothing easy about this. But in the process, we may not only regain the world again, 

but liberate ourselves from the gilded cages which have been sold to us.  

 

Selves and Networking 

 

To examine the self today, then, it is in many senses necessary to understand the networks 

which are changing seemingly everything and anything, including what it means to be a self. 

For even if we simply wanted to focus on the self on its own, what is becoming increasingly 

clear is that unless we get a sense of the systems which have made us come to think of 

ourselves as selves in the first place, that we are likely to simply end up chasing our own 



images, even while knowing that what is changing the world radically in and aroud us is 

networks beyond selves as far as any eye can see. In this sense, to speak about the self 

today, we need to speak about networks.  

 

This may all seem strangely new, especially as so much of our media is based on telling us 

that we are the center of the cosmos, the world revolves around us, and all that sort of non-

sense, even as we all realize there are so many other clones like us, and this can't be true for 

all of us at the same time, and likely is true in fact for none of us. And yet, as soon as we try to 

peer beyond this marketing haze, it seems ever more obvious that whatever selves we may 

have, or may be coming to have, are at least in part the result of the networks which are not 

only weaving us together in ever new and confounding ways, but which likely produced us 

and our very selves as we know them in the first place.  

 

If we want to get a handle on where all this might be leading us today, we need to understand 

more about how this happens, where this came from, and what we might be able to do in 

relation to this. Otherwise, after all, the networks changing our world will continue at 

breakneck speed to change everything, including our very selves, and “we,” whatever such a 

notion might mean any more, will simply be left behind. We are not, however, without places 

to start, for none of this is quite as new as it might seem. We have always been, to one extent 

or another, produced by the social worlds in which we arise. We have always related to each 

other by means of complex webs of words, images, tools, gestures, and in relation to systems 

of interpretation, economies of value, and so many other social systems that to imagine we 

were anything like unique islands or atoms in control of our own destinies was likely always to 

some extent an illusion, and perhaps a dangerous one which always made us easier to 

manipulate.  



 

It is likely not so much the fact that we ourselves are produced by various systems which 

makes us easy to manipulate, however, as much as the fantasies we use to try to deny this 

which keep us out of touch with how these systems which dominate our world today are 

changing the terms of the social games for their own ends, and use these fantasies to keep 

us moving idly by. We need to start putting these atomistic dreams to the side, and start 

engaging with the networks that are producing us as the very selves we are, so that we can 

start to have more of a say in the sort of selves we want to become, even if these are 

something new and different, or even hardly recognizable as selves, in relation to the 

potentially new worlds we may want to help bring about with each other. The alternative is to 

let the systems in dominance which we may have created but seem hardly able to control 

today to keep oppressing so many as they do.dlxxxvii There have got to be, and there can be, 

better ways.  

 

But to start to find these new ways, we need to start thinking in terms of networks, which is to 

say, we need to each stop imagining ourselves as the centers of the universe, no matter how 

much our media wants to help us pretend otherwise. We have likely always been selves only 

in relation to the networks which have given rise to us in this way, and to understand what 

new selves we might want to become, individually and collective, as well as what sorts of new 

worlds we might want to help in part bring about due to our individual and collective actions, 

we need to start thinking in terms of networking. This means, however, moving beyond the 

notions of atomistic self-hood which have been ingrained in us from earliest ages. We have 

been taught since our times in school to see ourselves as unique and like no other, rather 

than as produced by systems which churn us out like so many manufactured variations on a 

copy. It is clearly a blow to our ego, individually and collectively, to imagine otherwise, no 



matter how much we may have always suspected this is the case.dlxxxviii  

 

But the dreams that we are each “free agents,” free to think, do, say, buy, or vote as we 

please is part of what keeps us each locked in cages of our own, if indirect, making. After all, 

if we are told we are already free, we may stop wanting to be free enough to change the 

terms of what freedom could mean. After all, how better to convince someone not to try to 

have any say in the world than to convince them that they already do? But if our very dreams 

and ideas, including those of our selves, were given to us by this system, then perhaps our 

very notions of freedom have been molded by this system as well, and we are playing social 

games that were always already rigged to benefit the few rather than the many, the system 

over those who toil to give rise to it, and all for an increase in the system, with no reason or 

logic to justify it other than simply faster and more of the same for its own sake no matter the 

cost, up to and including the destruction of the world and its potentials for anything other than 

this.  

 

To liberate ourselves, we need in this sense to learn to liberate ourselves from ourselves, or 

at least, the notion of a self which has been sold to us. In the process, we will have to deal 

with a far more complex and less than ideal world, but at least once we learn its new 

networked rules, we may be able to gain some agency, and with this, link our dreams and 

fantasies more closely to the ability to bring about changes in the world in relation to how we 

network with others, rather than merely be swept adrift on the waves of change that seem to 

come from everyone's actions and no-ones, from a system we recreate daily but seem unable 

to control or even comprehend. If we are to find a way to regain agency in our world, one 

place to start is to cast aside the dream of the atomistic self, and as this book will argue, to try 

to rethink what it might mean to be a self, and to do so networkedly.  



 

For things are changing, and radically so. Whereas in the past it may have seemed not only 

obvious but all but a given that the world could be simply divided into people and things, 

subject and objects, each then linked by various processes, today things seem far more 

complex, and seemingly by the day, as networks, and in particular, those of the virtual realities 

of the Internet, seem to not only be changing how we see everything, but how everything is 

what it is and does what it does, even including the seemingly unthinkable notion of what it 

might mean to be a self, apprehend an object, or bring these together.  

 

Once we may have imagined that perception and other processes were the intermediaries 

which brought subject and objects together on some sort of common ground, and yet, it has 

increasingly begun to seem that the common ground, the networking between, has shown 

that the seeming nodes of people and things were perhaps only ever weaves in the tapestries 

of shifting networks in the first place, whatever such notions might even still mean. Today it 

seems like we are more like waves in vast interweaving oceans than anything like the 

interjoined atoms we may have been made to imagine ourselves in the past, and little remains 

as it had once seemed. And so, this text is an attempt to speak to this set of concerns, and 

address the question of what it might mean to think of the notion of the self in our current age 

of networks and networking., and all this could all come to mean.  

 

Whether we like it or not, today we are becoming more like waves in social oceans, at least, 

more so than anything like the tiny fortresses we may have imagined ourselves to be 

according to the models of the self of old. Many nevertheless still hold on to the notion of the 

self as like an islands within the flux, each like an encapsulated nucleus, and unchanging core 

of identity, a tiny bit of security to be found within the small-city state of the soul in which we 



can continually search for our deepest selves and find who we were always meant to be.  

 

But if our inner cores are simply refractions of some vast mirror-ball-like simulation machine, 

does it make any sense to think of ourselves as truly separated off, from each other, or from 

what formed us to think this way? That is, if we were all formed to think of ourselves as 

islands, and now we are coming to see this, might it not make sense to start to question 

whether or not such atomized notions of the self might even make sense to begin to think of 

pathways forward? For if the notion of “each of us an island” is at least in part how the system 

has manipulated us, might it not make sense to question the entire world-views which go 

along with this, worlds of stable divisions between people and things, and perhaps even see 

these as part of how the system keeps everything fixed in place? Might it be possible to 

recast the world in such a radical way, and in ways which could cause us to question what 

sort of terms might help us imagine what a better world might look like, or for the benefit of 

whom, or what any of this might mean?  

 

Then again, perhaps some of this is not as far-fetched as it might at first seem. For if so much 

of this world today is about acquiring for the self, protecting the boundaries of the self to 

protect what is acquired, linking up to larger group-selves which are equally bounded and in 

need of protection, perhaps the very atomization of our world into bits and the paranoia which 

attends this is part of the problem, part of what has given rise to a world in which the greatest 

threats that exist to us are others like us. How sad. And yet, if the very notion of a bounded 

and discrete self is related to the paranoid selfishness which helps make our world so 

uncooperatively exclusionary and oppressively unfair as it is today, to simply imagine we can 

dissolve ourselves into the networks changing our world today would be to give up all control 

to nameless and faceless social dynamics which already seem to be speeding us towards a 



sort of increase in speed of more of the same at all costs and for hardly any reason. Our 

current systems are out of control, and seemingly, beyond sense in their desire for more, and 

what they seem to produce, even as they undercut these, is more and more selves intent on 

remaking the world in their own images, atomizing and imagizing in new ways more radical 

than before. The more radically we network, the more separated and isolated we become. 

 

No, we need to question it all, and in the process, try to understand not only how we got here, 

but how things can change, how we might imagine it all differently. For if we are simply 

products of the vast networks of this system, then perhaps we need to question our very 

hopes and dreams as well, the very worlds we imagine we might want to bring about, and 

attempt to cast the crises of the here and now in regard to the bigger picture questions of why 

any of this matters, of what seems to give rise to what seems to be worth saving of this world, 

that which if fostered a little bit can hopefully make things a little better. If we can concentrate 

on what seems to be wrong, and on the fragments of hope, rather than simply repeat the 

same frustrated dreams the system sold us, it may just be possible to see how the system 

keeps us banging our heads up against various walls for its own ends. And in this, we may 

even be able to see pathways forward, potentially less destructive ones, even if it may mean 

rethinking what we might even mean by a self, a world, or anything at all in the very process.  

 

The self is the hard kernel, the core of our world, what we are taught is the starting place of 

any relation to anything else beyond us, the start and end of what we care about, and so if we 

want to rethink our world today, this is as good a place to start as any other, if not a 

particularly crucial place. The networks recasting our world today are unravelling the self even 

as they amplify it, and we are in crisis as a consequence. We need ot understand this, lest we 

be shattered and reworked into hardly recognizable new formations as the ground vanished 



beneath what used to be our very selves.  

 

In order to help move beyond this, this text will reformulate a more relationally networked 

model fo this self, depicting the self more as a twisting in the fabric of the world, a knotting of 

sorts, and one which is not radically distinct from the world, but simply one aspect within its 

weaves. This might not sound all that different from how the self has been seen in the past, 

but then again, in the Euro-American tradition, the so-called “West,” the dominant notion 

approach to such concerns has been dualism, a notion that selves and the world, in the form 

of subjects and objects or mind and matter, are so radically different that sensation and matter 

are seen as fully distinct sorts of stuff, with an all but unbridgeable boundary and divide 

between them, if one we are continually bridging each time we think about moving our bodies 

and do so, or perceive some change in the physical world.  

 

While dualism may seem ridiculous to common sense, a problematic notion in its own way of 

course, dualism has had a powerful influence on theories of the self, and not merely in 

philosophy. Even everyday conceptions of what it means today to be a person in our hyper-

individualized world are saturated with all sorts of often implicit assumptions which are often 

far more dualist in their conception of the world than they might at first seem, splitting the 

world into within the self and without, with mind within and matter without, and so much of the 

approach to the world subtly anchored thereby.  

 

While few of us likely conceptualize and abstract out our models of self in our daily lives, the 

models used by philosophers are extracted from various cultural assumptions, and feed back 

into our cultural projects, from our forms of artistic expression to our political and social 

formations, our endeavors to understand the world and control it, in all sorts of ways. 



Philosophies may seem distant from such concerns, but they have a way of distilling certain 

taken-for-granted cultural assumptions about the extremes of things in ways which often have 

a way of saying more than anyone may realize, if in ways that often go far beyond the stated 

intentions of their authors, likely including this one as well.  

 

The notion of the self as dualist is one thing which the dominant strands of Euro-American 

philosophy, for the last several hundred years, despite many reasonable critiques and 

alternative models, have sought beyond anything else to establish as necessary, proven, true, 

and all other such things they have tended to value. While there was a time in which this may 

have seemed desirable or possible, a period of world conquest perhaps, today that world 

conquest is complete, the Euro-American cultural model has eaten the globe, and now the 

globe has eaten Euro-America in turn. The very cultural models it brought to dominance have 

taken on such a life of their own, in our current capitalist world system, that this system has 

now come to dominate those who brought it to prominence.  

 

What is more, it now seems, in hindsight, as if it was always running in the show in the first 

place, and the ideology of the self as “master of its fate” was only a clever ruse it used to get 

Euro-Americans to dominate themselves to better dominate the world, its natural resources 

as well as its many cultures and people, all colonized and enslaved in the process, so that we 

can all become laborers and consumers for the system's own ends. And what are those 

ends? Certainly not those of any of us, it seems, even though many individuals seem to 

benefit far more than others. No, the system seems to want to grow, for its own sake, no 

matter the suffering it causes, and only grow more and more of the same. In a biological 

system, that is called cancer. What the Euro-American “West” gave rise to, in this sense, is 

cancer, and the “selves” which brought this about were only ever means to its end.  



 

This text will argue that such deviously centralizing forms of networking, centralized around a 

logic that produces more of the same, more intensely, even at the cost of crashing the very 

system itself and all that supports it and all potential for anything around or within it, are not th 

only ways we can go about things. There are potentials for other types of networking, 

potentials which this system has unleashed as it has “gone networked,” so to speak, even if it 

was always networked in various ways, if far less obviously then than now. But now that the 

system has revealed itself as networked by making use of networked means, if for anti-

networked ends, the dip into more openly networked formations, and the moment of 

transition, all this has the system recablibrating by drawing from forces which if accenuated, 

could in make it possible for new opening to emerge, for new networkings to arise between 

the cracks in the surface, for new forms of growth to emerge which can begin to outnetwork 

the cancer, not by separating themselves off, an ultimately losing game, nor becoming 

cancerous themselves, but by working together, networking in and through difference rather 

than sameness, and in this, release the powers of life again.  This, of course, is to get a bit 

ahead of things, but this is where this text is going, at least, eventually.  

 

To start, however, it seems evident that we need new ways of understanding how we think, 

feel, hope, dream, and do what we do in our worlds today, and with this, a new model of what 

“we” within this might come to be able to mean in regard to a more networked way of looking 

at the world. For to hang on to the older models of the self in such conditions seems not only 

likely a losing gambit, but also, easy prey to forms of reactionary violence which are 

increasingly rocking our world today, likely symptoms of how destabilizing for everything and 

anything to be so quickly recast by the Internet and its virtual realities online in such radical 

ways. Few seem to deny, after all, that we live in a time in which boundaries are being ever 



more deconstructed by the day. Little is as separated, fixed, or determinable as it may have 

once seemed, and everything seems to have become more fluid, mobile, permeable, and 

beyond traditional divisions.  

 

And as such, to some extent at least, we have already started to become uncanny to 

ourselves, opaquely mutating even as we seem ever more like screens of screens, our inner 

strangeifying seeming to refract those without. It is as if we have all just woken up to realize 

that we can no longer tell when we became zombies of the selves we once imagined we at 

some time must have been, and history and the world with this. Perhaps whatever we 

imagined as our deepest core was always put there by forces beyond us, whether these were 

religions or novels or schools or films or political speech or whatever else. Perhaps we always 

have known this to some extent as well, playing along because it seemed the best way.  

 

But today the media technologies have becomes so powerful and world-encompassing that it 

is just much harder to deny that we use them to reprogram ourselves. None of which would 

be a problem, of course, as perhaps we have always done so to some extent by means of 

language, our tools, our stories, our rituals, but today all of this circulates at some point to 

portals which lead behind the scenes, and they emerge all taking on differing form, no matter 

the content they had to begin with.  

 

For today a small handful of media platforms, software empires, and algorithmic 

conglomerates control the very grammars of our new media formations. And what this 

grammar makes sure of is that while you can say or do nearly anything you want, everything 

must take the same form, namely, that which can make profit for these powers behind the 

scenes. And so, no matter how distributed, open, democratic, or liberated things may seem, 



few seem to be celebrating the advent of cyberspace as they did when it first came to be. 

Today, on the other hand, we see the volatility that has been unleashed, the waves of change 

and increasing speeds, and all in ways which seem increasingly difficult to predict or 

comprehend, at least by yesterdays means, radicalizing in intensity and reaching a variety of 

tipping points beyond those previously seen. 

 

Perhaps there was a time in which it was possible to see ourselves each like little kings within 

our castles, full of original thoughts and feelings completely our own, which were given to us 

by our unique inner specialness, or by God. Perhaps there was a time in which we could 

imagine ourselves as purely free agents or rational actors, rather than sites of intertwining of 

various social forces which have a massive influence upon any ability we have to think or do 

anything beyond them. Perhaps there was a time in which our selves seemed like ideal 

kernels which inhabit domains of pure reason, or fonts of emotions possessed by no others, 

just waiting to be expressed, or flows of thoughts and sensations moving in our very own 

tunnels, hermetically sealed from the wider world, or private houses which could shut their 

windows to the influences outside. And perhaps some people, particularly those with wealth 

or privilege, can continue to maintain such fantasies today. 

 

But even those at the seeming top of our social pyramids today seem to be starting to 

realizing that the rules of the varied social games at play are shifting underneath them, and in 

ways which are beyond even their ability to comprehend or direct in any substantial way. And 

yet, stopping the train upon which the world seems to be on, not to mention shifting the 

tracks, seems all but impossible, even if this world is nothing without our continued remaking 

of it. Short of simply unplugging everything – and what then? - there seems little choice but to 

try to understand this new world, and on terms which could help us have some ability to 



impact where it goes. For no matter how much the social forces which give rise to this world 

may seem beyond our control, no matter how much our actions are part of multiplicitous 

feedback loops within feedback loops which intermodulate between whole and parts of those 

of others to give rise to the forces whose knottings produce our social realities, this still all 

remains our doing, if in new and unfamiliar form.  

 

What is needed, then, is a sense of how the new terrains in which we find ourselves operate, 

and how we ourselves are increasingly being formed in and by the social forces which inhabit 

an manifest these new terrains. Without this, not only is collective action of the sort which 

could bring about real change hardly possible, but likely any attempt at understanding much 

about our selves or our worlds at all. For if we fight blindly, there seems every indication that 

we will be out maneuvered by new networked forces which operate according to new rules 

which make sense only in these new worlds in which we find ourselves. No, we need to 

understand networking far better than those systems in our world today which seek to use 

networking for ultimately non-relationally accumulationist ends. Rather than simply try to 

adapt to the new world of networking, this text will work to take the potentials of networking 

seriously, and to see where a radical new understanding of the relationality of our world could 

lead, in an attempt to help tease out the ways in which the rise of networks can be an 

opportunity to shift the balance of forces in the world towards potentials for the better, for less 

terribly oppressive futures.  

 

For when seen in terms of networks and networking, the forces recasting the world today are 

not the result of too much networking, for in fact, these forces are only superficially 

networked, networking for non-networked ends. For all the radical disruption wracking the 

world today, it is still, after all, the few who benefit, who have managed to use such 



mechanisms to help funnel power and potential in their direction, making everything beat 

according to the same centralizing rhythms. No matter how much everything connects, it is all 

according to a logic of what one theorist has called “generalized disconnection.”dlxxxix Divide 

and conquer, after all, has always been the logic of domination, and our world is hardly 

different in this respect, only the methods have gotten more radical and have taken a turn for 

the strange.  

 

But the more such powers seek to control by connecting, the more they try to centralize by 

dispersion, the more they open themselves to the possibility that that which they dividingly try 

to connect, if only on their terms, might start to see the potentials of connecting otherwise, in 

new ways, in ways which would not even be recognizable as connection to such systems. 

That is, as the powerful around the globe have opened the can of worms of networking, they 

are in the process opening potentials which their very attempts at centralization are ill 

equipped to truly control. All of which makes it possible to begin to discern levers which make 

it possible to see how the systems which dominate our world today, seemingly impervious to 

change, just may have overplayed its hand a bit, and in fact provided the world the very 

means to reimagine itself, not in the image of those who have dominated our world for their 

own profit and power, but rather, in far more radically egalitarian, creative, and liberating sorts 

of ways, which is to say, in ways which seek to finally stop reproducing the inequalities and 

oppressions which still dominate our supra-technologized world even today.  

 

For as much as massive change feels threatening, it is also so often an opening, a chance to 

bring about much needed social change, one which could help indicate our age as a turning 

point, not merely to an age run by machines, but one no longer run merely by the few. In 

order to see such potentials, however, we need new lenses, lenses which will not only help us 



see the world differently, but what it means to be a self in relation to this, or rather, a 

networking post-self in a networkingly emergent world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two: Experience as Networking Beyond the Atom 

      “Whatever is interconnectedly emerging,  
      we call that emptiness ... [this] is in fact the   
      middle way.”        
       -attributed to Nagarjuna,                           
                           Mulamadhyamakakarika,  
       circa 200-300 C.E., trans. Modified)dxc 

 

We need networked models to help us understand those changing our world today. For the 

networks changing our world today are hardly as networked as they might want to seem. 

They use the logic of networking for ultimately traditional ends of accumulation and 

hierarchical control, if behind the smokescreen of radically distributed forms of 

networking.dxci And yet, there are other forms of networking, and as this text will work to 



show, there are many reasons to believe that more distributed forms of networking, are in fact 

the engine of creative growth that more centralizing forms of networking at work in our world 

continually work to control for their own end. If we can tap into these, we can liberate the 

potentials in the very fabric of our networking world, and our selves with this, and in ways 

which can move beyond the limiting gilded cages sold us, make sense of our otherwise often 

baffling contemporary realities, and indicate pathways, it is hoped, towards potentially less 

oppressive and destructive futures. To show that this could even be possible is an endeavor 

which this text can only begin, of course, with its more relational reworking of traditional 

notions of the self as a first step in such an work. It is nevertheless possible to sketch where 

this will go in a general way, in order to help frame what follows.  

 

Networking and Emergence 

 

To see the world as composed of networks of networks is to see it more relationally. While 

most tend to think of networks as special types of diagrams used to describe the structure of 

the Internet, anything which relates parts, aspects, or anything can be understood as a 

network, whether it is a diagram or that which a diagram describes. The ways in which energy 

moves between houses can be diagrammed as a network, even as it also is a networking of 

houses which such diagram is used to describe, and in this sense, a network can be both that 

which represents and that which is represented, even if more abstract networks tend to be 

particularly suited for representing others. At its simplest, whatever links parts or aspects is a 

network: the parts or aspects can be considered nodes, what links these together can be 

understood as links, and these network as they do in relation to background, or more simply, 

grounds, and various processes from which these emerge, are maintained, and in relation to 

which they potentially transform or dissolve.  



 

The study of networks emerged in mathematics, even if today networks are studied as much 

in the domains of science and technology as elsewhere.dxcii From the perspective provided 

by the science of networks, generally understood as a branch of complex systems science, in 

a wide variety of types of systems, from those which are physical, biological, neural, 

economic, linguistic, and nearly anything else, certain types of network dynamics in our world 

tend to give rise to what is called emergence. Emergence is an increase in the complexity of a 

system, and to simplify, complexity can be understood as difference with the potential to 

create more difference, not only as quantity, but as qualities.  

 

This sounds quite abstract, of course, but a simple example can help make sense of this. 

Open a drain under a pool of water, and a vortex, what is more commonly called a whirlpool, 

will emerge. The whirlpool will shift around minor disturbances which get in its way, and so, if 

one places a partial blockage in the way of the drain, or shifts the walls of the enclosure in 

which the pool of water is contained, the whirlpool will shift around this to maintain its 

coherence. This is why scientists who study such phenomenon refer to what emerges in such 

a way as not only the emergence of complexity, but of a complex adaptive system, another 

way of saying the same. Complex adaptive systems are often described as “more than the 

sum of their parts,” for they produce something novel from what they interweave. One cannot 

predict the shape of circular whirlpool, after all, from the relatively triangularly shaped water 

molecules of which it is composed, even if in hindsight one could trace out the balancing of 

forces which made the whirlpool emerge as it did. But there is no simple resemblance 

between a whirlpool and the molecules of which it is “composed,” nor of the other aspects of 

its surroundings. Emergence is, simply put, “how newness enters the world.”dxciii 

 



Researchers have shown that in a wide variety of systems in our world, a series of factors 

tends to potentiate emergence, such that when these factors are present, emergence seems 

to happen relatively spontaneously, on its own, without central planning, but rather, from the 

dynamic intertwining of the elements at play.dxciv While those who work in this field at times 

disagree in regard to how they categorize the various factors which potentiate emergence, 

there is little disagreement about the general substance of these, and since most of those 

working in such fields tend not to focus on such more philosophical concerns, this tends not to 

be an issue for them. That said, these factors can be generally summed up as being a 

balance between sameness and difference of the elements at play, dynamic intertwining, or 

networking, of these, metastable conditions “on the edge of chaos,” particularly in regard to 

energetic concerns, and feedback across levels of scale.dxcv  

 

To give an example of this, a whirlpool arises in part because the water molecules in question 

are the same in many ways, but they ionize in various ways, particularly in relation to various 

other materials that may be in the water, and this leads to differential flows of various sorts. As 

a drain is opened up beneath a pool of water, this creates energetic conditions which produce 

forms of dynamic intertwining which are neither stable and orderly, nor completely disorderly. 

They are in between, meta-stable, with the increase in energy differential produced in relation 

to the small drain giving rise to a rush towards it which, while not directly chaotic, gives rise to 

behaviors which verge on chaos in regard to the differential flows within the water.  

 

The molecules and ions and flows of these all jostle in relation to each other, giving rise to 

flows and eddies which begin to conflict as they all try to get out of the drain before the other, 

and as the tensions increase, points of balance arise, tipping points, cascades, and flows 

begin to sort into groupings and directions, until nearly all at once, all the flows, as if taking a 



vote, begin to work together. The emergence of the whirlpool is precisely this, it is a whole 

which intermodulates the relations of the parts in question. Were the sub-atomic or atomic 

structures of any of the components not as they are, it is possible that part of this delicate 

dancing would have collapsed before it were able to form, for just like a musical instrument, 

the factors which potentiate emergence need to be tuned in order for the music to be able to 

come together as they do, parts and whole each contributing, each more than merely a copy 

of the other.  

 

What is a whirlpool, after all, but an intermodulation, a dynamic networking, a sort of 

symmetry or point of balance between forces?dxcvi There is no there there, so to speak, and 

yet, one could say this about any of the complex adaptive systems in the world. Take a living 

organism, for example. A human is much more than a few handfuls of carbon, oxygen, 

hydrogen, and a few other elements. It is all in how these interweave with each other, at 

multiple levels of scale. Complexity arises as it does in relation to forms of complex 

networking, the parameters of which the study of networks, in science and beyond, works to 

understand.  

 

This book is part of what I have come to call the networkological project to develop a 

philosophy of networks.dxcvii Such a project can be understood as the attempt to redescribe 

the world and all its aspects as forms of emergence, which is to say, as forms of relational 

networking in the sense described above. This project draws upon the study of complex 

systems in the world, in science and beyond, but as a philosophy, it works to extract general 

concepts from all of this, and then show how an entire view of the world and all its aspects 

and potentials can be formed in relation to such notions. The hope is that such a worldview 

can help potentiate the emergence of more emergent forms of networking in our world today.  



 

The perspective of what follows will work to describe the self in such a way, and its relation to 

the world and its world within this in such a manner as well. That is, everything will be seen as 

networks of networks, which is to say, as forms of complex adaptive systems, or emergence. 

Physical systems emerged from simpler forms of matter and energy, and life arose. Life 

evolved, and organisms able to adapt and learn from their environments developed, with 

neural networks and complex brains composed of these came to be. These intertwined to 

give rise to cultures and languages, economies and technologies, all forms of emergence.  

 

In many types of systems, however, there are two primary poles to the sort of relatively 

distributed networking of the sort which has given rise to all the complexity of the systems in 

the world around us.dxcviii There are those networks which go against the distributed form of 

networking which gave rise to the potentials around them, closing themselves off, relatively 

speaking, working to drain potentials from what is around them without distributing these 

back, centralizing potential and control to whatever degree possible. The other pole is that of 

the more distributed forms of networking which work to distribute their potentials in relation to 

their contexts in order to potentiate them in turn.  

 

Centralizing networks are often able to grow quite powerfully, but in their desire to preserve 

their forms of development as much as possible, they exercise as conservative influence on 

their world, trying to freeze and petrify all further emergence into forms they can monopolize, 

or at least, reproduce themselves so as to channel new energies in ways which can be easily 

controlled, only ever giving rise to greater quantities of more of the same. More distributed 

forms of networking, however, are more open, less predictable, and more able to surprise. 

They are less efficient, messier, with more porous boundaries and logics, for in fact, they 



operate on the edge of chaos, so to speak. Centralizing networks are often quite successful 

when their contexts are relatively stable, as they can employ the same strategies and usually 

find success. But in times of crises, it is most often the more distributed networkings, those 

which differ from each other and their contexts as much as anything else, which are able to 

adapt, growth, thrive, and create.  

 

From such a perspective on the world, the physical, biological, neural, and social evolutions 

which gave rise to the most complex aspects of our world, from life to cooperation, multi-

cellular organisms and brains, complex societies and languages – as well as those slippery 

aspects of our world which often are called “altruism” or “compassion” - arose due to 

distributed forms of networking.dxcix The “edge of chaos” in which such formations emerged 

and continue to do so, however, is thick, which is to say, it can lean towards the more 

centralizing and reactive pole, or it can lead to the more distributed pole. The former tends 

towards greater organization and sameness, the latter towards greater disorganization and 

differencing, even it is at the cusp between these that emergence tends to occur.  

 

A networked perspective on the world makes it possible to see those areas in our world in 

which there are processes of over-centralization which choke off new emergences, and those 

where it is in the process of robustly emerging. Most of our world today, however, is in a state 

of frozen frenzy, running faster and faster in place in the same channels, in which emergence 

is restricted only to different types of contents of identical forms. That is, we are told we can 

be as creative as we want today, but our forms of creativity are largely illegible if they cannot 

be monetized, most recently by means of views and likes on the Internet. In this way, any 

content is made to dance to the rhythms of the system by means of this very form. And in this 

sense, our world moves faster and faster to produce new and different ways of making profit, 



but only to ever produce more of a system for doing the same.  

 

The result is a sort generalized feedback, such as when a microphone is left near a speaker 

system, and any small noise becomes amplified and picked back up again by the microphone 

in an avalanche of sound until the system either reaches maximum volume or blows a fuse. In 

a living system, there is a name for reproduction of the same gone wild in this manner, 

runaway growth for its own sake, and it is cancer.dc Our world is caught in such a feedback 

loop today, in which markets of images, commodities, and cash can be as distributed as they 

choose, so long as they always feed back into the profit of the system. Such hybrid formations 

use distributed means for centralizing ends. For they still drain surpluses to the same sites 

within the system, the same investment banks and hedge-funds, the same small groups of 

boards of directors that sit on the majority of the world's corporations, who “just happen” to be 

largely White, heterosexual, normatively bodied and gendered, and descendents of Northern 

European Protestants. And they use this power to make sure that the world remains 

distributively creative of ever newly profitable content, so long as the form remains fixed in 

place, keeping everything moving according to the same rhythms.  

 

From such a perspective, however, the dissolution of certainties, so powerful in our age, is an 

opportunity to think beyond the ways in which traditional notions, including that of the 

atomistic self, have kept us separate from each other, and in fact, at each other's throats. For 

the atomistic self frames the world in terms of inside versus outside, a radically binary and 

enclosed view of the world. It is easy to bring such a form into sync with forms of thinking that 

are equally dualist, such as mine versus yours, ours versus yours, us versus them, and other 

such dangerously disjunctive forms of thinking. When people are formed atomistically, they 

are as if predisposed for accumulative ways of thinking which view whatever is deemed 



beyond their boundaries as beyond the limits of themselves, and hence, reducible to raw 

materials, or be cast as threatening and dangerous. Tribal and nationalist thinking, fanatical 

and exclusionary thinking, capitalist and accumulative thinking, thinking which dispenses with 

contexts and process and only sees highly limited standards of value as worth acknowledging 

as legitimate, these are those which seek to reduce the world and the potentials.dci  

 

As opposed to reductive ways of thinking, with their either-or logics and unitary atomisms, this 

text will take a relational perspective on the world, one which views everything from the 

perspective of contexts and processes from which things emerge, are maintained, and have 

the potential to network differently in the future. From such a perspective, the crises of the self 

at work in our world today are opportunities to potentially move beyond this formation, and put 

in its place something more supple and slippery, more powerful and polymorphous, and 

perhaps even less perniciously paranoid, in its place. For if the age of networks has shown us 

anything, it is that it is a mistake to think of the world as composed not only of isolated atoms, 

but also firm binaries, dualities, and boundaries, and the static fields and domains to which 

these lead.dcii  

 

This book will thus use the structure of networks to produce a new, more relational model of 

the self, one which sees the self, individual or collective or beyond, as a continually reworking 

interweaving of contexts and processes in and beyond it, at many levels of scale, and in ways 

which can always weave with aspects of their world differently. This new model of the self will 

be one in which the self is a continual weaving and reweaving of experience, a term which will 

be used interchangeably in what follows with feeling. Rather than separate out subject and 

object as radically distinct types of substance or thing, rather than idealize such notions as 

having absolutely nothing in common, and then trying to explain how they could come 



together in some way, the text will see any notion of self, world, and aspects of these as 

aspects of a more encompassing, intertwining of the experiencing world of which it is an 

aspect.  

 

For if we can come to see ourselves as experiences as much as our world and its aspects, 

and all these as aspects of an intertwining experiencing, we no longer need to imagine that 

subjects and objects are radically different types of entities, nor our world as hopelessly 

divided into the binary and dual domains of the past, with their atomistic subjective selves and 

objective things. We no longer need to see ourselves as radically separated from the debased 

world of matter, and ourselves as some sort of superior spiritual or mental stuff which only 

truly exists in some plane other than the here and now of interrelation and the potentials for 

creative emergence between within this.  

 

A less dualist model of the experiencing self will not change the world. It will not undermine all 

the pernicious capitalist formations described earlier. Abstract theorizing can of course only do 

so much. Nevertheless, traditional models of the self have been used for centuries to explicitly 

and implicitly justify all sorts of horrific things. If each used the tools in front of them to imagine 

alternative formations, our world would begin to reshape itself before our eyes, and these are 

certainly the best tools I have at my disposal, and my best attempt at an intervention in a 

domain which may, in its small way, contribute one tiny bit towards imagining change. For with 

alternative models, the seeming necessity of the older models fades, and this can lead to 

small shifts in ways of thinking and doing things. These can grow over time, but one never 

knows when even the smallest set of shifts, in the right circumstances, particularly those on 

the “edge of chaos, ”can lead to cascades which can push entire social systems into new 

formations.  



 

Beyond the “Uni-Dualism” of the Subject-Object System 

 

One way to begin imagining a new approach to the world, one in which selves and their world 

are not always already atomized off and separated by insoluble divides, only ever able to 

interact by means of one version or other of some great centralizing network “in the sky,” is to 

see selves as relationally emergent twistings within the difficult to binarize terrain of 

experience. Everything and anything and more can be understood as forms of experiencing, 

which is to say that experience can be seen as a lens on the world. Everything we have ever 

felt or done, tasted or heard, remembered or seen, dreamed or loved; all this and more can 

be seen as experiences of experience which is always more. Walk towards the horizon, and 

experience unfolds from itself; run your fingers across the surface of a table, and feel 

sensations emerge at your fingertips from beyond themselves, new arising from one direction, 

old departing from the other, your sense of touch reaching outside itself by feeling what is 

beyond its limits, and what is beyond its limits reaching within you. Or open your smart-phone 

and surf a web-page and tap into the mediatory web, or look at your friend in wonder at why 

they do not experience the world more as you do. Experience is all of these and yet also not 

merely any of these, for in all its forms, it seems always in excess of itself, beyonding in a 

seemingly infinite refractive plurivocity.  

 

Experience is everything and anything and more, and yet, no particular experience fully 

captures experiencing, for experience is always in excess of itself, beyonding in a seemingly 

infinite refractive plurivocity. Grasp this or that in your hand, and there is always more to 

experience, look at this or that, and it is surrounded by more experiences unfolding, think or 

this or that, and more thoughts and feelings always arise in relation to sensations and 



volitions and associations and much more. No experience is an island in a void, experiences 

seem always fragments of webs of shifting relations, including the unities and dualities we 

may image we could use to carve it. Whatever is experienced is always connected by borders 

and limits, contexts within and without, to what is beyond it, such that, at least in part, these 

borders and contexts are part of what makes it what it is. Experiences shift and change, and 

sometimes in radically surprising ways, concealing within them potentials which often only 

manifest in circumstances beyond them which allow them to come to be. Try to grasp 

experience in some essential way, to pin it down as this or that, to tie it to a here and now in 

some definite way, is an exercise like trying to grab the ocean by a wave to try to pull it on 

shore, for it will always slip away. The unitary and dual categories that so many have 

assumed must be prior to or more fundamental than experiencing can in this sense be seen 

merely as its aspects. No matter how seemingly definite, concrete, necessary, final, or 

ultimate any such restriction may seem, experience experiencing is always more, and in fact, 

this “more” can in fact be seen as precisely what makes experience what it is.  

 

For reaching into what is beyond it is after all what experience is and does, even in the most 

pedestrian forms of experiencing. When my fingers touch this table-top, they reach beyond 

themselves, the tabletop into the fingers, the experiencing is neither merely fingers nor table 

top, but the between-ing of aspects of each. Subject and object, feeler and felt, experienced 

and experiencer, these are aspects of any such experiencing which is always in excess to 

what each provides as it unfolds into the new, for who can pin down experiencing?  Even if I 

simply look at a tree in the distance, I say “I see” the tree, and yet, what do I really mean? 

Where is the “seeing” within all this, and how much of it is really done by “me”? Is the seeing 

in the object I see, or the light which carries this to my eye, or my eyeball, or my optic nerve, 

or the brain which reads these? None are sufficient on their own for me to experience seeing 



what I see, it is only when they come together as they do that seeing happens, and in such a 

way that there is an “I” and a “tree” which are intertwined, with each aspects of the other, of a 

whole which is more than merely the sum of its parts, and certainly one which does not 

merely originate from a subject which performs the action of seeing. Rather, the self here is 

as much an aspect of the seeing as is the tree, the light, the space between, the perspective 

which joins these, and the world which in fact brought these together in such a way.  

 

To even say “subject” or “object” is to carve experiencing, to say “I” “see” “the tree” is to carve 

up the experiencing of which these are aspects. And this is fine in its way, for the carving too 

is part of the world of experience of which these are aspects. For I could only know such 

carving or speak of it by means of experiencing them, and I can only criticize taking such 

carvings as reductive categories to apply to the broad swath of experiencing by producing yet 

more to be experienced in turn. From such a perspective, everything and anything and more 

can be seen as experiencing, and experiencing in many senses as the “more” of which any 

experience is merely an aspect, a more which is racially so, excessive to any attempt to fully 

reduce or unify or divide, to petrify or capture, even if any “this” or “that” would be an aspect of 

this more, an experience of experience which is nevertheless more than any particular 

experience thereof.   

 

Experiencing has the potential to help us see our world and our selves differently, and this text 

will work to contributed to this endeavor by teasing out the “more” within, between, and 

amongst the seeming things and thing-ified aspects of our world. All of which is to say, there 

is more, and the more is here and now, and radically so – the potential for anything we have 

ever known or felt, hoped or dreamed, is right here and now, even if continually reduced, and 

even if we can only unleash it by means of learning new ways of differentiatingly intertwining, 



which is to say, relationally networking. Articulating what this could come to mean in regard to 

non-atomistic forms of experiencing self-ing, is the task of this book.  

 

Prior attempts to account for experience by means of analysis of so-called “first-person” 

experience have often tended to divide experience into realms of subjectivity and objectivity, 

and then worked to show how these could come together, fragmenting and dividing 

experience into two fundamental yet incommensurate halves which despite such endeavors 

tended to remain largely irreconcilable. Such a subject-object system sees the world as 

composed of atomized subjects and objects and divided by rigid binaries which easily come 

into resonance with a variety of other atomizing and dualist ways of thinking and acting. 

Subject-object thinking easily comes into resonance with thinking in terms of me versus the 

world, me versus you, us versus them, profitable versus worthless, atomized commodities 

and commodified people, and other related rigid, reductive, frozen, centralizing, binary ways 

of looking at the world.  

  

The subject-object system is one of the anchor fantasies of so many of the unitary, binary, and 

atomizing ways of describing our world which are part of the Western capitalo-rascist project 

of world domination which has swallowed so much of the world today. From the binary 

division between my inner world and the outer world of other people and objects, there is but 

a small step to imagining the world as a battle between me versus not-me, me versus you, 

mine versus yours, like me versus not like me, friend versus enemy, us versus them, with us 

or against us, my people versus yours, my people versus all others, my profit over all others, 

profit versus worthless, profit over all else. There is such an easy slippage from one to the 

other, and if you buy into one such binary, you become liable to it growing, like a cancer, that 

tightens and rigidizes all those other structures it touches into binaries.  



 

The world seen through such lenses is always already divided, and in such a way that is easy 

to control by those who set the terms of these divisions, those powers which work to 

perpetuate the increase of whatever is the status- quo. Today we see a world in which 

financial capitalism and xenophobic racisms spiral in and out of each other, supplemented by 

the distract, seduce, promise, and inflate of the fantasies of the spectacle of contemporary 

image-capitalism, which makes sure that divide and conquer, despite and in fact enabled by 

all our hyperconnection, remains the rule of the day.  

 

But the age of networks is an opportunity, for the rise of the Internet has allowed us to see the 

networks that were always there for those with eyes to see them. And where there are 

networks, there are not only centralizing networks, but distributed ones, and while centralizing 

networks may dominate in the short term, if the study of networks in nature and culture have 

proven anything, it is that distributed networking is what produces the creative emergence 

which in our world which centralizing networks always try to control but never quite manage to 

fully capture.dciii Learning to tap into all this towards anti-oppressive ends is part of what the 

networkological project, in its commitment to anti-oppressive ethics and politics and 

distributed networking, differing aspects of a networking same, is part of what this text sees 

as one of its primary aims.  

 

This text will start by examining experience from a “first-hand” perspective. To do this is in 

many senses to start within terrain which is always already that of the subject seen from 

within, an in a sense, to play the game at hand on terrain formed by the subject-object model 

itself. This makes it possible, however, to enter into the subject-object system, one of the 

primary and recalcitrant knots in our world today, an anchor fantasy of our contemporary 



systems in dominance which keeps us encapsulated and linked into the systems in 

dominance today as mere nodes in binary systems, and deconstruct it from within, and in a 

way which reconstructs it into something far more open. The hope is that just as removing a 

capstone can destabilize an entire arch, and pulling the right thread can unravel a whole 

sweater, that something similar can happen in regard to the subject-object system. And while 

this examination will start within “first-person” experience and within the terrain of 

“subjectivity,” it will certainly not end there.  

 

This is nevertheless all done strategically. For if we can start to see this aspect of our world 

differently, so much else can follow. That is, if the subject-object system can be unraveled on 

its own terms from within, and in ways which provide bridges to alternative models for 

reimagining how we see the world around us and its potentials and stakes, then it may be 

possible to link up the dispersed anti-oppressive impulses in the world today, to produce 

networked anti-oppressive worldviews which can potentiate worldchanging forms of action, 

unleashing the powers from within the machines of capture dominating our world today and in 

ways which can shift the balance of forces to make our world a less exploitative place. 

 

Rigid atomizations and binarizations of the sort presented in the subject-object system are 

part of the more general logics whereby capitalism has structured our world today. Such 

atomisms and dualisms present a world always already presegmented and all change always 

occurring according to fixed and predetermined channels. Unified fields, such as the 

monetary economy, hide the implicit binaries of financial and all other forms of value, 

revealing the capture-machine of contemporary capitalism.dciv All such rigidizations, the 

unities and dualities which are so often two sides of the limiting same, whether in the form of 

the subject-object system or those other systems which are anchored or brought into 



resonance with these, share common structures which Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari 

refereed to as biunivocalism,dcv but which this text will speak of, in the hopes of a simpler 

formulation, as “uni-dualism.” 

 

For whenever there is a unity, a binary tends to be not far behind. If something is seen as 

“good,” something else is “not good,” and “not good” easily slides into “bad” or “evil.” 

Presence implies absence, and it is difficult to even discuss one without the other in some 

manner, and even if capitalism seems to want to code all the world in its own image, its rage 

for the same only makes sense in regard to what differs from it. Rigid unidual models tend to 

take firm unities or binaries and rigidly restrict their meanings, freeze the world in their image, 

lock past and present into images of the same, and divide societies and practices into self-

reproducing hierarchies.  

 

Such ways of thinking and acting only ever serve the interests of those who want to maintain 

the status-quo of the world as it is as much as possible, as the powerful can always shape a 

unitary notion or a privileged side of a binary into the form of their own particular contents,dcvi 

such that their particularities becomes the general standards taken for granted by all those 

they dominate as simply how things are and must be, to the extent that it often becomes 

difficult to even think otherwise. For as much as Euro-American thinkers have presented the 

subject-object system as necessary, logical, and reasonable, it is anything but, and in fact, 

has been widely adopted despite their contradictions, and in particular because of how they 

made it possible to potentiate projects to remake the world in the European image it was 

producing for itself as it gave rise to contemporary capitalism. 

 

After all, the “philosophical” critiques of the subject-object system are well known, and have 



been for centuries. For example, as Friedrich Hölderlin once asked in regard to the subject-

object theorizing of Immanuel Kant, if the world was always already divided into subject and 

object, then what did the dividing, what preceded the dividing, and what could ever bring 

these together? Shouldn't thinking about the world start from that which gave rise to such 

divisions, maintains and perhaps could transform it, rather than assuming the necessity of 

such a division from the start, a world always already pre-divided, and then lamenting on how 

to put it all back together just to account for everyday experience which is between these 

divisions?dcvii  

 

Such questions may seem like common sense, if we had not been raised in a culture in which 

the division of the world into notions of matter and mind, subject and object, are as taken for 

granted as anything else, such that basic questions which could call such dualisms into 

question tend to be pushed to the background. And so, in order to make such dualist systems 

work, theorists have had to invent fantastic theoretical devices to try to piece together the 

fractured ideal poles of subject and object, and their impure manifestations in the world. 

Descartes had to famously argue that there is a pineal gland within us links matter and mind, 

Kant the “transcendental schematism,” Husserl the “passive syntheses of time”: there have 

been so many elaborate efforts to weave the “transcendental ego” and the “thing-in-itself” 

back together, so many fraught attempts to move beyond the antinomies, the “evil genies,” or 

the feared roadblocks of incompleteness, incoherence, and  inconsistency.dcviii  

 

Beyond the conceptual gymnastics and disavowed contradictions and compromises needed 

to make the subject-object, unidualist world work, there is every reason to think that what 

keeps its models saturating so much of our worldviews, both everyday and abstract and 

beyond their crises and catachreses, is neither logic nor coherence nor anything of the sort. 



Rather, it is the very cultural and political considerations, often cast as impure in relation to 

something like “philosophy of mind,” or forms of logic defined by pure abstraction from any 

and all content and hence as forms of “pure thought,” which seem to explain precisely why 

such models have become as dominant as they are, despite protestations to the contrary 

which fly in the face of inconvenient critiques framed on such philosophy's very own own 

terms.  

 

There are nevertheless other ways. There is no need to cordon off philosophy from other 

forms of cultural production, nor the sub-disciplines of philosophy from each other, divisions 

which have so long served only to prop up the seeming necessity of the very subject-object 

system and uni-dual forms of thinking which has in many ways been assumed in the very 

terms of the debates at hand before they even start. There is no reason to see theorizing and 

meta-theorizing about the world as simply the domain of “pure” anything. For in fact, there 

have been relational models through the ages and across the world, they simply have been 

less popular within the philosophies produced by centralizing empires such as the capitalist 

one in which we live today.  

 

An abstract excretion of the territorialisms past and cancerous capitalisms present and future, 

subject-object systems serve as abstract scaffolding for how the powers that be want us to 

see our world. The time has come to play less restrictive games and dream better dreams. 

From a networkological perspective, experiencers are always decentered by their worlds and 

vice-versa, with neither being unitary, ultimate, or anything like this, for they constantly rework 

the terrain in which they find themselves. Describing how this could be, what it could mean, 

why we might want this, and doing so with a degree of detail which does justice to the subject 

matter, is the work which will occupy the bulk of this text.  



 

None of which is to say, however, that there are no critiques which have been leveled at forms 

of relational theorizing, and in particular, in regard to how they account for difference. For if 

difference is not part of the messy world of material objects (ie: Descartes), or the degraded 

world of interpretation between pure mind and pure “things-in-themselves” (ie: Kant), then 

what then? This issue will be address in the following section, which argues that a relational 

approach to such concerns is far preferable than a unidual one, particularly in regard to the 

contemporary circumstances of our increasingly networked world.  

 

A Differential Lensing of the World 

 

Atomisms, unities, distinctions, and dualisms are not, however, merely aspects of our world 

which should be removed, if that were even possible. Rather, what is needed is to relate to 

them differently. For it is difficult to deal with the world without unities of some sort; after all, 

even objects tend to have handles to make them easier to grasp, and reifications such as 

these are in many senses our handles on the world.dcix Our hands grasp, and so do the 

brains which evolved alongside of them, making use of conceptual reifications, so many 

idealized abstractions that we imagine must be sort of mental “things-in-themselves,” even if 

they are more likely sedimented abstractions and meta-abstractions which then get re-

grasped as if they were “things” in turn. While unities and binaries clearly have their uses, 

they have these downsides as well, for they so often tend to rigidize what they touch when 

taken as ends in themselves. It is easy to forget that our handles are merely that.  

 

Without a continual effort to loosen unities and binaries when using them, rigidity tends to 

creep into nearly any conceptual system, particularly when used over time, much as entropy 



does in physical systems. Keeping conceptual models from over-rigidizing is part of keeping 

society from doing the same,dcx for over-rigidity tends to reinforce itself in ways of acting and 

thinking, often with potentially disastrous consequences from blinders on our theoretical 

horizons to xenophobias, oppressions, and worse. To avoid this, a continual effort is 

necessary, one of continual opening of the ways in which our handles on the world tend to 

close in upon themselves, reify, petrify, etc.  

 

Such an endeavor can be potentiated by the strategic use of new concepts and ways of 

thinking to pry open and loosen the hold others have upon us, and while these new structures 

can of course ossify if allowed, if they are constructed more openly and tentatively, this can at 

least help prepare the ground for future reworking. Something like a project to envision a 

relational post-self should be seen in such a light, as a local intervention to loosen things in 

their current log-jammed situations. And so, rather than seek to merely produce the newest 

set of conceptual foundations stones as ends in themselves, this text will therefore work to 

unravel some of the past, show their lack of necessity, and indicate how other ways might be 

possible.  

 

What is produced in this way will therefore not frame itself as necessary, perfect, “correct,” or 

anything like this, but rather, as a set of possible ways of interpreting the world, ones which 

have certain potentials in particular situations, even if they will need to be unraveled and 

reworked in turn if they too are not to become roadblocks in turn. As this text will work to 

show, it is possible to do this in ways which are able to harmonize with cutting edge science 

and technology as well as anti-oppressive politics by means of a relational theorizing of 

distributed forms of networking,dcxi and in doing so, speak to the potentials of our networked 

age to move beyond some of the limitations and perhaps violences of the past. 



 

This text will in this sense work to show that subjectivity, objectivity, intersubjectivity, and 

related notions do not need to be seen as ideal, otherworldly, fundamentally divided from 

each other, or radically differing in kind.dcxii Rather, they can be derigidized, de-unidualized, 

and instead be recast as poles, tendencies, and potentials which permeate the fabric of 

experience, lenses on our world which emphasize some of their aspects over others, but 

which could be put to the side when other models show us the world in ways which are more 

suited to the intertwining of the world as it has been, is now, and what we want to try to help 

make the world become.  

 

Such an approach is one which will not seek to cordon off or compartmentalize the potential 

for difference within particular zones of the world. Such forms of interpretation often try to 

become self-fulfilling prophecies, as they are often put to work in projects to try to make 

certain zones of the world pure or homogeneous, and hence easier to control, logics which 

can be beneficial if one is performing surgery, for example, but can lead to everything from 

domestic paranoia about dirt to social horrors such as genocide. While prior models 

compartmentalize the differencing within experiencing in the chasm between subjects and 

objects so as to keep each of these pure, the model described here will instead take an 

opposite approach, and argue that differencing is part of the fabric of experiencing, with 

experiencing and experienced as as relational aspects of this process.  

 

Such an approach makes it more difficult to see anything as simply a thing or merely this or 

that in a fixed and ultimate way. For it  frames all experiences as related to contexts and the 

processes which maintain and give rise to them, relations which could shift such formations in 

the future. Recontextualizing the seeming necessity of social atomizations or binarizations as 



the result of contexts and process which could be different, and showing some ways this 

could be possible, are part of what this text works to do. And if subjectivity and objectivity, 

some of the most seemingly necessary aspects of how Euro-American traditions have framed 

their relations with the world, can be seen this way, then nearly anything can, and that is the 

hope.  

 

None of which is to say, of course, any lens on the world is as good as any other, and that the 

world can be interpreted any which way. One can interpret water as poisonous if one 

chooses, but one may have difficulty getting along with those around one, and eventually one 

will get very thirsty. Conceptual lenses are valued for their ability to sync up actions and 

contexts, projects and desires, pasts and futures, hopes and needs. Just as individuals have 

these, so do societies, and thinkers such as Ernesto Laclau in politics and Thomas Kuhn in 

the sciences have examined in detail how such social paradigms shift, often only an 

interpretive model is no longer producing as much sync between the many factors involved as 

it had, due to shifts within any of them, and/or when newer, more syncable models present 

themselves.dcxiii With such concerns in mind, what this text will work to show is that not only 

are new forms of interpreting the subject-object system possible, but able to account for all 

the old systems did, and in fact, more of the world than before, and in ways which increase 

the sense and workability in relation to the world, and particularly in relation to the goals of 

loosening up older more rigid models, while foregrounding those aspects of the world which 

foster distributed networking, in the hopes of pointing towards pathways towards less 

oppressive and more sustainably creatively emergent worlds for any and all.  

 

All of which is quite abstract, but moving beyond the subject-object system can in fact be 

quite practical and concrete. For example, let us say that I ask my friend to hand me the 



green cup on my table. She replies, “the blue one?,” and then I reply back “yes,” remembering 

that she sees colors differently than I do, particularly in regard to what I, and majority of others 

I know, distinguish as green versus blue. She then hands me the cup I intended, and we 

prepare a meal together. In such a situation, we both coordinate, and neither of us needs to 

imagine that we see the cup the way “it really is,” that we are “pure” subjects relating to 

“representations” of “pure objects” lurking behind the scenes, little bits of the world “as it really 

is” which cannot be directly experienced but somehow must be there, along with their 

inverses, the ideal abstract self as pure atom which is assumed must be within each of us 

somehow as well.  

 

But there is no need for such notions. My friend and I have different bodies, and so each of us 

sees the cup as it manifests to us in our own way. If my friend had given me a different cup 

than I had intended, I could point to the one I wanted instead, or otherwise change my 

description, and we could likely coordinate in that way.dcxiv Error and consistency, 

coordination and experimentation, all this happens coherently without the need for the notion 

of the world “as it really is,” nor the need for an unbridgeable divide between the “domains” of 

subjectivity and objectivity which denigrates subjectivity as “merely” that, objectivity as an 

impossible or practically impossible to reach standard, in other situations reversing the 

evaluations but keeping the structure, thereby dividing the world in two in the process. There 

is no need to understand this in terms of absolutes, and yet, this is often how such issues are 

framed.  

 

But other ways are possible. From the perspective articulated by this text, the world differs, 

and this potentiates its networkings. Differing bodies reveal differing worlds because they 

intertwine with what is beyond their bodies differently, who are we to say that some of these 



worlds are right or better than others? Such a notion extends to the brains whereby each of 

us carries uniquely differing abstractions of bits of our past experience, whereby we feed back 

aspects of our past experience with new incoming experience, extending bits of our past into 

our present in so many evaluative and interpretory frames. And yet, if I am standing with my 

friend as ask her if she sees the cup over there, and she says yes, and she hands me the one 

I am asking for, even if we see colors differently, even if her associations of such a cup with 

her past differ from mine, we are able to come into sync in ways which potentiate our meal 

together, and so it has been worthwhile.  

 

Such an approach can be extended even further into the physical domain. For example, if I 

look at my index finger with my eye, I see it in an eye-like way, and if I use that finger to touch 

my eyeball, a slightly unpleasant experience, I feel my eyeball with my finger in a finger-like 

way. Both are experiences, both are “mine” in their own differing ways, neither needs to be 

“correct” over the others.dcxv I can even look at my finger touching my eyeball with that 

eyeball, also slightly unpleasant but quite doable. In that moment, the same connection 

between these two is happening, and is experienced as two-way touch and one-way vision. 

The tactile experiences are as legitimate as the visual one, and the tactile experience is 

coming from two sides at once, so in a way, there are three experiences here. There is not 

need to see any of these experience as more or less true or false than the others, for they are 

all true in their own ways.  

 

If I touch the same finger to my tongue, I feel my tongue manifest to my finger, and my finger 

to my tongue, and the slightly salty flavor of the skin at the tip of my finger. At the same 

juncture in experience, all three of these experiences, one mutual and one one-way and all 

three at the same intersection spacetime, if wants to speak in this way, are legitimate 



experiences of the world. They are all aspects of my world, and of the world of which mine is 

an aspect, even as my body is an aspect of the world which I can experience as an aspect of 

my world and that of others. The world as such can manifest differently in different worlds of 

different experiencers, because the structure of the bodies of experiencers intertwine 

differently with that which is beyond them. There is no need for ultimate or transcendental 

guarantees here. Experience can rather be seen as between, manifesting as multiple worlds 

as aspects of the world as such, with each world potentiating actions which can intertwine to 

give rise to aspects of the world which we then experience as our worlds again in turn.  

 

While many dominant prior models account for differences between the experiences of 

experiencers by arguing for objective reality which is only ever partially grasped by subjects 

whose differing experiences can lead to partial apprehensions of objective truth or error, this 

text will show that other less reductive and restrictive ways are possible.dcxvi Rather than 

imagine an objective truth which could be grasped by an impossible entity beyond all 

perspective and limitation, a model which has nearly always needed recourse to something 

like a transcendent purely objective object and guaranteeing super-subject, from the divinities 

of old to the more contemporary ones of the “Invisible Hand” of the market, Reason, Truth, or 

Science, this project will operate in a manner much more relative pragmatic.dcxvii  

 

There is no need to see difference as only in certain parts of the world, to see certain people 

as being “different” from a desired norm or standard, or too see difference as the “messiness” 

of interpretation between pure subjects and objects. Imagining only some of our world differs 

is to imagine that others don't, or shouldn't, that they can be beyond change and perfect, or 

hope to become that way one day, and thus be like so many have imagined deities to be. 

While our brains tend to produce abstract ideals as part of how they “grasp” the world, they 



also knits these back together into particular experiences,dcxviii but when we take these 

abstractions as ends in themselves, it is easy to see this world as lacking in relation to a world 

of seemingly pure forms or essences more perfect than this world, and to try, even at the risk 

of violence, to make this world fit such models.  

 

But what in the world does not change, is not continually differing with itself, and is not part of 

a fabric of mutual differencing unfolding, which is to say, the world? Difference can be seen as 

arising everywhere and anywhere, as part of the fabric of the world as such, and not only 

does such an interpretive lensing arguably account for far more of the world as it presents 

itself here and now, but it is more difficult to sync up with various dangerous and violent social 

projects which have been a perpetual bane to this world. This is part of the reason why rather 

than cordon the differencing between experiences and experiencers in the chasm between 

subject and object, or anywhere in particular, this text will argue that differencing and 

networking are instead two aspects of how experience experiences itself in its networks of 

worlds. And so, this text will work to show the benefits of seeing differencing as part of the 

very fabric of experience itself, as part of what makes experience so much richer than what 

the strictures of the subject-object system and uni-dual models would rather see..dcxix  

 

What is described here is as far from monism, the belief in a world made of one simple stuff, 

as dualism, for rather than see the stuff of the world as one or two, the world will rather be 

described here as emergence itself, the process of self-differing networking whose creative 

unfolding gave rise to the physical, biological, neural, and cultural emergences which have 

produced the worlds in which we find ourselves. Emergence may congeal as this or that 

complexity which may further potentiate emergence in turn, individuating and partially reifying 

to renetwork, or remain relatively dormant until brought back to further emergence. 



Emergence is not merely increase in quantity but in quantity of qualities and qualities from 

quantities, and in this sense, it is that from which all the stuff in our world is a product, result, 

and aspect. Just as matter is continually recreating knots of quantum phenomena, organisms 

knottings of matter in motion, brains knottings of living wires, and cultures knottings of 

experiencers and their actions, interpretations, and evaluations, so all aspects of the world of 

experience can be understood as aspects of emergence in its various forms.  

 

Rather than see difference as the product of some gift of a transcendent divine which has yet 

to be experienced, this text will concentrate on what has been experienced, namely, the 

differencing networking which is the stuff of the world. Traditional conservatisms and 

cancerous capitalisms may want us to try to bind up the potentials of the world to differ with 

itself into various contents and forms of the same – marking everything with the stamp of this 

or that king or nation, or the form of commodity finance and its offshoots – but they can only 

channel and contain the potential of the world to differ so much, for as the movie trope puts it, 

“it is coming from inside the house,” which is to say, differing is not transcendent, but rather 

immanent, part of the stuff of the world as such.   

 

Such a move is not necessarily as strange as it might seem. For if, as Einstein showed, the 

very fabric of spacetime can manifest as multiple different yet equally coherent and “correct” 

experiences to differing experiencers,dcxx why should we think that perhaps everyday 

experience might not also be multiplicitously non-binary in similar ways? Rather than see 

differing experiences as manifestations of bias or error, perhaps they can be seen as the 

result of differing forms of networkings of experience. Rather than attempt to account for bias 

or error, perhaps it is possible to see each perspective as contributing new and rich views on 

experience which can further potentiate its networkings.  



 

If the very fabric of experience is multiplicitous, however, then perhaps, as with Einsteinian 

relativity, there is no need for unitary truths about experience, but rather, the varied 

perspectives upon it, and the potentials for cooperation and sync between these. In place of 

Truth, there could instead be ways in which differently wording experiencers are able to come 

to work together for the mutual potentiation of their worlds. With developments in quantum 

physics, not to mention in various cultural domains, there seems every reason to think that it 

may not be that the world “really is” this or that, and subjective bias merely incidental, but 

rather, that bias and perspective give may be crucial to what makes the world able to be more 

than simply any one thing or this or that.  

 

While some may worry about this leading to seeming incompossibilities and contradictions 

according to many seeming logical systems of the past, perhaps then these systems have a 

very restricted sense of what logic could be. After all, if mathematical logic itself has come to 

view the logical law of the excluded middle as only one possible form of logic, and 

mathematical geometry has come to see the parallel postulate as merely one possible 

geometry, and if mathematics in general since Kurt Goödel has had to dispense with notions 

that math can prove its truth “in all possible worlds” by purely mathematical means without 

leading to either incompletions, inconsistencies, or contradictions, perhaps it is time for 

philosophy to do the same with its logics as well.dcxxi 

 

Beyond Prior Philosophies of Experience, Or “Phenomenology” and Its 

Deconstructions 

 

This text will work to theorize experiencing beyond, and do so in a way which moves beyond 



the examination of texts on experiencing produced in the past. This includes those which 

have come to be called the branch of philosophy known as “phenomenology,” often described 

as the attempt to theorized experience as it manifests in its most immediate formations, 

generally in the form of what is commonly known as “first-person experience.” The worldtwist 

model of experience is not unrelated to this enterprise, however, and while the redescriptive 

side of this endeavor remains its primary concern, it is worthwhile, if at the risk of 

oversimplifying of course, to say a few words about how what follows relates to this complex 

terrain, and in ways which could be applied to many similar approaches which emphasize the 

examination of consciousness alone as the only way to begin to describe experience.dcxxii   

 

Phenomenology, as a term if not in practice, largely emerged during the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century in the German-speaking parts of the world.dcxxiii In part, it grew from 

an attempt to apply modes of analysis partially influenced by the nascent field of experimental 

perceptual psychologies to the “raw data” of consciousness.dcxxiv Phenomenology 

endeavored to tried to strip away not only more “top down” intellectualist conceptions of how 

experience must be, along with what contemporary cognitive scientists would refer to as “folk 

psychology,” but also the common sense ways people tend to speak about experience 

without really examining it to see if it accords with such notions, in order to more directly 

approach its sense of what experience is “really like.”.dcxxv  

 

To do this, phenomenology used a method of rich and detailed descriptions of particular 

experiences in order to show that experience does not always manifest “as it should” 

according to the varied preconceptions often applied to it, whether these arise from 

intellectualist traditions or everyday notions. In this, phenomenology built upon prior analyses 

of experience, but in a manner which applied methods of empirical observation to inner 



experiences with a level of detail and intensity which went beyond tendencies in this direction 

in the works of earlier European thinkers. A series of critiques of this movement to some 

extent brought this practice to a close, and today it is often unfashionable to try to theorize 

experience in this mode, such that there is a sense in which a text like this starting which 

proposes to take up tropes of this mode may seem a bit untimely, even if it does this in 

peculiarly timely “networked” and “virtual” ways.dcxxvi  

 

Such a framing is quite distinct from that whereby early phenomenologists to make the study 

of experience, often cast as that of conscious awareness “of” sensory experiencing, more like 

what they understood science to be like, and with this, by framing consciousness as the point 

of entry into the world of knowledge as such, as the foundation of the sciences as 

such.dcxxvii In this sense, phenomenology can and was often as an attempt to return to the 

general worldview of Imanuel Kant and Descartes before him, seeking in many ways to 

radicalize and “make scientific” Kant's attempts to put Cartesian dualist philosophy on a more 

secure and methodical footing than had Descartes.dcxxviii While phenomenology as a self-

styled movement largely began in the German-speaking world, related trends were emerging 

in America and France in particular, in the work of figures such as William James and Henri 

Bergson which, while different from the German tradition, were nevertheless doing work 

which was not dissimilar. While the origins of phenomenology are often linked with figures 

such as Franz Brentano, classical phenomenology has been identified more with the name of 

Edmund Husserl than any other figure. Husserl not only radicalized, extended, and 

systematized the work of the German phenomenological tradition before him, but with the 

translation of his Cartesian Meditations (1929) into French in 1931, Husserl's name became 

synonymous with phenomenology in the French speaking world of that time as well, 

influencing an entire generation of thinkers who took up the phenomenological mantle, if often 



by means of critiques and extensions of Husserl, his student Heidegger, and by syntheses of 

the perspectives developed thereby with influences derived as much from Hegel as Kant. 

dcxxix  

 

The articulation of the worldtwist model later in this text is deeply influenced by 

phenomenological modes of description, if generally more in their French than German forms. 

Figures such as Bergson and Merleau-Ponty have a massive influence on what follows, as 

does the work of related figures such as William James and John Dewey. That said, much of 

what follows is directly opposed to the line of theoretical development which finds its apogee 

with Husserl, and traces itself from his work back through Kant and Descartes, even if, as 

tends to be the case, there is much that is interesting in Husserl, particularly in how he tends 

to at times undermine the more reductive aspects of his own project from within, particularly in 

later works.dcxxx  

 

The relation to phenomenology can be seen perhaps most clearly in that rather than focus on 

deriving its models from reinterpretations of the texts of prior thinkers, this text largely 

produces its models from detailed redescriptions of experience, starting in the mode of what 

has often  been understood as “first-person observation.” Phenomenologists were by far not 

the first to employ such means, but they focused upon this in particularly rich and precise 

ways, and this text will start in a manner not unreminiscent of such modes. As this model 

proceeds to explain itself, however, it will unravel the traditional presuppositions of “first-

person” observation, to some extent within, and in other senses by producing strange 

mixtures of these methods and others, until little remains that is similar to anything like the 

phenomenological endeavors of the past or that of their precursors. While phenomenologists 

may decry what may seem at times a “misuse” of their methods, this is simply because the 



goals of this project differ rather substantially from their, despite some surface level 

similarities.  

 

For despite its common self-description as the study of the the raw presentation of sense 

experience in its immediacy, seemingly starting from experience appears here and now and in 

the first-person, stripped of interpretations and presuppositions, the phenomenological 

endeavor nevertheless has many implicit assumptions at work from the start. While there is a 

small industry of commentators who have worked to describe these concerns in far more 

detail than possible here, it is nevertheless possible to articulate a few of the primary issues 

this project has with phenomenology, particularly in its Husserlian variants, and how what 

follows will differ from this.  

 

Firstly, by trying to describe seemingly bare sensations, such as splotches of color or texture, 

and then unify these in relation to purported objects, the phenomenological stance, 

particularly in its more Husserlian mode, assumes that we do not live in a world in which 

sensation arrives to us always already pre-interpreted by filters which so saturate our 

experience that to try to remove or abstract away from them would be to alter how we 

experience as we do. There is a strong argument to be made in this sense that the 

phenomenological stance is not somehow more originary than our “presentational 

immediacy,” but in fact, a potentially more artificial, produced, and derived abstraction 

therefrom.dcxxxi This critique of the phenomenological stance is hardly new, however, and it 

can even be seen arising nearly a hundred years before Husserl, in Hegel's critique of “sense 

certainty” as being never quite as “immediate” as it may at first seem, and it will be helpful in 

regard to what follows to say more bout this.  

 



Hegel, often described as one of the first “phenomenologists,” not only showed how one could 

examine experience relatively immediately, but also how one could unravel and show its limits 

from within.dcxxxii For as one examines a particular aspect of one's experience, such as the 

sensation of seeing a stone, one isolates it as a thing which manifests to experience here and 

now. Without the notion of “here” and “now,” however, the entire approach falls apart, for it is 

only such notions which separate out “this” experience as different from those of others, such 

as those in other places at the same time, or of the same entity at different times. Both of 

which are central to this notion of “this” experience, and “this thing” which is imagined as 

giving rise to it. Are not all these notions - “this” “thing” “here” “now”  - those which isolate a 

particular experience off from others, which determine it so it can be examined, are these not 

all abstract universal concepts? Is not seemingly immediate experience then in fact only 

comprehensible as mediated through and through with conceptual abstractions which are 

applied to experience by the experiencer, potentially melding with these to such a degree as 

to be only questionably distinguishable therefrom? In order to analyze seemingly immediate 

experience, must there not be a precursor endeavor to understand the concepts which 

permeate our experience? Such an approach would, however, take us far from examining 

immediate raw experience, however, and in fact, shows the limits of such an approach.  

 

Such a critique is one which this text finds at least partially persuasive. This is not to say that 

“thick” description of experience, particularly as it manifests to me, will not play a crucial part 

in what follows, as it clearly will. That said, this will be framed in a manner quite different from 

that employed by more binary thinkers, whose approach is less immediately undermineable 

by the critique provided by Hegel which, had Husserl taken it seriously, might have greatly 

impacted how he did his work. It is with Hegel's critiques in mind, for example, that this text 

will not start by analyzing splotches of color and texture or shapes as more fundamental than 



forms of experience which are full of meaning. When I experience seeing a tree in the forest, I 

will call it this, rather than saying that what I “really” experience is is the components of this 

which are only synthesized later. Rather than assume immediate experience is both 

immediate yet also somehow constructed, this text will instead approach experience as 

always already full of meanings, and as such, if I experience a particular set of colors, 

shapes, and textures “as” a tree, it will not hesitate to simply say this. Future texts will, 

however, need to say more about the modes of interpretation at work in this and how these 

can be understood relationally, but this is beyond what can be accomplished in one book such 

as this.  

 

There are further issues with more Husserlian style phenomenology, however, and it is worth 

saying more about this in regard to how what follows will differ from this. Phenomenology 

tends to assume that the only way to study first-person experience is to use only this to do so, 

and as such, views all attempts to describe how the body or matter gives rise to conscious 

awareness as somehow suspect and even impure or even “cheating,” in a sense, in regard to 

its endeavor. Similar to how many mathematicians at the time sought to use mathematical 

methods to produce mathematical proofs of the necessity, coherence, and completeness of 

mathematics and its modes of reasoning as such, so Husserl attempted to do so with 

consciousness. Both endeavors tended, in their own ways, to produce similarly problematic 

results.dcxxxiii To try to ground something only by itself will, after all, tend to leave one's 

perspective incomplete, inconsistent, or incoherent, at least, if one has a binary conception of 

what is at stake in such domains. After all, to use consciousness to try to ground and explain 

consciousness means that one cannot speak at all about how the body gives rise to this, even 

though the body is experienced in consciousness as well. It is in this sense that 

phenomenology has at times, particularly in Husserl, eschewed scientific studies of the body 



as being from “beyond” its immediate concern with raw consciousness, in this sense 

assuming that first-person “inner” observation of experience is the only pure, honest, or 

immediate way to study experience, namely, on its own terms and only this alone. From such 

a perspective, all knowledge of the world from a third-person perspective, including that of all 

science which is not that of consciousness, is derived, only ever known through the more 

immediate medium of first-person experience.  

 

Such a perspective however, assumes at the start what it seeks to discover in the world, 

namely, the radical division between subject and object, the priority of subjects within this, and 

the notion that subjective knowledge can be certain and objective as much as able to learn 

about the world beyond in such a manner, and be absolutely certain of all of this, proven only 

by its own subjective means. For is not the notion of seemingly immediate datum of raw 

conscious experience not also an interpretation of experience, and a quite cultural one at 

that? That is, is not the notion of seemingly immediate datum of raw conscious experience not 

also an interpretation of experience, one which assumes a prior experience of that which is 

other than this and from which it differentiates itself?dcxxxiv To imagine that experience 

framed as pure is in some sense originary is a massive set of assumptions, one which 

produce a notion of “raw” experience which evidences a variety of highly cultural assumptions 

about what experience is, particularly in the very framing of it as disembodied and first-person 

in the first place. The experience of something which is “not” first-person experience must 

occur before that of “first-person,” at least, if the very meaning of “first-person” experience is 

in part how it differs from “third-person” experience.  

 

One could say of course that both derive from how they were differentiated from a pre-

personal experience, for example, of the sort which infants seem to have, but this does not 



solve this problem, it merely shifts it around and creates even more concerns, for if nothing 

more, this also shows that “first-person” experience is hardly as primary or foundational as 

phenomenologists may want to make it out to be.dcxxxv What is more, however, the very 

notion of “raw conscious experience” as “first-person experience” is not only derivative of its 

negative relation to that of “third-person” experience, but the manner in which it differentiates 

itself from a notion of the body and its limits. For consciousness knows it is what it is precisely 

by differentiating itself from the body and the world of matter beyond this, only coming to 

grasp itself as conscious in a mode of negation derived from its experience of these. Self-

conscious experience would then be anything but immediate. 

 

If phenomenology's assumptions are concerning on its own terms, they are equally so from 

without. Due to the way cries travel between infants in a nursery, it has often been argued that 

infants lack clear boundaries between themselves and others, and in fact, inner and outer 

experiencing, because they have yet to demarcate this by means of a relatively coherent 

sense of body-image.dcxxxvi Would this not perhaps indicate our very division of experience 

into “inner” or “first-person” and the rest is itself a derived interpretation? Does not 

phenomenology's notion that only “inner” experience is immediate not presuppose that they 

phenomenologists have seen their own bodies from without, and decided that only those 

experience which arise “from within” their own bodies are to be taken as real, basing their 

very notion of “first-person” on interpretations of their experience from a “third-person” 

perspective in this very embodied sense?  

 

Phenomenologists tend to shy away, however, from examples of first-person experience 

which tend to call this very notion into question. While scientists and researchers have studied 

the ways in which our bodies give rise to first-person inner experiences, there is no reason 



any of us could not perform such experiments on ourselves, first hand, so to speak. In a 

rather immediate sense, when I press on my eyeball with my finger from the side, I see the 

vision presented by that eye tilt and distort from its more standard similarity to that presented 

by my other eye, while feeling mild discomfort. In this example, I am experimenter, 

experimented upon, and experiment. I experience from the change in my vision from within 

my vision, and my fingers feel how they cause this as tactile sensation. Both are immediate 

sensation, from inside, one used to interpret the other. Why would something I learn from this 

about my body and how it impacts my experience be more derived than what I learn about 

how objects can be seen from multiple sides when manipulated? Is not what we learn about 

our experiencing bodies “from without” as legitimate as what we learn about objects of 

experience seen at a distance from “without”?  

 

There are many such issues with the phenomenological approach, and many more.  Husserl's 

continued endeavors to produce a deeper foundation for his project show that he was not 

unaware of many of these issues, but like Descartes and Kant before him, he kept the faith in 

his project and the hope that one day it would be possible to one day get beyond such 

objections. Regardless of where one starts taking this apart, it should be little wonder then 

that phenomenologists and other Cartesians have had difficulty then “reassembling” the world 

we experience with others in something like what the former tend to call a “intersubjective life-

world.”dcxxxvii For all such approaches assume the division between inner and outer, subject 

and object, in their very choice to examine only first-person experience and only from within. 

Such a stance shows clearly the Cartesian dualism, the mind/body, inside/outside binaries 

assumed beforehand by phenomenologists. That is, phenomenological notions of “raw” 

sensation is sensation as a Cartesian cogito would experience it, with all the implicit 

assumptions this brings. As such, mind is seen as radically distinct from body and matter, 



leading them to avoid focusing on the joins between these, the ways in which matter impacts 

mind or vice-versa, preferring instead to start from the safely Cartesian zone of examining an 

external object from without, like looking at a lump of wax. Examining what this is like has its 

uses, but so does examining how we experience less easily segmented forms of experiences, 

such as what happens when one presses on one's eye from the side with one's own finger. 

The theories which derive from this should be as legitimate as those from examining a seeing 

a lump of wax from a safe distance, no?  

 

By assuming that only first-person inner experience is admissible evidence, and by 

foregrounding only examples that do not bring such concerns into question, should we be 

surprised it only ever turns up a theory of atomistic subjectivity which cannot “reconstitute” the 

world as lived in its richness, in and between experiencers? The phenomenological 

endeavor's very preconditions assume what it sets out to prove as its form from the start, and 

so this is all it every finds, and it does not even have the openness to say that this is what it is 

doing, but rather plays this disingenuously, framing itself, as so many theories of atomistic 

subjectivity of the past, as perhaps one day able to be finish themselves to reconstitute the 

world of “everyday life” as experienced “between” subjects. And yet, phenomenologies have a 

way of never getting to this point, spending all their time instead describing pure subject and 

pure objects and pure experiences of relating these from afar, and never getting around to the 

more messy stuff. Even more, if they ever did get to this point, they may have to deal with the 

question of how sensation has been interpreted differently in differing periods of time and 

cultures across the world.  

 

And so, while this text will make use of my own experience, described at least from the start 

in what could be considered something like “first-person analysis of experience,” it will do so 



in ways quite different from those employed by Husserlian-style phenomenology. This text will 

not hesitate to draw upon liminal examples which disturb simple boundaries, nor to use the 

tools science has provided to help explain likely reasons why and how I experience as I do, 

nor to describe how experience and its interpretation is likely shaped by social factors, nor 

dispense with the notion that what may seem like an immediate experience in one way may 

not be less so in another. While phenomenology strives to produce something like a sort of 

objectivity within subjectivity, this text will on the contrary use aspects of this approach to 

argue that such very notions need to be recast, and to show how this is possible from within 

many of the tropes of this model itself in order, in part, to produce a bridge from what is more 

familiar to what is less so, and by means of this, the potential for this to lead to potentially 

radically new ends. Rather than a post-phenomenolgy, then, this text is likely better described 

simply as a relational philosophy of experience which at times dips into and out of aspects of 

phenomenological modes of the past, if often to deform and rework them in some hardly 

recognizable ways.   

 

It is, nevertheless, worth saying that there are ways in which a more traditional 

phenomenological critique of the worldtwist model which follows should at some point be 

addressed. From a phenomenological perspective, the worldtwist model needs to “have it 

both ways” by speaking about the experience of something like a tree from both sides of the 

first and third-person divide. From the dualist perspective of many traditional models, this 

would be an indication of how a text like this “cheats,” even on its own terms, arguing on the 

one hand that there is no need for something like a “thing-in-itself” which is “behind” and 

anchoring experiences, but then employing something like this in an inconsistent way.  

 

While this text does not buy into the assumptions presumed by the framing of such a critique, 



there is nevertheless something crucial at play here, and this set of issues will only be able to 

be addressed in future texts which describe how the worldtwist model deals with issues of 

interpretation of experience, and particular the interpretation of experience of other the 

experiences of others, and the use of this to develop models of the experience of others in 

regard to something like a “third person” perspective. Our everyday interpretations of 

experience constantly involve a weaving back and forth between our interpretations of 

aspects as experience as being merely “for me” as opposed to “for us” in a given situation. 

That is, we continually move between interpreting aspects of our experience as more or less 

immediate, more as I experience them and more as others might. These are not issues of 

experience as much as interpretations thereof, even if, as this model unfolds in its complexity, 

the boundaries between these will become, as with so many aspects of this project, far more 

twistingly strange than structured by anything like a firm boundary. In this, the difference 

between experience and interpretation, as well as determinations such as those which would 

in more traditional terms would be framed as between first and third person experiences, will 

turn out to more similar to the way self and world are recast as aspects of a non-orientable, 

Moebius-style twisting, with all the curious strangeness this brings, than anything like a 

traditional binary disjunction.  

 

As a text working to produce a sort of relational post-self in this way, this text also has a 

complex relation, however, to this very notion of “post-.” This book will not only work to 

produce its models in ways which are not only in excess to traditional models of experience of 

the past, but also their deconstructions. During the mid-Twentieth century, so many of the 

more atomistic models of experience were deconstructed, and in ways which made it seem 

that no such further modeling of experience were even possible, leaving the older models to 

survive in a ghost-like manner, and their deconstructions as well.dcxxxviii This so often gives 



way to either skepticism in regard to producing anything new, fanatical reactions to such a 

crisis of belief, or cynical use of whatever works to get what one wants, regardless of attempts 

to produce anything like a modeling of one's world. Rather than merely produce new models 

which can then be deconstructed in turn, however, this text produces a model which, in its 

centerless slipperiness, aims to integrate the form of deconstruction into its form and in fact 

content as well. 

 

For unlike the more binary, reifying, reductive models of the past, a relational model is one 

whose form always refracts the grounding of whatever is being examined to the contexts and 

processes of their emergence. Any concept used in what follows will in this sense always 

open on to aspects which are beyond it which, if explored, will unravel in a similar manner in 

turn. To be networked is to always be centerless, in a sense, to be dependent on one's 

contexts in process, to be outside of oneself, to be virtual in regard to the relational matrix of 

which one is only ever an aspect, always exceeded openings on to networking emergence 

which, like experience, are always more. 

 

Any and all aspects of what follows should in this sense be considered as constructed so as 

to be ready for their own deconstruction, which is to say, pre-deconstructed, or shot through 

with their own eventual deconstruction beforehand, and in ways which will be strategically 

explored at points within this endeavor, whether in this particular text or in future ones. In this 

sense, each concept produced by this text will function like virtual realities of sorts, if ones 

which can provide particular lensings of the world which can be employed strategically in 

order to help loosen the hold of some of the more atomistically dualist aspects of our world by 

showing that other ways of possible, while also providing potential alternatives. In this 

process, the concepts produced will always nevertheless be unraveled by others to come, 



even to the point of eating its own tail, a centerless approach to experience which reworks its 

own foundation as it moves in relation to itself, in a manner strangely similar to that of the 

virtual reality networkings at work in our world today.  

 

Such an approach is designed to be able to come into sync as well as point to pathways 

beyond the abyss of deconstructions and postmodernisms which have unraveled so many 

prior forms of theorization during the twentieth century without producing alternatives. What is 

produce here should not be seen as necessary or absolute, proven or universal, or anything 

of the sort. Rather, this text and those which follow in relation to it will instead work to show 

how that the more rigid formulations of the past do not need to be seen this way, and that 

there are all alternatives, while also showing that the very desire for ultimate foundations is 

also one which is hardly necessary. This text, and other networkological works, will be those 

which will instead produce lenses which show potential aspects of the world which can help 

us see the world differently, and could become more this way if we network with other aspects 

of our world to make them so, and in this sense, they describe not merely the world as it is but 

the world as it could become.  

 

As this text will work to show, such strategic “tarrying with the world”dcxxxix makes it possible 

to produce conceptual lenses which refract it in novel ways and make it possible to gain 

traction in regard to it, even if their grounding is always already framed as an aspect of that 

which deconstructs and reconstructs itself continually as it emerges. What follows can in this 

sense and others be seen as an endeavor in virtual reality, even if, as with so many virtual 

realities, it seeks to impact how we relate to aspects of our world which are anything but, 

which is to say, the concrete here and now in which we find ourselves. In this, this text will 

work to integrate the slipperiness of the deconstructionists, so crucial to navigating the 



pathways of our hyperconnected times, without being reduced to silence or circular games in 

the process.  

 

Between the options of naive return to past models, skepticist deconstructions of any and all 

forms of earnest declaration or model building, and cynical opportunism, this text will take a 

different path, one of creating virtual models, conceptual lenses for ways the world can be 

interpreted and which, if employed, could help to give rise to a world more in sync with the 

goals of this very project itself. If all theories are unwittingly self-fulfilling prophecies of this 

sort, this text is at least open in this regard. That is, it hopes that by articulating its worldview it 

can help bring the sort of world it describes more into concretion. And in this, this project 

approaches its own grounding in a manner as slippery as networks and experience itself. 

 

Relationally Situated Description, or Beyond the Reduction of Experience to Universals 

 

Change comes about through collective action, but it is difficult to see how such collective 

action could come about, or to get a sense of where it could lead. Doing things differently 

makes it possible to think differently, but learning to interpret differently can also make it 

possible for us to imagine other ways of doing things. This text seeks to intervene at the level 

of abstraction of experience. The hope is that if we can see some of the more abstractly 

concrete and concretely abstract aspects of our world more openly, that we can begin to see 

things we have not seen before, and from this, build interpretive models more openly, and 

through this, potentiate forms of collective action which could really change things.   

 

The experiencing self is a particularly salient starting point for this project because it is 

abstract enough to start reworking the notions of subject and object, and with this, subjectivity 



and objectivity, cornerstones of the Euro-American philosophical project, one which has, in its 

way, been tied into the cultural systems which have come to dominate our world today. To 

help shift these towards more relational forms, it is necessary to get inside the older forms, 

explode them from within, but then provide alternatives, lest the older forms simply haunt the 

present, and often be employed, if often in a more anxiously unsure manner than before. In 

this, the lens of experience is abstract enough to help shift the terrain of discourses of 

subjectivity and objectivity in question, yet not so abstract as to have few stakes,  for in fact, 

the notion of the experiencing self, along with corollary notions of subjectivity and objectivity, 

have massive stakes in our world. This is in fact one of the primary reasons why this text will 

work to enter within such discourses to rework them.  

 

Many critics have nevertheless argued that to examine the world from the lens of experience 

is to abstract away all issues of interpretation, culture, history, ethics, value, etc. This book 

finds this a persuasive critique. For in fact, to imagine that one can abstract away cultural 

concerns is a highly cultural notion if there ever was one. That is, as much as I might want to 

imagine I could simply bracket my memory of my cultural memories and upbringing, even in 

negation, I am shaped by these concerns. Few ways of relating to the world can be more 

deeply culturally and historically informed than trying to keep all the memories of such 

experiences at bay and to imagine what it would be like to experience a physical entity in its 

bare immediacy.  

 

The limitations of focusing on experience nevertheless become particularly salient in regard to 

one crucial methodological choice which faced me as I worked to construct this this text, and 

one not unrelated to the preceding concerns. In what follows, I will make use of my own 

experience to provide much of the raw material of the analyses which follow. Doing so makes 



it possible to avoid some of the more blatant universalization, implicit or otherwise, which has 

dominated many such endeavors to describe experience in a relatively direct manner in the 

past. That said, while nearly any text presumes a certain degree of potential for identification 

and projection between readers and authors, I have no way of knowing the extent to which 

potentials readers may or may not identify with my experiences or descriptions thereof. And 

yet, if a work such as these is to have any use beyond mere soliloquy, it needs to describe 

experience abstractly enough so that these descriptions are not merely of my own personal 

experience, but can hopefully resonate with those of others beyond me.  

 

Such a set of concerns is fraught indeed. Experience has shown me that while those with 

bodies and brains the most similar to mine, the latter of which store personal memories and 

cultural experiences, tend to report relatively similar experiences, while those with bodies and 

brains the most different tend to report different experiences. Someone raised in the same 

culture, who is the same gender, or who has the same number of limbs as I do, is more likely 

to have experiences similar to mine, while those who were raised in a different religion, have 

a different number of limbs, born in a different time period, raised in a family with dramatically 

more or less financial resources or life opportunities, or have features which others tend to 

discriminate against in various ways are more likely to have more experiences which will differ 

from mine, and often in ways which are hard to predict in advance.  

 

Most such concerns were simply ignored by past such theorizings of experience, and in ways 

which this book sees as highly problematic. For prior endeavors have tended to speak from 

the position of an assumed universal experiencer, even if there were ways in which the biases 

and privileges of the authors crept into the descriptions in various ways. To be more particular, 

I know that I have many privileges that those with bodies that differ from mine lack in our 



oppressive world, and my privileges will blind me to many types of experience. What is more, 

if in differing ways, this is likely to be the case in one form or another for nearly anyone trying 

to produce an endeavor such as this, even if those with fewer privileges and types thereof are 

likely less blinded in these ways.  

 

This does not mean that no-one should write or theorize in a way which attempts to use 

abstractions of any sort, for without the ability to abstract from our own particularities, there is 

no hope of community, solidarity, or producing the sort of anti-oppressive political structures 

which could in fact bring about a way to shift the structures in dominance in our world 

today.dcxl Nevertheless, all efforts should be made to undermine universalization within this, 

to speak from situation and with much more limited goals in mind. For I cannot know, after all, 

whether or not any of my readers have similar experiences to my own, or if when they pick up 

a stone and look at it they will see it in any way similar to the way I do, or even if they see at 

all. This is often ignored, as much as various social privileges and how these impact 

experiencing. 

 

To speak more plainly, I can only ever theorize from my perspective. I can never know what it 

like to experience as another does, any other, and the more distant the experience of another 

from myself, in terms of race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, religion, class, culture, ability, 

species, language, history, and so much more beyond, the more difficult it is for me to be able 

to even imagine what their experience is like, and to speak of anything like experience “in 

general.” And so, let me say at the outset, that speaking of experience “in general” is not what 

this text will do. Rather, I will speak about how it seems experience “in general” manifests but 

to me, from my perspective upon it. And if I can redescribe my experience relationally, then 

experience does not have to be described in a binary, dual, subject-object manner. And if 



readers find this inspiring, they can adapt what I have done here to their own needs. The 

hope is that others may be inspired by any of this to develop their own models in ways which 

potentiate emergence even more so than this, and if this text has had any hand in potentiating 

this, then it is has accomplished much.  

 

In this, I will not argue then, and there is in fact no need to argue, that my descriptions of 

relatively concrete forms of experiencing have universal applicability, or even need to apply to 

anyone other than myself. I invite readers, of course, to perform some of the experiments with 

experiencing presented in what follows on their own, to see the extent to which their 

experiences resemble mine, or to perform these in imagination, as many of these were 

constructed by myself in such a way, by means of reworking abstract versions of my 

memories of experiencings past. But rather than argue that my account of my own 

experiences need be similar to others to one extent or another, the goals of this text will be far 

more modest.  

 

I will describe how the world of experience manifests to me, and work to show how more rigid 

binary forms of description past are impoverishing in regard to my own experience, and then 

show how more relational and networked forms of description can be used to describe my 

world of experience much more richly. For if my own experiencing can be articulated 

relationally, then more rigid forms of describing experience, so powerful in the world and 

histories of theorizing, are not necessary, which is to say, other ways are possible. And if this 

is the case, this text has accomplished much, certainly what it hoped it could, and without 

needing pretensions to universality, all humanity, or anything remotely as grand.  

 

Rather than show how experience must be seen, then, this work will show how it need not be 



seen, and do so by producing a negative example, by showing how my own very particular 

forms of experiencing can be described beyond the dominant rigid and binary forms of the 

past which so often cast themselves as necessary. And if anyone finds this speaks to their 

experience and makes it possible for them to redescribe their experiences more relationally, 

so much the better. But either way, the seeming necessity of the subject-object model will be 

undermined to the degree that this project succeeds on its own terms, and hopefully without 

many of the limitations of older methods.  

 

This explains in part why my first book, Networkologies, has a title which is plural rather than 

singular. To describe a single “networkology” would be to speak in the voice of something 

ultimate, absolute, etc. On the contrary, this text works to describe a logic of networking which 

is able to speak to many forms thereof, in the hope that it can inspire many variations 

thereupon, if in ways which lead to more opening, sustainable emergence rather than closed 

forms of networking. We all twist world differently, and hopefully, this text can inspire others to 

refract it in their own ways as well. But one must begin locally.  

 

And so, this text will start where it finds itself, which is to say, where I find myself, but rather 

than universalize from my own experience, it will rather seek to do the opposite. Rather than 

dispense with the particularity of my own experience, or attempt to universalize it, I will rather 

use my own particular situatedness, and its limitations, not to show how experience needs to 

be understood, but rather how it need not be understood. For if I can describe my experience 

relationally, then the seeming necessity of unidual models falls away. None of which is to say 

that anyone else needs to do so in the manner in which I do. But if all this text works to do is 

show that the unidual models are not as necessary as they may seem, then it has 

accomplished its task. And if it leads to reformulation by others, as a seed for their reworking, 



to produce less rigid theorizations of the self, those which can work beyond my own particular 

limitations and blindnesses, then even better. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Sketch of the Worldtwist Model of Experiencing 

 

The text which follows will produce a relational model of the self, a post-self for our 

hyperconnected age. In what follows, selves will be redescribed as particular types of aspects 

of the world, understood in the most encompassing sense of this term, with selves as twists 

within this world, which is to say, as worldtwists. The sort of twisting meant here is not that of 

a simple physical type, such as a twist in a rope, though it is not unreleated to this either, if 

closer to the type of twisting one sees in a whirlpool, if each of the aspects of this whirlpool 

were itself something like whirlpools in turn. The details of what is meant, however, will 



occupy much of the rest of this book. For now it is enough to get a sense that in what follows, 

just as the way in which a whirlpool is not distinct from the water which it twists, so it is with a 

self as worldtwisting of the world of experience. A self will therefore not be seen here as 

something radically different from the world, but like a whirlpool and water, simply a way of 

twisting it, if in slightly more complex manner. If selves are redescribed then as particular 

types of aspects of the world, and specifically, as twists wtihin the fabric of the world, then it is 

worth saying what is meant in this sense by the fabric of the world.  

 

In what follows, the fabric of the world, which is to say, the world's stuff, that which does the 

worlding which is this world, so to speak, will be taken to be “experience,” a term which will be 

used interchangeably in what follows with that of “feeling.” In this sense, the world is not 

merely the physical cosmos or universe, but rather, this is an aspect or side of the world, the 

way in which the world of experience manifests when reduced to only the most simple, 

physical, and concrete aspects of this, though it can be seen in ways which emphasize other 

sides and aspects when differing lenses of interpretation are employed. What this all precisely 

means will of course have to be addressed later, but for now, it is worth noting that where 

many prior approaches to such concerns start either with the world of matter or the world of 

mind, or pure subjectivity and pure objectivity, this text will frame all of these as aspects of 

what has previously been described, at least in such dualist Euro-American models, as 

'between' or 'in the middle,' namely, experience itself.  

 

The choice of experience a the terrain in which to set this relational redescription of the self is, 

however, hardly accidental. Experience is a wily term, after all. For what is not experience? 

Everything and anything and more can be seen as forms of experiencing. Experience is 

opening, opening on to a radical excess of the more where is here and now and yet also 



beyond merely these, or any experiencer or experience which would attempt to grasp it in full. 

Experience is everywhere and anywhere yet never in full, always opening beyond this, like 

the shifting world of which any experience is an aspect in turn. Selves are experiences within 

this, as are the ways in which they experience the world as their world, a world full of 

experiences of their selves intertwining with aspects of this world to give rise to the 

experiences which weave together as their worlds within this. Any particular experience can 

be seen as an aspect of experience, but no particular experience as containing or grasping or 

reducing experience as a whole, for experience is always more, there are always contexts 

beyond any particular experience, and processes which gave rise to, support, and could 

transform these in the future.  

 

It is for these reasons that experience can serve as a particularly good place to start 

rethinking a notion of the self beyond its more atomistically reduced formations, in a manner 

which is relationally more intertwined with the contexts and processes of which it is aspects. 

This new model will argue the self can be seen as a network of selfing selfings, each a twist in 

the experiencing which is the world, which is “of” the world in all senses of this. If everything 

can be understood as experiences of experience, and the connections within and beyond 

these to contexts and processes, and multiplicitously and at multiple levels of scale, which is 

to say, as forms of networking, the rest follows from there. This book will therefore explore 

what the world might look like when experience is redescribed by means of networks in such 

a manner. Rather than the atomizing visions of the past which have tended to become self-

fulfilling prophecies, this text and project will be to show that another way is possible, and by 

means of this, to sap the seeming necessity of the models of old to pave the way for the 

multiplicity of models for which the aspects of this project can hopefully function as so many 

crystalline seeds.   



 

Experience will in this sense be described as preceding divisions and attempts to grasp it, 

rather manifesting as that from which these arise. Subject and object, mind and body, mind 

and matter, inside and outside, will be recast as aspects of experiencing rather than the 

reverse. All of this is based, of course, on some basic convictions about experience in regard 

to this set of concerns. One of these is one which has been already articulated in various 

ways, namely, that experiences are aspects of experience rather than their reverse. Any 

experience occurs in relation to a context within and without and between, and these are 

experienced as well in their ways, just as experiences are always shifting and changing, 

revealing new experiences within, between, and beyond them.  

 

From such a perspective, my body and brain experience the world beyond me yet they are 

also experiences of this, and if I explore any one of these experiences within or without or 

between, new experiences always seem to arise and in ever emerging ways. Experiencing is 

to some extent the excessive beyonding that takes my body beyond what is merely itself, my 

thoughts beyond merely themselves, the entities I feel or touch beyond themselves, weaving 

us all togetherly beyond as we change together and more. From the most abstract to the most 

concrete, it is all experience experiencing, and experience, in this sense, is everything and 

anything and more to the extent that it is always beyonding beyond itself, an excessive 

emerging. Put otherwise, experience is always more, and this more is not elsewhere, but here 

and now as the potential of experience to experience itself beyond itself and differently than it 

had. Such an intuition is one gleaned from a relational interpretation of the world as whole as 

it has been, and a hope for the world which could arise if we acted more relationally, which is 

to say, in a manner which is less atomistic and more open to the more beyond any particular 

experiencing.  



 

Whatever experiences anything else, from such a perspective, does so as an aspect of  

experience, with experience itself being a form of networking between experiencer and 

experienced in relation to contexts and processes of experiencing emerging. The aspects of 

what is described here, of experiencer, experienced, and experiencing, are aspects of 

processes of experiencing emerging which give rise to these. In this, an experiencer is a 

network, so is an experienced, their intertwining is a networking, and the contexts around 

them network in and through them. Selves and worlds will therefore be described as aspects 

of the world of experience, a world which has so many selves and their worlds as aspects, 

selves which twist the world within them as their worlds of experiences.  

 

Experiencing aspects of these worlds, experiencers are twisting in and through these, 

intertwining with them, refracting them in their ways, to giving rise to actions which can be 

experienced in turn.  Actions intertwine with those of various aspects of the world beyond 

them to give rise to this world, which they and other selves twist within them as more worlds 

of experience in turn. In such a sense, anything which twists world into a world of experience 

can be seen as an experiencer, anything which reacts to the world can be seen as an agent, 

and anything which experiences and acts can then be seen as a self with its own world giving 

rise to the realities of the world which we twist into ourselves as our worlds of experience in 

turn.  

 

An experience is foregrounded in this way by a process of experiencing whereby an 

experiencer, or worldtwist, twists experience, or the world, to chunk, carve, or slice out one 

particular aspect of the world. This chunk of experience, as this experience, is of course full of 

potential sub-experiences, and as soon as it is no longer foregrounded, it falls back into the 



world of experience of which it was only ever an aspect anyway, as are all such aspects. The 

foregrounded aspect of experience is “an” experience, the immediate context is the 

experiencing, the next-mediate context is the experiencer, and next mediate is the world of 

experience, which is to say, experience as such, that of which the others are aspects. Any 

aspect of the world which twists it in such a way can be understand as an experiencer, which 

is to say, an aspect of experience which experiences, which is to say, which foregrounds 

some aspects of the world over others due to the way in which it intertwines with this world of 

of experience of which it is an aspect.  

 

The word “of” here plays more than one role, in that it indicates that this world is one which is 

“of” experience, in the sense that it is experience, and only accessed through experienced. 

But it also indicates that the world is “of” experience in another sense, which is to say, the 

world is composed of experience, and in this sense, not only is the world an aspect of 

experience, but the world which is experienced as experiences is itself nothing but 

expereinces of experience. What that is foregrounded in our experience of the world is not 

itself composed of aspects which can be foregrounded in turn? Foregrounds and contexts 

open and unfurl in massive networks of complexity without end in sight, swallowing their own 

tails, so to speak, at multiple levels of scale, the largest to the smallest, the most physically 

concrete to the most abstractly conceptual, and all in between and beyond, all aspects of the 

world of experience, that of which all all experiences are an aspect, and experience as such 

always openingly more.  

 

From such a perspective, there is no need then for anything like a firm separation between 

matter and mind, no radical “difference in kind,”dcxli so to speak, between two types of stuff 

which are seen as having nothing in common though somehow they must. Rather, there are 



only only differing ends of a reversiblly refracting differing same, which is to say, only 

mutiplexly nested weavings of feeler and felt which are aspects of feeling which has these as 

aspects. What is felt one moment may be that which feels in another, and they may each in 

fact be both or neither depending on perspective within the feeling of the feelings in question. 

There are so many ways to feel around within this, but one cannot feel it all, for there is 

always more, which is to say, the opening world, to feel.  

 

All of this may seem quite distant, at first, from networking or the changes to the notion of the 

self unleashed by the Internet, or other such things, but as will hopefully become clear, a 

more relational model of the self, a self redescribed as a twist within the experiential stuff of 

the world, is one which is aimed at addressing our contemporary dilemmas, and how 

traditonal notions of the self, in philosophy and beyond, helped to get us into such messes in 

the first place. The worldtwist model is abstracted from what a more relational approach to the 

world we live in today sees as the sort of way to start the reframing which it feels could help 

us reorient our way forward, and articulating how and why that is, along with the details 

needed to help make this all coherent, is what this book will do. In order to do this, however, it 

will be necessary to show that the worldtwist model can be as coherent and detailed, if not 

moreso, than prior models, which is to say, that it can do the work of past models, but without 

many of their limitations, while also speaking to the needs of our times. It must address 

concerns from the sciences as well as objections from various philosophical quarters, as well 

as be able to account for what many of us report as experiencing in our daily lives. While 

much of this may seem abstract and far from the concerns which open this text, there are 

countless examples of highly abstract and detailed theorizations of the world giving rise to 

new worldviews, whether called “philosophy” or otherwise, which have impacted the world in 

powerful ways.  



 

And yet, abstraction is part of how such models articulate the ramifications of ideas, 

particularly in that it is only by means of abstraction that one can get beyond the immediate 

here and now, and try to imagine how things might be different from how they are in their 

immediacy in the present. While abstraction has many pitfalls, it also has many uses. While 

this text is motivated by the present moment, it will take the deep detour into constructing an 

entire worldview, a new philosophy of experience, because only when the entire world can be 

viewed anew is it possible to reevaluate the relation between aspects and more 

encompassing contexts, and if there is a time in which we need to reorient in regard to how 

we relate the crises and potentials of our immediacy to how the wider contexts seem to be, it 

is now.  

 

Rather than simply hang on to what is closest because it no longer seems possible to make 

any sense of the bigger picture, this text is one which will work to show that it is possible to 

make sense of the world again, if differently than before. The details matter, for if one does 

not work out the details, how is it possible to know whether or not such a model can really 

account for the complexity of the world in all its massive intricacy and diversity, nor have any 

sense that such a model might be worthwhile or valuable, or have any explanatory power in 

the world beyond it simply feeling good or seeming like a fascinating idea? To show this is 

more than merely one intellectual fad like any other, it is crucial to work out all the details, and 

to make the case that, from one field to the next, such an approach can do what prior models 

attempted to do, and do them better, according to standards articulated according to its own 

terms, while also arguing why we might want any of this at all in the first place.  

 

Only with the details in place from many such angles does a nice idea become a fully fledged 



worldview, not to mention one that is even passingly persuasive. That said, many of the 

basics of a relational model of the self, and hints of a more encompassing relational 

perspective on the world, are indicated here. While any worldviews, philosophy, or theoretical 

model works to tie together all sorts of complex details, the fundamental beliefs about the 

world they express, that which allows them to knot together the details as they do, tend in fact 

to be quite basic, even if rarely excplicated directly. But there is always time for a change in 

regard to this, and what follows will work to sketch such concerns.  

 

Relational Theorizing and Emergence 

 

A relational perspective on the world is one which views the potential for everything we have 

ever experienced as here and now within the very stuff of the world in front of us, even if this 

can only be unleashed in regard to how we intertwine it, which is to say, relate it, to what is 

beyond it. Any thing in itself is just an aspect of the networks of relatoins, and only has the 

qualitis and potentials it has due to how it weaves all these. Each weaving is an experiencing, 

and when experiences knot together repeatedly over time, they form relatively stable 

structures, which we often reductively take to be things, but every thing is a network of 

processes which are continually feeling and re-feeling each other at lower levels of scale, we 

simply need to see how to get them unstuck and opening and networking and emerging 

again.  

 

Emerging is the sort of creative experiencing which gives rise to more complex forms of 

experiencing, new and different types of experiencing which potentiate yet more of these. 

When the form of relatively stable inter-feelings we call atoms and their compounds called 

molecules intertwiningly network in particular self-perpetuating and self-growing and 



developing sorts of ways, we call this life, and life is an example of emerging. Relationally 

speaking, to value life for itself is to not be quite relational about this, but to value it because it 

is a form of emerging networking which potentiates more emerging networking, this is to start 

thinking about this relationally. The whole value system of a relational perspective on the 

world is one which values emergence, the self-differing which potentiates more self-differing, 

and in this sense, is hardly quite a self or differing, but the process of emerging which has 

these as aspects, just as experience has experiences and experiencers as aspects of its 

experiencing. If the reader is starting to see some patterns emerge, that is part of the intent 

here.  

 

Relational theorizing is not a theory of this or that, it cannot be easily reduced to this or that, 

and it is about unravelling any this or that it encounters into webs of relations in process, for 

this has a way of breaking up logjams, even if what is shattered in such a manner needs to be 

reintertwined, hopefully in a manner which is more relationally opening, more liable to 

potentiate emerging. In what follows, the world will reinterpreted in order to show how such a 

mode of interpretation not only makes it possible to see the world in relation to the value of 

emergence, by why such a worldview is worth valuing in the first place, while also showing 

that when interpreted this way, many of the world's impasses, theoretical and otherwise, 

become recast as openings, pathways towards potential emergence, and in ways which 

indicate ways forward where previously there had been blockages.  

 

Or at least, that is the hope, the real payoff is in the details. But at least from this, it is possible 

to see the values from which this project flow. A worldview based on emergence, that of which 

experience is one of the simpler aspects, if one from which can be built a more complex 

account of what it means to interpret, evaluate, or think relationally, is one which values 



whatever potentiates emergence, and this helps orient its reinterpretations of the world, this is 

its bias. Too much bias and too little world, and one's worldview won't have any traction on the 

world, which will go its own way instead, but too much world and too little bias, and there is no 

room for meaning or hope, not potential for the new or change, and everything remains just 

locked forever in the same patterns, tending towards whatever direction is that of the 

dominant status quo. Life is a bias, after all, a bias from the tendency towards life to the 

tendencies beyond mere life, that from which cooperation and culture and love and so much 

more has come to be. The question is not whether or not one is biased, the question is which 

sort of bias, and why.  

 

And the why for this project is simple. A worldview which values emergence is one which is 

opening, opening not on to more of same, like the cancer of capitalism, but new and different 

forms, and not which do away with the last like yesterday's fashion, but which grow and learn 

and develop over time to arrive at deeper and richer forms of being aspect of our world. 

Emerging is not merely for the few, it can't be, because one cannot emerge alone, but only 

ever by intertwining with what is different and beyond. Too much difference and it scatters, too 

little and it petrifies, too much growth for its own sake and it collapses everything. Emergence 

is the networking balance between all of these, it is meta-stable, a stability on the border of 

chaos which is always changing by becoming different from what it was in a way that deepens 

rather than merely erases, it is the best of matter which tends towards what is not mere 

matter, which is to say, life, and it is life and what life tends towards which is emergence 

beyond mere life, and so on.  

 

Emergence is the excess in the world, the excess of the world to itself, that of which ever 

attempt to turn it into this or that fails, even as it is that of which every aspect is mere that. 



That is, every aspect of the world is an aspect of emergence, for emergence, from the 

singularity which gave rise to the Big Bang to matter to life and beyond, is the source of all we 

know and is this, even as it continues to emerge beyond itself and change. Every aspect of 

the world is an emergence, and yet none capture emergene in full, for it is the excessiveness 

which is no-thing, but rather, a networking. Emergence is that which can be interpreted, or 

lensed, in many ways, and any such view is only ever partial, even if a worldview which 

values emergence is able to potentiate emergence in a manner which can hopefully 

emergence in greatest potential sync with this.  

 

From such a perspective it is valuable to try to reinterpret the world in regard to the attempt to 

find ways to emerge more emergently, which is to say, creatively and openly for any and all, 

even if there are nearly infinite ways to interpret things, even if some are more valuable 

towards the process of emergence than others, and trying to sort this out is part of the work 

that a text like this seeks to do. From concrete to abstract and back to potentiate emergence, 

so thinking goes, and our economics of value and interpretations of meaning can all help us 

to settle upon plans of action with others that seem most likely to help us potentiate the 

emergence of the contexts in which we find ourselves, and those from there, branching 

outwards in branching networkings.  

 

To try to pin down emergence is like trying to pin down experience. Each is a no-thing which 

is a networking excess which is always more than any this or that in particular, and so it is 

with any concept, but some are more able in certain situations than other to speak to where 

we find ourselves, and ours is an age of networking, an age of the decontruction of the thing 

we held dear, including our very selves. Our here and now needs to hear about networking, 

and how networking is not merely a pathway to the cheap thrills of the Internet, or 



hypercapitalist domination of the system and its algorithms for profit no matter the cost at its 

own sake, but rather, how networking can change the world for the better, so long at least as 

we rethink what is understood by networking. If networking is understood as emergence, and 

according to the science of networks it already has, then there are so many potentials for an 

understanding of networking to recast how we understand everything in our world today, and 

in fact, in ways which can help make this world more emergent.  

 

For as we better come to understand how the sort of networking which gave rise to life and all 

that tends towards it being more than mere life is emergent types of networking, the better we 

can learn to foster what seems to foster such types of networking in our world. And as this 

has unleashed all the potentials in our world today, including those which capitaist forms of 

cancerous networkings seek to capture, once such potentials are unleashed, the very engine 

of the world will begin to sweep away the impoverished echo of it which contemporary 

capitalism presents, hopefully moving us towards less destructive and more radically 

openingly emergent futures in the process.  

 

Nothing in the world is certain, of course. But this is clearly better than the dystopian 

hopelessness so dominant in the world today, or the reactionary fanaticism which tends to 

oppose it, or the cynical power grabs of those who cast hope of any bigger stakes aside and 

grab merely for here and now with the zeal of the fanatic mixed with the despair of the 

skeptic. What is needed is hope, that virtual reality which dreams of a world that could be 

better, but to help ground that, one needs not only values and vision, but also the details to 

make it all fleshed out and feel potentially real. The values are opening, greater depth and 

potential for ever more rich forms of creation for any and all, for after all, if one's contexts 

thrive, one thrives in relation to them. The values are against closure, and that which seeks to 



close and encloes, especially for the few.  

 

Emergence is a quite general and abstract name for opening of this sort, and there are 

several versions of this which are needed to describe a relatoinal account of emerging from 

action ot thinking, concrete to abstract, and back,via evaluation and interpretation of 

experience. But to start smaller, to start here and now, to return from the bigger picture to the 

more immediate concerns, experience is how emergence manifests in regard to the most 

immediate here and now starting point of a relatoinal perspective on our world. Such a 

perspective is one which I feel is much needed, even if the reasons, some of which have 

already been described, will only cohere in greater detail as this project unfolds.  

 

But to start, it is enough to indicate that where many other approaches to the world work to 

divide it into ultimate this-es or thats, to carve off absolute foundations, to indicate ultimate 

Truths with foundations beyond all space and time, this approach to things, for all its dreams 

of a better world, is in some ways a bit more practical than all that. If there is a Truth beyond 

all space and time, culture and value, then it seems unlikely to be an aspect of this world in 

which everything seems partial and relative and intertwined and opening. A relational 

perspective is one which is in between, starts where it finds itself, and is skeptical of ultimate 

anythings, for how could anything ultimate or absolute relate to what is clearly partial and 

incomplete here and now? And thank goodness it is partial and incomplete, because this 

means it is open and opening, able to change and shift, which is to say, able to experience.  

 

For experience, after all, is opening, like an eye open to the rays of light, or the eardrum open 

to wave of pressure of air. All that makes life worth living is opening, and this text will work to 

show that if we retheorize the self as a form of opening, then many of the traditional 



approaches to the self will come to seem limited and limiting, and in some powerful ways. If 

the self is seen as an aspect of experience which is opening, and the world the opening of 

experiencing, with experiencing the way in which emergence manifests in its most immediate 

concrete manifestations, and the self an aspect of this, so much more, I believe can follow. 

For from this, entire traditions of dualist thinking, so long dominant in the Euro-American 

“West,” can begin to be unravelled and reconstructed. And while philosophy is often far 

removed from the concerns of everyday life, culture, politics, and all the violence of the world, 

it is abstracted from these, and often serves as a sort of abstract set of assumptions which 

helps provide the details to make various ways of doing things in the world seem necessary 

or justified or in sync with “the way things are.”  

 

The choice of describing all of this in regard to the notion of “experience” rather than other 

possible terms is a also strategic choice, one made in part to help unravel more atomistically 

dualist notions of the self and world which have come before. A self framed as an aspect of 

“existence” or “appearance,” for example, notions with simple opposites, fall into the same 

dualist games of old, depending as they do on the presumption of a world always already 

divided in two. For that which is said to exist is always in tension with that which does not, and 

an appearance is only a shadow or copy of that which does the appearing, often cast as more 

real, or somehow behind or beneath this. While these dualisms are often implicit, they have a 

way of shaping the grammars of what they describe, and in this way, selves described in 

terms of a world of existence or appearance or manifestation or other such terms end up 

describing the world in ways which always end up bifurcated and atomized. What this book 

will work to do is show that the world can be described otherwise, and with some powerful 

implications.  

 



In its small way, this text hopes to contribute to unworking one bit of that, and showing how it 

can be opening otherwise. The choice of the notion of the self is of course, not accidental, for 

this notion is crucial in so many ways to so many systems in our world today, and the hope is 

that not only can a reworked relational notion of the self begin the process of constructing a 

relational worldview beyond this, but can also help unravel one of the most crucial theoretical 

knots which has helped tie together some of the more traditional conceptions of the self, and 

all they support, at work in our world today. 

 

Some may argue that such a model does not do away with the dualities of the past as much 

as displace and rework them, as will become clear, little here will remain quite as it seems. 

Firstly, this text will start from the familiar and work to slowly depart in waves from there. What 

is more, while this text may make use of some aspects of more traditional formations, as they 

do have uses in limited ways, as soon as any of these stabilize, they will always have the 

metaphorical rug pulled beneath them, so to speak, not long after. As will become apparent, 

any dualities employed will manifest according to strange twistings, whereby if one follows 

any trajectory within such terrain long enough, it will tend to twist into others, and sometimes 

back again, differencing at each twist, while also shattering, scattering, multiplying, and 

refracting such twistings in the process. Such an approach does not so much dispense with 

distinctions of old, such as subject and object, or even inside and outside, but recasts them, 

using them in ways which are no longer fixedly unitary or dual, but rather, decentered and 

polymorphous, multiplicitous and fractally networking in ways which destabilize a dualist 

vision of wholes or parts which are able to capture the world and its potentials so firmly as 

they had.   

 

 



 

The model described here is one which views philosophy as a method of redescribing the 

world. A relational view of the world is skeptical of any attempt to imagine any ultimate or 

absolute point of reference in regard to which one could establish something like an pure or 

unbiased perspective on the world. As such, it sees any attempt to speak of a sort of universal 

Truth or Reality as a fiction, and an often dangerous one at that, one used by powerful people 

to help maintain their power as the status-quo, or at times, by those who would wish to 

capture such power for themselves.  

 

Relationally speaking, if there is no outside, no “God's eye” perspective on the world from 

which one could make impartial judgments of a sort, then everything is situated and 

perspectival, and hence, it makes sense to approach the world in a more partial way, with 

more limited goals, and to take an approach which is relatively pragmatic and relativist, even 

if verging on having one universal belief, namely, that of the lack of something like a universal. 

From this, a more open and opening view of the world flows, and one which, it is hoped, can 

potentiate a world of increasing opening in turn. As such, this project will not attempt to prove 

its findings, at least not in any ultimate sense, nor make use of logic whose logicalness would 

be simply assumed, and not itself seen as in need of proof. Such logics nevertheless tend to 

do a poor job of describing the richness of a world which does not always obey its laws, 

calling their usefulness into question, at least if one wants to describe the world rather than 

scold it.  

 

Rather than get caught in such games, this project will therefore take the world as its own 

model, distill its methods as it goes, and rather than try to show that its models are necessary, 

it will instead work to show that they are possible descriptions, and ones with great potentials 



to help us see ourselves and our world more relationally. The hope is that readers may find 

this speaks to them, and if so, take some of these models with them, rework them in their own 

ways, and potentially use these to see aspects of the world which they had not seen before, 

new pathways and ways of doing things, which could potentiate them to do what they do a bit 

more relationally, and as such, remake the world a bit more relationally in the process.  

 

To describe the world as one of experience, and selves which experience within this, is an 

interpretive gesture, one which manifests a series of values which, in this case, are those of 

the desire to help the world become a slightly more relational place. This text will argue why 

this is important, but it is important to state up front and openly that this is the case, as so 

many other worldviews speak as if from an unbiased place. Experience is a lens, chosen 

purposely in order to intervene within the particular cultural domains, namely, those in which it 

was written. This project is specific to time, place, cultural, and so many more aspects which 

are part of its relational weave with the world from which it emerges. While this text will focus 

on redescribing experience, this occurs as its interpretation of the world, manifesting its 

values in the process, and future works will describe a more relational approach to 

interpretation and valuation, all of which will build upon the way in which more immediate 

concerns, such as those of interpretation, are framed in this work. One must start somewhere, 

however, and experience, in its relative immediacy, is a starting place which makes it possible 

to speak to a wide variety of cultural domains in some very particular ways urgent to this 

project, and so it is here that it will begin.  

 

As rich and full as experiencing can be, to foreground this aspect of the world in order to help 

bring it to a form of clarity, this text will emphasize this by pushing the other aspects of 

experience into the background, if for a time being, and in the expectation that they must 



return. And so, the ways in which experience can be folded back on itself to give rise to 

interpretation, evaluatation, and forms of thinking which take action from concrete to abstract 

and back through emergence, all this will need to be bracketed for now. To even to form a 

networked account of experience is far more than this book can do, and so, while this text will 

rework notions of self, subject, and subjectivity of old, future texts will need to build where this 

one leaves off. This will necessarily include developing a relational model of experience 

between experiencers, and by means of this, to rework traditional notions of what it means for 

experiencers to differ in regard to experiencing objects, and by means of this, develop a 

relational approach to the question worlds and their aspects, objects and objectivity, and how 

this recontextualizes prior work done on subjectivity in turn.  

 

Such a relational worldview will itself work to be framed framed relationally, however, as a 

local intervention within specific cultural formations rather than a model for all places and 

times. In order to help make this possible, it will start with what is most immediate, refract this 

through what potentials there seem for the bigger picture from this, if shattered through with 

various abstract models of differing forms of concretions from science to philosophy and 

mathematics and beyond, but with an eye towards collective action. The starting place, 

however, will necessarily be situated, and hence, relate to the need for actions in regard to 

the culture in which I find myself, and how experience manifests to me, here and now.  

 

And so, the examples which follow will be produced by means of abstraction from of my own 

personal experience. It is hard to imagine a philosophy of the experiencing self which could 

proceed otherwise. Then again, rather than pretend I speak from the position of some 

universal self, turning my own experiences into those of some 'any-person' whose 

experiences I could never know anyway, I will simply instead describe my own expereince, 



and what I imagine is likely common to most other expereincers I imagine likely to read this 

text. I can't be sure of course where I am over or under-generalizing.  

 

But the goal here is not describe how experience must be, and readers will I hope take what I 

say with the following proviso, namely, that I my intent is only that you imagine that what I say 

applies to you to the extent to which your body is similar to mine. In what follows, experience 

will be described as how a body feels itself feeling its world from the inside. If you have a 

different history, culture, number or limbs, height, weight, sex, gender, sexuality, race, and so 

much more, it is likely your experiences have differed from mine, and as such, that the traces 

these leave in your brain differs, and these produce lenses whereby to interpret your 

experience differently. To the greater extent that your body differs from mine, including your 

brain, the primary repository of your history and culture, after all, then the more likely your 

experiences differ. And beyond this, to the extent to which that body finds itself in different 

situations, of course.  

 

In this, I will not take my experiences or my body as being in some way exemplary, but rather 

use them towards a specific end. The hope is that I can use my own experience, if framed in 

a manner abstracted from many particularities so as to make it possible for a greater number 

of people to relate to what is described, and one which focuses on the relatively immediate in 

order to foreground mere experience rather than more complex forms of experience which 

fold it back on itself, such as those of interpretation or evaluation, to show that a relational 

model of the experiencing self can be formed, and in manner which has as much, if not more, 

explanatory power in regard to the worlds in which I, and perhaps others, find ourselves.  

 

This has multiple purposes. First, it shows proof of concept. But if I can produce a relational 



model of the self, then there is strong reason to think that perhaps you an as well, in your own 

way, and that many readers can, each in relation to their own particularities and differences. 

And then we can see what differences there are, and work to potentially even come up with 

group models of this which are better able to speak to more people with differing types of 

experience and embodiments. Then again, much of that sort of labor is likely unnecessary, 

because when people read books, they often take bits they feel fit them with them and discard 

the rest, adapting them to their own situation. My hope is you do this in your way, or produce 

alternatives to what is described here.  

 

Even if others do not feel a need to write their own relational models of the self, if one person 

does it, this shows that it is possible, and with this, any claim to the necessity of the older 

models falls away. Many such models seem to want to show that they are proven, necessary, 

there are no other ways, or certainly no better ones, etc. Well, if this book shows nothing else, 

it is that these older models are not as necessary as they might want to seem, while also 

showing that alternate models are not only possible, but full of potential.  

 

As Fernando Zalamea has argued, there is a powerful difference between universality, 

understood in an ultmate sense, and a more relative sense, what could be understood as a 

sort of local generality.dcxlii The model produced in what follows is one which of course 

generalizes from my own limited experience, but the model should not be seen as being put 

forth as anything necessary, universal, or anything like this. Rather, the hope is that if others 

see this is possible, they may be inspired to develop model themselves in more relational 

ways, and from these, it may be possible to produce models which, despite my best 

endeavors to theorize with variations of bodies and experiences in mind, could have greater 

generality in regard to our contexts. If a text such as this inspires a panoply of refractive new 



models, and shifting ones over time, it will have served its purpose well.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    “ … no eye has ever seen the sun without    
     becoming sun-like,”  
       - Plotinus, The Eneads, (circa 250  
        C.E.).dcxliii 

 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PART TWO: The Worldtwist Model of Experience Beyond the Atomistic Self 

 

Chapter Three: Theorizing Experiencing Beyond 

 

 
 “... the world is not the sum of things which might  always be 
called into question, but the inexhaustible reservoir from which 
things are drawn,”  

      - Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of  
      Perception, 1949 C.E.).dcxliv  
 

Experiencing, considered as emerging networking, is opening. That is, experience beyond 

and beyonding, exceeding any one or two or many to which one may try to reduce it. Here 

and now and more, experience is more and becoming more. And in this sense, my 

experience of the world as my world and its aspects, including my experience of my body and 

self, are aspects of experiencing which is opening beyond. To put this more concretely, look 

into the distance, and experience opens you beyond yourself. Feel the ground beneath you, 

and feel yourself open to the force of the ground which pushes on you in this way. Try to hold 

experience in your hand, and there is always more to grasp. Try to stop it from changing, and 

it is always shifting and changing and you as well. Try to grasp that which is beyond 



experience, and one only experiences yet more experience. The self which grasps 

experiences itself experiencing as much as it experiences itself experiencing in this way 

beyond itself, and in this, experience is open and opening an experiencer beyond themselves, 

and that which is experienced as well, all aspects of experience opening in and beyond and 

by means of these thereby.  

 

Experience can in this sense be seen as that which occurs when an aspect of the world 

opens on to that which it is not, remaining enough as it was to register this change, but 

becoming different enough to be open to such change in the first place. It is possible to feel 

and remain changed forever by this, though many of the ways most readers of this text feel is 

likely due to the ways in which certain surface of our bodies keep opening and reopening 

themselves to feeling precisely by restoring themselves to a sort of dynamic equilibrium of 

opening to the world.  

 

In and beyond such forms, to experience, which is to say, to feel, is a going beyond being 

merely what that experiencer was, while not, however, ceasing completely to be that either. 

Such determinations are made relatively, however. For something to become fundamentally 

different from what it was does not mean there needs to be otherwordly essences at play, but 

rather, a coherency, an experiencing of that which does the experiencing as much as the 

experiencing which is experienced, and in this sense, experiencing requires the experience of 

a body which is experienced as the opening on to other experiences, and this is what it 

means to be an experiencer.  

 

This is to say that the most basic experience of an experiencer is that whereby it experiences, 

the experience of its means of experiencing, which is the experience of that experiencer's 



body. Such an experience is a precondition for other, more complex experiencings. To 

experience a body is to experience opening changing from that which is able to open on to 

this while resist being merely absorbed into it. Experiencing is an opening, in this sense, 

which is opening between. If it were merely on the side of the experiencer or the experienced, 

after all, it would not be opening. Once there is no opening, there is no more experiencing, or 

experiencer, or that which weaves these together, which is to say, a world of experience in all 

senses of the meaning of the word “of.”  

 

Experiencers experience their body to the extent to which it is opening, which is to say, 

changing, and this makes it possible to feel what is beyond this as well, as this body is 

changed by the world beyond. For an experiencer to feel what is beyond it, of course, it must 

have a sense of its body as what is not beyond, as that which can open as opening in some 

way, opening on to a world which is opening on to it in this way by opening the experiencer to 

experience. Some unity seems necessary if there is to be experience, for otherwise there is 

no experiencer to experience an experience. Likewise, if there is no unity on the side of the 

experienced, it seems unclear how this could be seen as an experience. If there is no unity to 

the experience itself, not as an experienced but as an experiencing, it also seems difficult to 

imagine anything like an experience there. The same in regard to the experiencing of which 

these are aspects, the world of experience which manifests as experiencing. That said, pure 

unity or pure differing in any of these aspects would obliterate opening, and as such, 

experiencing, even if experiencer, experienced, experiencing, and experience are only ever 

determinable relatively in and through such experiencing.  

 

Whatever feels is an experiencer, an aspect of the world which opens on to change in this 

way, impacted by some aspect of change. The limits and boundaries within this, what 



determines when one experiencer's body ends and another begins, when an experiencer 

arises and another ceases, and any other such determinations only arise as interpretations of 

experience, a set of issues which are beyond the immediate scope of this text, even if, as will 

become evident, they weave with experience in some surprising ways. Nevertheless, to start, 

it is necessary to background such concerns, at least for the time being. For it is enough to 

say that experiences intertwiningly carve each other, and the relative determinations of each 

give rise to worlds of experiencers which open on to experiences opening in these and 

beyond, which is to say, as experiencing.  

 

Starting with Experiencing 

 

To start with experience is to start in the middle, in between, in process, in a messy 

proliferation of shifting feelings, always already full of interpretations, evaluations, and 

processes of thinking about these inherited from past forms of these, or so it seems to be for 

all I have come know within my experience. To start here and now requires stepping back a 

bit, to examine what is already in process, and to interrogate it, to see if we could not 

somehow do it better, and as interpretation, evaluation, and thinking are aspects of this, to do 

these better in regard to this as well.  

 

Experience, or feeling, are terms commonly used to describe how the world manifests in its 

more immediate senses. We may ascribe meanings to this or that experience, we may 

evaluate them or think about them, but on the level of basic immediacy, we feel them. Some 

aspects of our experience may be more abstract than others, they may emphasize their 

relation to these others, and these are aspects of our experience which we use to interpret, 

evaluate, and think about others. But to examine experience, we will need to focus on the 



aspects of these which do not foreground interpretation, evaluation, or thinking, but rather, a 

relative felt immediacy. It is thus easiest to describe experience by focusing on those 

experiences which foreground such basic immediacy of feeling, rather than those which also 

tend to foreground interpretation, evaluation, or thinking. As such, much of what follows will 

use simple experiences as its examples, leaving more complex forms of meta-feeling for later 

works which focus on relational approaches to interpretation, evaluation, or thinking.  

 

Experience is, nevertheless, like interpretation, evaluation, and thinking, a lens on the world. 

Everything and anything can be understood as a form of experience when taken in how it 

feels in a relatively basic and immediate way. This text will work to extract some patterns from 

how experience arises in my experience, when interpreted relationally, in the hopes that this 

may resonate with aspects of how others experience as well. By staying with experience for a 

while, and developing this lens, it becomes possible to articulate it with more and more 

concrete forms of experience and beyond, and by means of this, to also see what this lens on 

the world has to show us, and what a relational perspective on the world can do.  

 

To describe experience relationally is to describe it as not closed on itself, and this can be 

seen in part in the manner in which I feel that abstractions derived from my own experience 

can only go so far. But it also manifests in how experience will be described as opening, and 

opening in several senses. Experience is of course opening in a very simple, immediate 

sense. To feel is to be open to feeling what is beyond. If I see something, my eye feels the 

light outside of it which nevertheless is able to impact what is within it. The feeling is in this 

sense between my eye and the light, in the ability of the light to impact what is inside my eye 

in a way which leads to what is generally understood as feeling, which is to say, experiencing.  

 



Relationally speaking, even to speak of inside and outside of the feeling is an 

oversimplification. Rather, there is the feeling, here described as seeing, with the light and 

eye as aspects. The eye of course also feels itself, and this is part of how it feels the light. The 

relative stabilities in how it feels itself in a sort of continually repeated way, a sort of knot of 

inter-feeling, are what allows it to feel changes from the outside, such as those produced by a 

given pattern of light, as shifts which it can “read,” which is to say, interpret, as this “writes” 

itself upon the eye, even if this “writing” slowly “erases” itself as the eye returns, due to 

various pressures which it exerts upon itself from within, to the state it had before this, or, is 

impacted by more “writing” produced by light in turn.  

 

What makes the eye able to feel, in this way, is precisely its openness to light's impacts, light's 

“writing” upon it. This is what lets the eye “read” this light. The eye remains relatively stable in 

its state, but not fully, and these micro-changes produced within it by the light are what is 

interpreted as the impact of distant bodies in the form of the patterns of the incoming light. 

The eye only reads this light in a basic way, the rest is done by the brain, but this is because 

the brain itself opens to the incoming impacts of optic nerves, which were themselves open to 

nerve pulses sent from the eye, which was itself open to the impacts of the light which it sees.  

 

If the light and eye are aspects of the seeing, which is to say, the feeling, are they themselves 

anything other than aspects of this feeling? If one looks at an eye, one can see it is composed 

of parts, and they feel each other constantly as they press upon each other. The parts resist 

each other because the sub-atomic forces at play push and pull in particular knottings which 

make it possible for them to rest upon each other, connect, and often even send sub-aspects, 

such as chemical messengers, back and forth between each other, but without collapsing into 

each other. At a micro-level, there are constant processes of interfeeling, and a macro-level, 



these result in a sort of dynamic inter-balancing of mutual inter-feeling, and this is the eye 

itself, a pattern of relative stability within the many lower level fluxes of which it is composed.  

 

While the eye may look static and “thing-like” taken from the outside and at a larger level of 

scale, looking more closely, there are more and more layers of dynamics. In this sense, an 

eye is more like a whirlpool or vortex, a dynamic pattern of balance or symmetry between 

shifting forces within and without and between than a simple thing. Relationally speaking, so it 

is with anything that may appear, here and now, to be a “thing.” This is not to say that there 

are not thing-like stablities in our world, and clearly something like an eye, for most situations 

in which I have found myself, is one such stability. Its relative stability is what makes it able to 

see light, to maintain an opening which can be read.  

 

But to see this as a thing which is merely that, which is closed off, or which communicates 

with an outside in a discrete way, would be to over-thingify it, and in ways which sync up with 

so much of the over-thingifying at work in our world today. Relationally speaking, the eye is 

more like a vortex, the scientific name for a whirlpool, within the interfeeling of the world of 

experiencing. And so is the light, and the seeing which has these as aspects as much as vice-

versa, even as these are all aspects of the interfeeling weaving of experience as such.  

 

To start to relationally interpret experiencing would be to start here in this sort of way, to start 

in the flux of experiencing itself. There is no simple outside to experience, at least, when this 

is framed in a relational manner. And so, if experience is opening, it must be opening, not to 

something which is outside of experiencing, but within. What experience opens on to is the 

differing within itself, and as such, experiencing is a sort of self-differing, one which gives rise 

to expereincers and experienceds as aspects of a given experiencing, which is itself an 



aspect of experience as such.  

 

Differing within Experiencing 

 

Such an approach is controversial, and many have argued otherwise. They have argued that 

difference arises in experiencing from without, from a God which gives it to the world and 

remains an external source of this, for example. Even if this were the case, from a relational 

perspective, this external source would be related to experiencing because we could 

experience it, even indirectly in its effects, and to this extent, not really quite be outside of 

experiencing. And since experiencing is our means of access to anything, to argue that this 

source is outside experience would in a sense be to speak in peculiar way about experience. 

If we experience something as outside, that is a sort of experience, but whatever is deemed 

outside is only outside as an aspect of our experiencing. We can interpret our experiences as 

evidence of what is outside, but that is an interpretation, while our experience is more 

immediate. There may be particular experiences we say are of an outside, but our experience 

of these is still within.  

 

A relational approach to experience was in part developed as a way to understand our world 

not as some degraded copy or derivative of some more perfect standard, one which powers it 

or controls it or judges it from afar. A relational perspective is one which seeks to take the 

world as its own model, to develop its models from the world rather than some outside which 

is never experienced except to denigrate what is experienced, often to control or restrict 

experiencers in ways which tend to only lead to the continuance of the way things have been. 

When an ideal or abstract model is held up to the world which is seen as lacking in relation to 

this, when all change and difference is seen as coming from an unchanging source beyond, 



such as a deity, or a secularized version thereof, an attempt is made to petrify the world, often 

in the image of those who would most benefit from nothing changing, or only changing in 

particular ways which are always already determined to benefit them the most. A relational 

approach is one which views the potential for change, even radical change, as here and now, 

rather than outside and beyond, the province of powers beyond ours or ways of thinking 

beyond comprehension, even if we can only unleash the potentials in our world by working 

with each other in new ways.   

 

Some have argued that a relational approach such as this is a way of converting difference 

into sameness. An eye converts light into changes within it, but this does not mean it does not 

see the light. Experience as opening has many forms, some of which are more enclosed upon 

themselves, others which are more open. This project is one which seeks to increase the 

opening in a world which emphasizes the closed, or systems in frenetic movement all of the 

same enclosing type. It is true that the abstractness of theorizing experience in this way 

abstracts from differences in their particularities. But if this makes it possible to loosen the 

ways in which abstract models have tended towards closure and enclosing, then it can have 

impacts upon the ways in which these restrictive abstractions in the past have been able to do 

what they do. Change comes from many sides, and abstraction has its uses, and needs to be 

opened too, lest its ground be ceded to those who would close it off and keep enclosing its 

resources merely for the forces of closure in our world.  

 

To start with experience is to start in between and in process, in the opening which has 

difference and sameness, stasis and change, closure and opening, as aspects. It may be 

strange to imagine that opening would be an aspect of opening, but there is local relative 

opening and more radical opening, which is to say, the many variations of opening in 



particular experiences, and the opening of experiencing as such. All openings open differently 

in their own ways within the opening which is all of these but none, the opening of 

experiencing, the feeling which is the inter-feeling of the world, the inter-feeling which has all 

the feelings of the world as its aspects. Some of these are more open and more closed than 

others, some more then same in regard to themselves or others than others, and in this way, 

qualities such as open and closed, same and different, are aspects of the opening which 

opens precisely by differing with itself as the interfeeling of the world.  

 

Some have argued that capitalism sees itself this way, as a difference engine which can 

absorb anything and everything, even while only doing so on its own terms, turning every 

content into the form of money, making all the world's drummers, so to speak, resonate to its 

rhythms. This text is resolutely against such forms of enclosing. Others have argued that 

philosophies which seek to explain difference without dealing with difference in its concretion 

erase that difference, and in part this is clearly the case. The more abstract the lenses, the 

more they focus on aspects of the world, such as “experience,” which erase the differences 

between many types of experiencing.  

 

To speak of experiencing in this way nevertheless has strategic value, one which can help 

open up the ways in which many notions of the past, such as those of a self, have been 

theorized. Such a notion is of course quite abstract, but also in everyday use. To cede such 

tools to enclosure is to cede a wide range of abstract tools which could be at the disposal of 

helping to develop a more open world for any and all. To dip into the world of abstraction in 

this way is not necessarily to remain there. Rather, it is to shift the terrain, in ways which 

make such tools more amenable to more concrete struggles which foreground differences in 

their particularities.dcxlv Such struggles, and the theories that potentiate these more directly 



than this current book, are precisely the sort of work with which this text hopes to be able to 

come into resonance, even if it must “tarry” with the abstract in order to do its work.  

 

It is worth noting that from perspective described here, difference is not only inside, but also 

irreducible. Relationally speaking, since there is difference, we must be related to it, and since 

we are related to it, since we feel it, it must to some extent be here and now. This is not to say 

it is everywhere the same, for it would not be difference if it was, nor that we do not filter it in 

our ways, as we clearly do. But it is also a reevaluation of differencing, not as something 

given to us from on-high, nor as something which makes the world “bad” and the on-high 

somehow “good.” Relationally speaking, differencing is how anything which emerges in our 

world comes to emerge, and as such, it is to be valued as one of the most crucial aspects of 

our world.  

 

This is to argue the need for differencing in the abstract, it is true, but it finds its force, and its 

motivation, only in application.dcxlvi This book was written during a time in which queer people 

are still marginalized, transgendered people are openly discriminated against and often 

brutalized, women still oppressed, the majority of people kept in poverty while a small few 

control to a staggering degree the countries resources and wealth, and violence against 

people due to race, ethnicity, or religious background is on the rise, as much by individuals as 

media platforms, and once again, and in some deeply troubling ways, even by governments.  

 

The struggle against these is part of what motivates this text and those associated with it to 

theorize relationally as they do. All forms of closure and enclosing at work in our world today 

make use of abstract logics, and these need to be turned against these systems in whatever 

way possible, including those which engage with these systems abstractly to try to take back 



a tiny bit of the abstract for struggle against its capture by enclosure, and for liberation 

instead. To liberate experience from closure and enclosing, abstractly speaking, in and 

beyond traditional notions of the atomistic self, is what this text will in many ways try to do. 

And it will work to do this on the terrain of experience precisely because it is so difficult to 

contain such a notion. A more open notion of experience can then serve as a platform upon 

which to build a more open notion of interpretation, valuation, and thinking, along with ethics 

and politics to match, so as, it is hoped, to provide more open forms of abstraction which can 

be put more easily to use by various forms of concrete and particular struggle, and as these 

are able to come together in coalitions, to provide less enclosed and enclosing forms of 

abstraction which can help potentiate this in its way.dcxlvii  

 

Grounding Experiencing 

 

To start with experience, however, means that, as there is no clear outside, there is no way to 

necessarily stand outside what one is trying to argue to prove its necessity. And in fact, this is 

not the goal. Instead, the method will be to give rise to a process of abstracting patterns from 

experience, patterns which can then be applied back to experience to help understand it 

better, in order to plan actions in relation to goals, explicit or otherwise. Once one has 

abstracted such a pattern, one can examine it, and extend its aspects, to imagine where they 

will lead if they are used as a lens on experience as such. A descriptive worldview such as 

this is one which develops its descriptions from general abstract guiding notions, such that the 

more concrete details of this worldview are filled in as the abstract model in question is 

extended to be brought to bear on different and more determinately concrete types of 

situations.  

 



I could of course try to prove the statement on experience as opening with which I began. 

Many prior philosophies start with proofs. But I would need to rely upon experience to make 

assertions which would be part of such proofs, and would this not then be circular? What is 

more would not such a proof as well be just another aspect of my experience, a more limited 

and restricted one at that, less full and rich and diverse than experience, a reduction from 

experience and all it is and has been and can become? Proof may be a way of showing that 

someone wants others to see this or that aspect of experience in a particular way.  

But how could one get beyond experience to prove it, without ending up in a sort of circle? 

How would one prove that one's means of proof were also not in need of proof? Would one 

need to be outside of experience to prove it?  

 

Then there is the question of what one would want to prove in regard to experience. Would 

one want to prove that it is “true,” or “necessary,” or “real”? Such notions are aspects and 

qualifications of experience, limitations of experience, for there are many experiences which 

go beyond such. Can we somehow show that the whole of experience is the same as any one 

limited aspect thereof? To do so would be to lose so much, for what is true, necessary, or real 

are only aspects of experience, for there are experiences which are beyond these, and are 

they not also experiences? If they were not, it is difficult to imagine we would have anything to 

say about them anyway, for if we cannot experience something, then to even imagine trying to 

prove it seems not only non-sense, but likely about as possible as trying to prove a goat. 

What is there to prove? That it is a goat, a good goat, a well made goat, a true goat, a 

necessary goat?  

 

One could try to prove that experience really “is” experience, of course, which is to say, to 

prove that it is not false experience or simulated experience. But to experience false or 



simulated experience would still need to be something experienced, and so, still experience. 

The same with experience “proven” to be any this or that, it would still be experience, just as 

much as that which is not proven this or that. If one proves it or does not, it is still experience. 

One can try to prove that a particular type of experience should be understood this way or 

that, or that it is necessarily or truly of a particular type. In such a case, however, the 

experience in question is experience, as is the process of performing the proof, as is the 

feeling that one has just proven something, as is the memory of what it was like before doing 

so, as is the use of certain procedures to do so, as was the formulation of those procedures, 

as would be the feeling of approval when many would say to you “yes, you did a good job 

proving x is really, truly, and necessarily y.” It is all just types of experience.  

 

To say more about this, proving can be seen as a way of working with experiences, a set of 

actions which congeal various interpretations and evaluations within them.dcxlviii To prove is to 

divide up aspects of the world and do things with them in particular ways. There is that which 

one tries to prove, such as a claim about some aspect of the world being this or that, such as 

“it is true that experience is green cheese,” statements and judgments which are seen as 

giving rise to evidence or counter evidence, and procedures for proving, including the rules of 

logic which govern these. Implied in all this is one who does the proving, and those who 

believe that such proving is accomplishing something, and who approve this proof, with the 

subject often hoping to accomplish something by means of doing this. But I can only say such 

things because I have experienced them, as aspects of experience. Proof is included in 

experience. Can one use what is included in something to prove it equal or the same or to be 

another of what it includes, such as notions of being true, or necessary, or real? Do not 

experiences of what are not these things, or which do not simply fall into the binaries of 

“true/not-true,” “real/not-real,” “necessary/not-necessary,” show the shortcomings of such an 



approach?  

 

All aspects of such a game, if one not without stakes, including rules of proof and provers and 

approvers and what is to be proved and evidence, are nevertheless aspects of experience 

which is always more than them individually, in sum or part. To prove experience “is” anything 

would be to qualify it as “this” or “that,” appending the notion of a quality of truthfulness or 

necessity to experience, even though experience has all such qualities as its potentials. That 

is, I may experience something as true or necessary, false or unnecessary, green or cheesy, 

and any particular experience can arguably be interpreted in such a way in particular 

circumstances. But experience is all of these and none of these, for such qualifiers such as 

these are potential aspects of any experience, and while “an” experience can be this or that, it 

makes little more sense to say “experience is true” than “experience is round,” even if it may 

make sense in particular circumstances to say “this” experience is “true” or “round,” 

depending on what one means with such notions in a given context. For qualifiers are part of 

how experience differentiates into experiences, but experience as such is subtracted from 

these in its very excess.  

 

Qualifiers such as “true” or “round” arise in language from attempts to use experiences to 

describe others, which is to say, to fold back experiences upon each other. And so, if I say to 

a friend “that is a dog,” I am using patterns in sound to describe a furry four-legged barking 

creature, and in doing so, I use sound to indicate that creature, in such a way as to focus on 

certain aspects, in this case “dogness,” rather than color, for example, “browness.” When I 

say “that is a dog” or “that is brown,” I use bits of sound, which are experiences, in particular 

grammatical and lexical ways, also experiences, to point out aspects of others. All these are 

aspects of experience, experiences which are referring to others. To say that experience is a 



“dog” or “brown” would be silly. So would be to say that it is true, necessary, real, or not-true, 

not-necessary, not-real.  

 

None of which is to say that one cannot prove things: one clearly can, at least as such a 

notion is traditionally understood. I may think proof is a silly or even at times dangerous game 

to play, I may want to suggest, as this text will do, ones I find far more interesting and 

potentiating. But if one knows the rules, one can play the truth game as one plays any other, 

the issue is what to make of such a process. If one sees it merely as one game amongst 

others, one with limited applicability beyond its own borders, then fine, but if one sees it as 

describing how the world must be seen, then there are limits to such an interpretation which 

are either being overlooked or obscured.dcxlix  

 

It is worth investigating this a bit more closely, as it pertains to why this endeavor begins as it 

does. If a dog is a creature with four legs that barks, if there are no other four-legged 

creatures which bark, and if a dog has no other necessary or sufficient characteristics than 

these, then a creature with four legs that barks is also a dog. Such is what has often been 

described as logic, and so long as one plays by the rules, many will agree that this is a decent 

example of logic, and that logic is thus a good descriptor of this. But logic, on its own terms, is 

a limited enterprise. To prove that a specific four-legged barking creature “is a dog” requires 

that one go beyond mere abstract logic, and in fact, that one prove that one has not made an 

error in observation or categorization of one's experience of it. Likewise that one did not make 

an error with the rules of logic, and this is why proofs need approvers to be deemed as such.  

 

In this sense, proof is what is deemed proven by approvers, and the ways they do this are the 

techniques of proof, often called laws of logic and such. One learns to prove by watching 



provers, and one may feel that this is doing more than simply redescribing the world in 

particular ways, but one would need to prove that as well if one felt that things of this sort 

need to be proven, rather than other forms of persuasion used.dcl From a relational 

perspective, one which assumes no ability to get fully extricated from what one is proving to 

prove it, proof is simply a particularly limited form of persuasion, if one which is often done, 

even if not fully intentionally, in a disingenuous manner which tends to petrify the world into a 

frozen image thereof.  

 

All the aspects of proofs, however, are forms of limitation, ways of describing experiences as 

“proven” or otherwise, and as such, descriptions of experience as this or that by means of 

qualifiers, no matter how special one may deem particular qualifiers, such as “true” or 

“proven” to be. This is not to say that proofs are often not consistent, as they often are. 

Rather, it is to say that the ramifications of their results are them over-applied, implicitly or 

otherwise. Taken in a more limited sense, however, any description of experience, including 

by means of proof, is itself experience, if used in a particular way to refer to other types of 

experiences, often because this or that type of experience is valued or desired over others. 

And in this sense, there is more in the description, and less in the experience, when 

experience is described in this way as experience of this or that sort, which is to say, as this 

or that experience rather than as experience.  

 

Things would be fine if the provers tended to stop where they did, but so often those who 

prove things, or those who proselytize for them, preach of the need to prove more things, for 

they desire to see a world in which everything that can be proven is proven, and these proven 

things, which is to say, experiences interpreted as proven, are then valued above the others. 

But what if one thinks one loses too much of the world this way? Proof only ever leads to 



more proof and the conditions for it, a world in which things are always interpreted as proven 

or not, and valued as such or not thereby.  

 

But so much of our world and its richness is filtered out by such a perspective. As the young 

Ludwig Wittgenstein famously said of all that could not be proven in his system: “all the rest 

must be passed over in silence.”dcli Thankfully, he later changed his mind. And should any, I 

would think, who like the world and what it can become more than abstract diagrams of what 

it should be like if it were perfect, ideal, static, frozen, limited, changeless, otherwordly, and 

otherwise dead, impossible, or otherwise disingenuously framed as such for various world-

restricting reasons left off-stage.  

 

What is left off-stage by such mechanisms is also often experience as such, namely, the 

opening which is carved up by qualifiers but is not qualified by any of them fully, that which 

seems to exceed proof in so many ways, and which seems to have proof as a sub-set 

thereof. By exceeding proof, proving anything about experience as such becomes quite 

difficult, however, and thank goodness. One might imagine that this would make things easier 

for the provers in the world, however, for those who prove tend to argue that when they prove 

something, they are separate from it, outside of it, that they are objective and dispassionately 

applying the laws of logic, to whatever conclusions it may lead them. But the excess of 

experience to proof is that of the excess of experience as such to any attempt to reduce it to 

this or that, including this or that experience.  

 

But this curiously makes it quite close by indeed, and with some paradoxical results. After all, 

even if one tries to prove something about one-self, one proves by imagining oneself at a 

distance, and proving something about this image of oneself, if that can be taken to work. For 



there seems no way to stand outside or get beyond experience to prove it as this or that. I for 

one cannot even imagine what it would be like to be outside of experience, for if I could 

experience what is outside experience, then it is no longer outside experience, and if it is not, 

then I cannot experience it and it would be silly to then say that I am outside experience. 

Some might say of course that that logic can get outside experience even if those who use it 

cannot, but even then, how could we know it was still being logical outside of experience in 

this way?dclii We would only be able to be sure of logic's logicalness from within experience, 

and thus, could not be sure that logic was playing by its own rules, so to speak, when it 

somehow dipped outside of experience, if there even is such a thing, to say something about 

what is or isn't.  

 

While some may imagine one can prove things about experience as such in a way that gets 

beyond it, perhaps by dealing with its form rather than content, this too seems problematic. 

After all, the form of experience is an aspect of experience, so it is hardly beyond it, and if one 

proves this form is this or that, then one has provided a description of an aspect of experience 

as being similar or even the same as another at minimum. But can we be so sure of this? To 

say this or that experience is similar or the same to another is a description, one which 

implies that particular experiences are similar or the same to any and all who might observe 

them, regardless of culture or history, embodiment or perspective or anything else. But I know 

that some things that appear similar or the same form one angle often appear quite different 

from another. What would make us imagine that anyone could make such an ultimate 

determination? One would need to experience all possible perspectives upon something, and 

this is as far as I know quite impossible.  

 

Logic's pretensions to necessity imply in fact that one knows what will happen everywhere 



and anywhere for all possible pasts and futures and that these can be known in advance 

because one is describing what must be the case. But even those who devised the laws of 

logic seem to have not been able to test these laws hold for all places and times and 

circumstances, which is to say, they are unproven in regard to the full extent of experience. 

And if the very means whereby things are proven is not able to be proved as necessarily true 

in regard to all experiences, then to prove anything is a limited game.  

 

Many proponents of logic have admitted as much.dcliii They will say that logic assumes certain 

things as given, whether these are the laws of logic themselves, or that various empirical 

determinations (ie: “this creature has brown fur” “I am not saying this while in a hallucinatory 

state” “I am not telling lies”) are well made. Which is to say, logic is incomplete, most often by 

its own admission. Some others may want to deny this, but then their justifications tend 

towards either inconsistency, or contradiction, or another form of incompletion, such as infinite 

regress, such as arguing that the laws of logic will be proven by others ones at a later date, 

even if these too would need to be proven as well, and so on.dcliv  

 

All of which is to say that proof is itself grounded by experience, not the reverse, and this text 

will start with experience and derive its logics from there. For in the senses described above, 

experience is the more encompassing notion, and proof, particularly in regard to the rigid 

forms thereof developed in so-called “logics” of the past, from Aristotle to Kant and the early 

Wittgenstein, the Vienna Circle, and beyond.dclv In such senses, “logic” is a descriptor for 

particular aspects of experience, and in  particular, certain types of games played with 

describing experience in particular ways to help encourage others to do the same. In this 

sense, logic is a lens on the world. Experience is another, and as such, brings some aspects 

of the world into focus over others. For just like logic, “experience” is a term, one which can 



be used to describe experience as such.  

 

Some might argue that the word “experience” limits and shapes what experience can be 

understood to be, such that language makes the thing rather than vice-versa, and such 

notions do seem to offer something helpful here. The very term “experience” cannot, after all, 

account for experience as such, for there are many aspects of experience, most of them in 

fact, which are neither words nor concepts, and as such, can only be described by words or 

concepts to a degree.  

 

For example, if I see a flower with my eyes, and I say “this flower is an aspect of my 

experience,” my experience is so much richer and deeper than any of these words or the 

concepts they may link to could ever be, for these are quite abstract, and the experience 

being described is concrete. Luckily, my eyes experiences the flower, not the words or 

concepts involved, no matter how flowery, and my eye experiences the flower determinately, 

in all its concrete richness. The words and concepts at play only point towards this rich 

concrete experiencing, even if they are experiences as well, if ones which are more focused 

and precise in their abstractness.  

 

To imagine that words close us off from real experience, however, or to imagine that words 

can only talk about other words and never experiences as they really are,dclvi would 

nevertheless be to imagine that words are not themselves simply types of experience, or that 

experiences are any less experiences when we experience them in relation to webs of 

concepts and words, or that those who use such words and concepts are not themselves 

aspects of experience. Words and concepts are aspects of experience, and as such, they 

cannot get “behind” or “in front” of it to cut us off from it, even in the form of the term or 



concept of “experience.” 

 

This is not to say that the term or concept of “experience” can capture all there is to 

experience. Words and concepts, like any experiences, are abstractions from experience as 

such, limitations and restrictions of experience to this or that particular experience. Any 

particular experience manifests experience as such, but cannot grasp it all. This is not to say 

that experience merely beyond particular experiences in a physical sense, for though 

experience is extended in space and time, these two are aspects of experience, not 

experience as such. Likewise, this is also not to say that experience is merely a general 

notion of which any experience of this or that is merely a particular notion. Notions of 

concepts or physical materiality are aspects of experience, descriptions of it, and by 

describing experiences, one produces more experiences, but experience as such slips away, 

even as it is right there. 

 

Proof, as well as other forms of description and evaluation, can in these senses be seen as 

grounded by experience. This is to say that experience provides the more encompassing 

context within which this limited set of games operates, and while these games may be 

consistent or important in various contexts, they will help us say little about experience that is 

not always already limited  to how they assume experience must be. Such filters have their 

benefits and detriments, but this text will instead use experience as its primary filter, in part 

due to reasons described in the introduction to text. By means of this, it will present 

arguments and redescriptions which seek to persuade, if without recourse to such limited and 

limiting games as proof and restricted notions of abstract logic which go with these, using 

instead more expanded conceptions thereof.  

 



Experiencing Between 

 

The preceding discussion of the disadvantages to trying to start this endeavor with something 

which could be proven in regard to experience has turned up in its way some structures of 

experience as this project will work to describe it. To start, if everything and anything 

manifests experience, but nothing can ever fully grasp experience, then experience is not a 

thing, nor can it be made into one, and yet, every thing is experience, even if experience is 

always more than merely this thing. If there is a characteristic of experience which seems to 

make it what it is, one which is common at least to every experience I have ever experienced, 

as well as heard others say of experience, it is this. Framed relationally, one could say that 

any experience is always opening on to the more, a more which is not merely beyond in a 

physical, conceptual, or any other such sense which is beyond any particular experience, but 

also immanently within it. Each experience is in excess to itself, and this has much to it.  

 

Firstly, this can be seen in the manner whereby any experience is interwovenly dependent on 

relations with others in a very physical sense to be what it is, as well as the ways in which any 

attempts to describe or evaluate such an experience by various forms of folding of 

experiences back on themselves develop more abstract forms of interdependence in their 

systems of description and evaluation. No experience is an atomized island, every experience 

only is what it is because it weavingly knots, even if merely for here and now, what is within 

and beyond it to be what it is here and now. 

 

But beyond this, any experience is more than itself in more radical ways. The future is always 

opening experiences beyond themselves, due to change within them and without. Any 

experience is an experience of change made temporarily static in the here and now by means 



of grasping, which is to say, the way in which one experience experiences another by 

grasping, which is to say, feeling, or experiencing, it. Experiences are experienced by 

experiencers, and experiencers experience by feeling what they open on to, that which opens 

them and to which they are open, not merely here and now, but as opening. In this way, my 

eye can now see a tree, and later see a dog, it is open to all these visual sights as they 

change, and when my brain experiences what my eye experiences in each of these ways, 

there are networks of opening which manifest this experience one moment, another the next, 

depending on shifts within the inter-experiencing weaving of experiencers and experienceds 

as aspects of this experiencing  

 

To be an experiencer is in this sense to be opening on to other experiences. And since all 

aspects of experience seem to opening on to others in this way, then from such a perspective, 

what makes experience what it is is this, which is to say, opening. Everything seems to open 

on to others, often seemingly in infinite ways. One molecule is connected, or open, due to its 

connections with all those in contact with it around it, and these to others in turn, such that, if 

indirectly, any single molecule is opening on to all the others.  

 

I can nevertheless interpret this molecule as a molecule, or as a bit of the divine, or as 

evidence of this or that quality of a particular physical force, or many other such 

interpretations, according to various interpretive models which are valued for their ability to 

bring this or that aspect of experience into focus over others, and thereby help make 

particular forms of action in the world comprehensible and thus potentiate them. I can 

interpret the world as many ways as I can use its aspects to indicate others to others, and 

often in highly complex meta-systems of descriptions such as languages. And this can lead 

me to value this molecule over others, or this description over others, and to show this by 



means of actions which reinforce why I should use this or that mode of evaluation or 

description in the future in order to help potentiate certain states in experience that I wish to 

bring about, thereby intertwining my thinking about such things with my modes of interpreting, 

evaluating, and doing.  

 

All of these are dynamic forms of opening of experience on to how it can be more than it is 

here and now, for there are seemingly infinite ways in which an aspect of experience can be 

interpreted, evaluated, have things done to it, or have things thought in regard to it, and each 

of these is an opening on to more ways in which this experience can be experienced. Some 

may nevertheless say that how an experience is interpreted, evaluated, or how things are 

done to it or thought in regard to it, does not relate to the experience itself, but rather, to how 

they are dealt with from without by others. In this, in a sense, they seek to separate the matter 

and form of experience.  

 

But to speak of the world as experience is not to speak of things, but of experiences. I never 

experience a tree “as such,” an ideal or perfect tree, only this maple or that oak from this or 

that perspective, and while each instantiates the notion of treeness, such a notion is an 

aspect of experience rather than a grounding therefore. Likewise, I have never experienced 

experience as such, only experiences, even if I experience experience in and through all of 

these. Experience as such, then, what is such a thing, if not the form of all experiences which 

is abstracted from these to describe them, which is to say, that which seems common to all 

experiencers, such as a tree is to various experience of trees, but also, the name for the 

opening whole which is that which takes this form, beyond the division between form and 

formed, as that from which these derive? As radical opening, experience as such is that from 

which all partial enclosures, determinations, binaries, and reificatory unities, including as 



things, arise as aspects.  

 

In this, if I see a tree, this is an aspect of experience, one which is an aspect of my 

experience of myself in my world. My friend comes over and sees the same tree, but from a 

different side, and as such, she sees one side of the tree, and I another. Our experiences are 

not the same. It may be convenient and practical to say that we see “the same tree,” or that 

our experiences are “the same,” and this is helpful if I want to communicate in a quick and 

efficient way to meet me later at “this same tree.” But to be more precise, the tree is not quite 

the same, it changes over time at a sub-atomic level, it has chemical reactions at work within 

it, etc. Likewise, I know my friend sees the tree from a different angle, and so our experiences 

are different. If I say “meet me later at the same tree” we can coordinate, but this is a sort of 

shorthand, an abbreviation. I experience one thing, my friend another, but there are enough 

similarities that we can use a bit of symmetry to help us come into sync in a way that leads us 

to meet up later as expected by the tree.  

 

To say that there “is” a tree there, beyond our experiences, however, can also be seen as a 

way of speaking. We have experiences, we can describe them in ways that help us to 

coordinate, what else is needed?  We could of course attempt to determine if the tree is 

“really” the same for both of us, for example, by switching where we are standing, comparing 

perspectives, and determining that we do see what we imagine the other sees when we 

switch to where they just stood and vice-versa. All my friend's descriptions of her experiences 

line up with those of mine, though I cannot be sure they are the same, for I cannot be my 

friend, nor vice-versa. Perhaps her body or brain give rise to forms of experiencing which are 

similar enough for us to come into sync, but different enough to cause our experiences to 

differ slightly as well.  



 

I also cannot be sure if there is a tree “really there” beyond either of our experiences. Such a 

notion of “really there” makes a lot of “common sense,” for when I say “meet me by this tree” I 

do not say “meet me by your experience of this tree,” that takes too long and is way too 

cumbersome. Sometimes I may qualify what I say, however, when it becomes clear our 

experiences don't line up. If I forgot my glasses home, I would be meeting my friend not at this 

tree, but at this brown-ish blur, and I would call this a tree, for this is simpler than saying “what 

you see as a tree and I see as a brownish blur.” I can of course still feel the tree with my 

hands, and as I feel it still has textured bark, I can deduce that my eyes are seeing brownish 

blurs rather than a tree because I missing my glasses, and that the “tree itself” seems 

unchanged.  

 

But this too is a way of speaking. After all, I experience the brown blurs, I feel the grooved 

bark with my hands, and I remember seeing the tree and its detailed grooved bark in the past. 

I synthesize these, link them to the concept of “tree-ness,” and interpret my experience of 

seeing brown blurs as an “error,” and that what is really there is what I remember seeing. This 

is an interpretation of my experience, but what I experience is the confluence of seeing brown 

blur, feeling textured bark, remembering seeing more details in the past, and my experience 

of interpreting this as indicating there is more to my experience than what I experience 

currently. When I return later with my glasses, I determine I reasoned correctly, and I may 

even say to myself that “the tree really does have detailed textured bark, I just couldn't see 

this before.”  

 

All these are forms of experiencing, including the interpretations thereof. Nevertheless, to 

focus on experience is to see my notion of the tree “really” having a textured look as a way of 



speaking, one which can help quite a bit in varying circumstances, especially if I say to my 

friend, “meet me at the tree with the textured bark,” and it is surrounded by those with much 

less textured bark. But when I see the tree as a brown blur, I see it as a brown blur, that is my 

experience of it, and to say otherwise is an interpretation of this experience, but not this 

experience as it manifests then and there to me. I may say I am not seeing the tree “as it 

really is,” but have I ever experienced the tree “as it really is”? No, I have only experienced it 

from this side and that, looked at it and felt its bark with my hand, caught its scent with my 

nose after the rain, etc. I have synthesized these various experiences, and by means of the 

concept of “tree,” I have then come to see all these experiences as aspects of the tree, and 

so when one is missing, I imagine the tree is beyond my experience in a way more full than it.  

 

There is no reason to think that my experience ever captures all of experience of experience, 

but rather is quite limited in relation to this, and so, when my friend can see textured grooves 

and I cannot because my glasses are home, then it makes sense to say that I simply cannot 

see the grooves, but that they are “really there,” at least for practical purposes in such a 

situation. I do not experience them, however, and experience is all we have in the here and 

now, and so, I can experience this sense of “really there” but that does not mean it is so, at 

least, not for me. I see brown blur, and I can interpret this as limited or an error, but all 

experiences are limited, and all can be interpreted in varying ways, even if such 

interpretations does not mean that one has gotten beyond experience.   

 

 

Experiences are limited and partial because they are between, which is to say, they open, and 

they do this dynamically as opening. Opening is what keeps experience from collapsing into 

experiences and vice-versa. More practically, I see the tree because photons carry light to my 



eyes, and my eyes sees the tree differently because different photons bounce off “the same 

tree” from a different angle, and show her different sides of “the same tree” if by linking up 

with her body. From the tree to me and from the tree to my friend there are different ripplings 

of matter, and hence, different experiences, and while there may be similarities, to imagine 

that our seeing is “the same” would be to miss a great deal. If things are similar enough on all 

ends, we can use descriptions such as “meet me at the tree with the textured bark” to 

coordinate later, but this does not mean our descriptions accord with experience, merely that 

they help us maneuver in regard to it in ways that can coordinate.  

 

But sometimes, we are more precise in regard to our experiences. If I drink coffee and my 

friend does as well, I may say “I am feeling more awake now, do you?,” and they may 

respond yes or no. This acknowledges that coffee made from the same bag may effect us 

differently because our bodies differ, and because the individual coffee may not be identical, 

or not have been made identically to the others. When I speak to my friend about the tree, this 

may seem to differ from this, as the tree is, at least relatively speaking, less influenced by 

subjective factors within the body, and can be seen outside both of our bodies in a context in 

which we both participate. But this is far more similar to the situation with the coffee than it 

may practically seem even if we do not emphasize the potentials for difference because they 

aren't likely practically necessary in such circumstances.  

 

But to theorize from experience, it is necessary to start with what is experienced, not what we 

think we should experience, or some sort of reality “behind” experiences, a world of “things-in-

themselves” which no-one has ever reported experienced except as ways of interpreting 

experiences. I have never experienced pure tree-ness, after all, except in my imagination. 

When it comes to experiencing trees, they are never pure, always experiences of this or that 



particular tree which, recognized by my brain as trees, are never the perfect “no-tree” that 

idealistic philosophers imagine must be in some realm “beyond” or “behind” experience, a 

realm which cannot be touched or experienced in any direct way, even if indirectly 

everywhere. It seems more likely to think that these are ways of interpreting experience. That 

is, the concept of the “tree as it really is” is a concept, one laden on to experience after the 

fact, one which can be useful in various circumstances, yet also lead to confusions and 

difficulties, especially if come to think of something like “the tree as it really is” as being 

something other than a conceptual interpretation.  

 

To theorize from experience would be to dispense with the notion that there are essences 

“behind” experience that we cannot experience directly, and instead, see these “essences” as 

side-effects of how we pragmatically describe things, rather than some sort of standard in 

regard to which the world of experience is lacking in comparison, as many idealist 

philosophers have done. This would be to hold this world up to an impossible standard which 

is at once beyond the world, and which makes it seem messy and imperfect in comparison, 

with all sorts of ramifications, such as denigrating the body and matter and all things which 

are less seemingly perfect than otherworldly ideals. To stick to experience is not to dispense 

with using idealities, for they are useful. But rather, it is possible to see such ideals as merely 

that, and in this way, not denigrate the richness and power of experience as it manifests 

before us.  

 

This does not mean we need to speak in clunky new ways, nor imagine that the tree isn't 

“really there” beyond my experience. There seems every evidence, after all, that there is a 

world beyond my own personal experience, for others report to me that they experience 

aspects of experience beyond what I have, and some even report different types of 



experiences. All experiences, described as mine or otherwise, which is to say, whether I 

experience them relatively directly through my body, or more indirectly by being told about 

them, are aspects of experience which is more than any particular experience, and so, there 

seems every reason to think that my experience is only an aspect of experience as such, and 

in this sense, that my world is just an aspect of the world of experience.  

 

Experiencing “As” 

 

Then again, if I ask the dog I live with, a puggle named Puggle, if he sees that tree over there, 

he does not, however, respond. He seems to see many things, after all, he responds to visual 

stimuli, but if I say the word “tree” he does not react any differently, in regard to trees or 

anything else, than if I say or do other such things. In this, he seems not to understand the 

word “tree” nor that it is a word rather than merely a bit of sound I am making, sound with not 

significance beyond that. In this sense, I see the tree as a tree, but my dog seems not to. 

Likewise, if I said to my friend, “do you see the arbol over there?,” if my friend does not know 

that arbol is the Spanish word for “tree,” she might not see that tree as an arbol, or that I was 

mixing contexts in this way. She would still recognize this as a word, of course.  

 

When I see the tree, however, I see it nevertheless as a tree, and depending on the context, 

perhaps an arbol as well. I cannot, in fact, seem to not experience the tree as a tree, for 

whenever I have tried to experience the shapes, textures, colors, and other aspects of this 

tree as not being examples of “tree,” but rather, something else (“dog” perhaps?), I seem 

quite aware it is “really” a “tree,” and if I try to experience it as nothing in particular other than 

an assortment of traits, the “beginnger's mind” of various sorts of meditation, seeing it as an 

assortment of colors and shapes and textures, and perhaps not even as a single “it” or thing, I 



seem to only be able to do so in a mode of negation. That is, I can experience the tree as a 

non-thing only by consciously holding its thing-ness at bay by means of effort, and so, it is 

perhaps better to say that I cannot really experience the tree but as a “tree,” though I can also 

experience this in a mode of partial negation, one which extends and puts into partial 

abeyance its “tree”-ness, if not quite completely.  

 

This is because my brain interprets my experience before it even becomes conscious. The 

networks in my visual cortexes are always sorting my experiences, looking for patterns, 

bringing abstract patterns into sync with incoming micro-features, and when these match up, I 

experience all of them together. When I see brown-splotches in particular configurations with 

green-splotches, with particular textures and shapes, my brain pre-processes all these as 

aspects of the experience of the tree as “tree.dclvii” To imagine I can get to a more primitive 

level of experience than this would be to do so after the fact, for in the here and now, I 

experience the tree as a “tree.” That is, I see various things and my visual cortex pre-

packages and chunks these as aspects of one experience based on prior experiences of such 

things, the concept of treeness in my recognition networks, and these tend to trigger more 

abstract conceptions of treeness in the concept maps in my brains, as well as verbal 

memories of the word “tree” in writing and speech, etc.  

 

But to theorize from experience, it makes sense to start from what I experience, which is to 

say, not merely splotches of color or texture. I experience a tree which has these as aspects. 

It is true that the lower levels of my visual cortex experience splotches of color and texture, 

but I do not experience this directly, or if I do, for such a brief split second that this feels 

subsumed within my experience of the tree as tree which has these as aspects. That is, I 

experience the tree as a single, unified experience, an aspect of my world of experience 



which is grasped by me, beyond being grasped by aspects of my experience of me which 

support my experience of myself, which is to say, the experience of my visual cortexes.  

 

My experience tends to include various aspects of those of my body and its parts, including 

that of my brain, or so the scientists till me in their interpretations of why I experience as I do. 

And when I line up how I experience from within with accounts of why from without, which is 

to say, how scientists have come to understand bodies, things tend to line up well enough, 

especially some of the more contemporary and less reifying approaches to such science. 

There seems every reason to think that I experience as I do because I feel my body from 

within, and in fact, that I am how this body feels from within. It is hard to say precisely what I 

mean by “me” of course, as there are so many of us. There is linguistic me, bodily me, the 

story I tell of me to others, and these tend to overlap in various ways but never completely. 

Either way, my body carries all of us together, and so we tend to have a bit in common.  

 

To speak of “myself” as an experience is of course also a mode of speaking. A useful one at 

that. But it seems just as much getting away from experience to talk of it as a “thing-in-itself” 

as to talk of a tree that way. I don't experience some abstract pure me-ness, rather, I am 

always me-ing, and in so many different yet largely resonant ways. I do know that other tend 

to read me differently than I read me, so it is likely many issues of interpretation and 

evaluation that arise with the tree apply here as well.  

 

When I experience myself, I experience myself not as a disconnected set of thoughts and 

emotions and sensations, nor as what my visual cortex or toes experience even if I do 

consciously do not. I experience here and now myself as me, because this is how I have 

experienced myself in the past, and such is my habit. I was trained to see myself as me as a 



child, it's a common habit after all. Does that mean I am really “me”? Whatever one makes of 

such a question, it's clear that to imagine I experience myself as other than “me” is to pull 

myself out of how I currently experience myself, just as with my experience of the tree.  

 

When I look at the tree, I do not have a choice whether or not to interpret as a tree. My brain 

does this for me, before “I” get there: before I have any conscious say in the matter, my brain 

recognizes and pre-packages my experience as “tree,” and I may even “hear in my head” the 

word being said in “internal speech” or see it written “in my head” as a sort of imagination of 

the written word.dclviii It is only afterwards that I can question, do I want to keep doing this? 

Could I learn to interpret all this differently? What modes of interpretation do I want to have? 

How could I teach myself to interpret differently, in ways more in line with my values in regard 

to the sort of world I would like to help bring about? Could I persuade others to interpret 

differently with me? What would the value be in that? If we start doing things differently, the 

world can change in part, and this often gives rise to new ways of interpreting and evaluating, 

or vice-versa. Perhaps interpreting differently can lead to new ways of contributing to how we 

produce aspect of our worlds.  

 

Experience Beyond “Things” and “Things-In-Themselves” 

 

All of which helps explain why this text starts with experiencing. Experience has no clear 

opposite, and so, it is a good tool to help unravel the binaries and simplistic unities which 

have been used to petrify our world into categories which enclose how it is interpreted and 

evaluated. We recreate each day the same old structures. We need new lenses, and 

experience can help liberate us not only from some of the unities and binaries, but the ideals 

which have been held up against the world, and in regard to which, it is made to seem 



impoverished and lacking. But this world is so full of potentials, potentials which are radically 

more than what they have sold us. Every aspect of the world is an opening on to the more 

which can only be reduced if we all keep reducing it. The opening more continues to show 

itself in and through such reductions and enucleating captures. We can learn to unleash it, to 

intertwine its liberated aspects, and help recreate aspects of our world anew.  

 

We need to learn to see beyond the filters we have told ourselves must be. Not only do we 

need to learn to free ourselves from our habit of judging the world in ways which denigrate it 

in the service of otherwordly ideals, ideals which can so often be used to manipulate us into 

closing down potentials to make things differently, but we need to stop seeing things as 

unified and identical things. Things become things because processes thingify them, including 

those which experience, interpret, and evaluate them in thingifying ways. If experience is 

always opening more, in excess of any particular experience, interpretation, evaluation, or 

thinking thereof, then it is these forms of grasping some aspect of the world of experience 

which thingifies in relation to the world. But all this can be done differently.  

 

For example, if I take my hands and try to grasp a handful of water from the ocean, I have 

turned a “bit” of the ocean into a “handful,” but only because I “handful”-ized something that 

was “handful”-ize-able, which is to say, the ocean. So it is with the world of experience. To 

experience, interpret, evaluate, or think is to network with something, and to network is to 

intertwine nodes by links. This can be done differently, and what is more, the networks which 

form the nodes could network differently. If the ocean freezes and I try to grasp a handful of a 

glacier, I find my hand has nothing to grasp upon, but I can grasp the glacier with my eyes. 

Some aspects of the world are more amenable to grasped in various ways than others, and 

some aspects of the world tend to grasp the world in particular ways.  



 

But all forms of grasping, of experiencing, interpreting, evaluating, thinking, and doing, can be 

done otherwise, because the world of experience is always opening, in excess of any 

particular aspect thereof. There are not ideal essences beyond it, there are no “ones” which 

could unify experiences as being of this “ideal” unexperienceable object “behind the scenes” 

which could never be touched or felt but which anchors these. There is no “thing-in-itself,” no 

“tree-in-itself,” certainly not within experience other than imagination, somehow “behind” the 

experience of the tree, the colors and shapes and textures which are aspects of this. My brain 

thing-ifies and tree-ifies various micro-experiences into one general macro-experience. And it 

does this with everything I experience, such that if I try to focus on a particular aspect of the 

tree, my brain will “thing-ify” it as well.dclix Our concepts and languages are abstractions of 

how the brain does this, as it seems the brain does this in a way which abstracts from how 

our hands do this in yet more similar ways.  

 

But this should not let us think that the world comes pre-packaged into things which are 

manifestations of otherworldly essences beyond experience. I experience the tree with many 

aspects, but I know that these aspects can be interpreted, evaluated, and thought through 

differently. They can even be experienced differently. My dog smells odors all the time in 

patches of grass I do not smell. He senses unities in these I do not sense. Some may look at 

an image and see a duck, others a rabbit, others both, others neither, others an oscillation 

between these. Is one of these correct, is there a “true essence” in another dimension the 

image expresses? There seems no reason to think this. Bees see ultra-violet light, and I do 

not. Does that mean it is not there? Or that it ultimately “is” there, though I can only 

experience it indirectly by observing the bees or images produced by special machinery?  

 



If experience is to be our guide, then there is no need to think of things “in-themselves” or “as 

they really are.” Rather, there are experiences, and interpretations of these, valued over 

others for specific purposes, and how these potentiate various forms of thinking and doing. 

Some may say that dispensing with the notion of things “as they really are” and a notion of 

“reality” composed of “things-in-themselves” beyond how they “appear” to us would lead to 

anything goes, mad relativism, interpretation any which way for its own sake. The same with 

dispensing with proof. That said, we hardly need such strictures, for the world functions as its 

own guide. Some interpretations will be too far from experience, and fail to gain traction, while 

others will give rise to as yet unimaginable emergences. Only risking the former is the latter 

possible, but petrifying our world will only ever give rise to the same.  

 

Such an approach liberates us and our interpretations in ways which provide a far less rigid 

and incomplete grounding in the world, and in fact, one which takes the world in and as 

experience as its ground, rather than idealized notions of logic in regard to which little of 

practical benefit ever seems to be able to attain. It makes it possible for us to reinterpret the 

world, an in fact, so radically as to divide up what seems unities. In this, potentials are able to 

arise between things in ways which can go beyond what we were told were atoms of our 

world. What seemed more immutable during the last few centuries than the nation-states of 

the world, each with their seemingly own national culture and character. Today, such notions 

seem limited and limiting, as new synergies arise between people around the globe, new 

potentials for creation and new dangers as well. With liberation comes new potentials which 

can be used to create as much as destroy, after all, and all creation seems to require 

destruction of at least the petrified ways of doing things of old.  

 

Ways of doing things are ways of turning modes of interpretation, evaluating, and thinking into 



the very form of the physical and social realities of our world, the very material from which we 

abstract such models. When we apply such abstract models back at the world, we are then 

amazed to find the world proof of our ways of doing things, and yet, this is only the 

confirmation of our biases. We need ways to see the potential within the world for things to be 

different. One way to help do this is to stop seeing the world's experiences as mere 

appearances of otherwordly “things-in-themselves” beyond experience. To see the world this 

way is to see our own concepts haunting the world from within it to make sure what has been 

the dominant mode of interpretation, and with this, evaluation, will remain this way. Whoever 

controls society as it currently is will want to endorse such ways of thinking as they perpetuate 

whatever the status-quo is, and as this has been exploitative and oppressive in the past, then 

we need to learn ways to move beyond this.  

 

We may enter a world of premade things, and these things may seem like ideal essences, but 

this is because we repeatedly reinterpret things the way we do, in actions as much as 

words.dclx But the world does not need to remain this way. Experience is a lens which can help 

start to loosen things, for from the lens of experience, there is no such thing as an ideal 

essence or ultimate thing, only differing experiences which are aspects of experience, the 

world of experience and the experience of the world of which myself and my world are merely 

aspects as much as any aspect of experience.  

 

Does this mean that there is no tree there? I can try to interpret the tree as not being a tree, 

and my brain will resist this. But if I can interpret what my brain is doing, and my habit of 

projecting essences out in the world, due to my culture and brain and language and all of the 

above, then I can perhaps train myself to see things a bit differently. To become curious about 

how when the ideality of unity is removed from behind experience, experience can being to 



recreate itself differently. This can only happen to some degree if I do this myself, of course. 

Only when many work together can they change the world which we all contribute to 

recreating each day.  

 

But history is full of aspects of the world which were interpreted one way, then another, 

liberating new potentials in their wake, many of which can be channeled towards trying to 

make this world a slightly less oppressive place. We can learn from such moments in the 

past. There was a time in which “divine right of kings” was seemingly as self-evident as the 

world. Today we categorize people into genders, and yet, there is no single standard used to 

determine this: chromosomal, hormonal, the presence or absence of gonads, specific organs,  

specific other physical traits, gender identification, or attribution.dclxi Whether with seemingly 

divine kings or merely two genders, we take aspects of our world, interpret them as aspects of 

others and assume there is no other way, but could we not do so differently? Why not five 

genders, or three, instead of two? Why call anyone a king?dclxii  

 

This is not to say I could simply interpret a tree as made of cheese, and the entire forest with 

it. I could of course, but if I went to eat the tree and forest, I would not taste anything like 

cheese as I know it. Interpretations, as well as evaluations and forms of thinking, are 

abstractions from the world which then need to find sync within that world. This happens in 

regard to experiences of the social as well as of the physical. That said, to the electrons of the 

world, there is no tree, only increasing gradient of the charges they feel. For air and water, 

there is no tree, only changing gradients of the molecular pushes and pulls which they seem 

to be able to feel. Is there a tree to the micro-organism for whom it is more like a world , or to 

the inch-worm crawling upon it to whom it is more like a giant bit of the landscape? Is the 

mountain I see part of the landscape, or a mountain “in-itself,” any more than a tree is distinct 



from the landscape in which it arises?  

 

To say that there “is” a tree “in reality” and that it “is” one is to project our human perspective 

upon the tree into the world, in ways which clearly do not fit the perspective of other forms of 

experiencing. It is to take our often cultural, linguistic, and even bodily biases, and assume 

they are how the world “really is.” It is true that at the average scale of most humans, it is 

difficult to come into sync with what are generally called trees by grouping them together with 

cheese. But to say they are ultimately there, in some meta-physical way, is equally 

problematic.  

 

Many Buddhist philosophers have, in regard to such concerns, argued that the tree “appears” 

in a relative sense, but that in a deeper sense, it is not there “as it seems,”dclxiii and such a 

notion can be of help here. That is, for practical purposes, it is clear that our experiences are 

closely enough in resonance for us to speak “as if” there were a tree there in a deeper sense. 

But it is crucial to know that such an approach tends to freeze and petrify the world into simply 

extending the status-quo, and that in many senses, this is a radical oversimplification of far 

more complex terrain, particularly as the tree in many practical senses “is” there “for us” in our 

contexts, even as a virtual projection which is resonant in our both of our ways of 

understanding things.  

 

But the world as such has no things in it, and while experience is full of feelings between 

opening on each other and patterns of symmetry between these, this does not mean there 

are ultimate “things” that are there in any ultimate sense. The symmetries between my 

feelings and those of my friend may be close enough, but not those of electrons or micro-

organisms, nor when interpreted or valued in radically different ways, nor necessarily as seen 



from distant futures and pasts, cultures and histories, traditions and embodiments. It is crucial 

to remind ourselves of the world as opening, lest we imagine it closed, and not only tend to 

petrify our worldviews in this way, but fall out of sync with so many other aspects of the world, 

such as changing interpretations and perspectives radically different from our own, which may 

not see the world divided up in such ways. And so, while in particular circumstances a thing 

may be there in a relative or pragmatic sense, and this text will often speak in such ways to 

simplify its arguments, on a deeper level, this project does not put credence in the ultimate 

existence of ideal “things-in-themselves” in such a sense.  

 

To theorize from experience, it makes more sense to think in terms of sync. By calling these 

“trees” I can come into sync with those around me, be understood and work together on 

various group projects. Another mode of interpretation might potentiate this better, however, 

giving rise to entire types of new projects, new ways of doing things, and in ways which 

liberate the potentials captured by notions of unities, making it possible for them to 

reassociate and network differently into new aggregates. And if so, why not use an 

interpretation that can better bring the world, myself, and others into sync in ways which can 

help potentiate greater emergence? Rather than being “true,” whatever such a notion may 

mean, might it not simply be “better” in regard to such circumstances, and what is at stake 

within them?dclxiv  

 

Just as when a dictator is overthrown, not only are all the people liberated, but all the ways 

they could intertwine with each other and those around them differently. I might not even know 

I had the potential to be an musician until I met someone from another country that inspired 

me to do so, giving rise to a series of musical creations in the process. If the dictator had 

sealed off my nation from others, how would I even know I had these potentials? Likewise, 



there is no tree “in itself.” There is my experience of the tree, and my friends, and we can 

coordinate, and even speak of the tree “beyond” our individual experiences, but if we simply 

keep in mind this is a way of speaking which goes beyond experience, that we are reifying the 

world by imagining fixed essences, that doing so is a mode of interpretation which tends to fix 

the world and petrify it and perpetuate the status quo, perhaps we might remind ourselves on 

occasion that what is pragmaticalky useful and concretely immediate can run away from us if 

we take it to be ultimate, and this can have disastrous consequences, leading us to imagine 

that the world cannot change, and change radically, particularly if we all work together to help 

make it so.  

 

This is not to say that anything goes in the world. But we cannot know in advance what the 

world can do, for circumstances bring certain potentials to the surface over others, after all, 

does not ice melt in certain conditions and turn to steam in others?dclxv We do not know what 

the stuff of the world can do in all possible situations, and it is likely what we experience in our 

world is such a tiny sub-set of these. Having infinite faith in the world to be different can help 

us tease out the potentials which are there before us, to see that in regard to which others 

tend to willfully blind themselves. For until we try every permutation, we cannot say for sure 

that a tree in the forest cannot be the same as cheese: after all, to sub-atomic particles, they 

are simply differing ways of arranging the same sets of pulls and pushes, and at that scale, 

there is neither tree nor forest nor cheese, only these pushes and pulls. Who are we to 

impose our scale, or our brain's unities, or those imposed by our body, or culture, out on to 

the world?  

 

To dispense with otherworldly ideals is to take a this worldly pragmatism, linked with hope and 

an ethics of creation, not merely for those few who control the status-quo, but all, in regard to 



the worlds we experience. And it is for this reason that this text seeks to use the lens of 

experience as a lever, one which can help free the world from essences which are so often 

used to describe experiences as “anchored” to things, things which give rise to “appearances” 

which can be judged to accord or not with the essence of a thing, all to help determine what is 

true about it, and with this, which experiencer's experiences are correct or incorrect. These 

forms of thinking may try to seem objectivity, but they simply take their own biases and 

legislate their particular interpretations with the clothes of “all places and times,” as well as “all 

bodies and cultures.”  

 

By liberating the world of absolute essences, local and differing experiences can speak their 

differences freely, can group their experiences as they choose, and if there are commonalities 

which can potentiate forms of sync, wonderful, but if there are differences, what then? Very 

often these may frustrate more immediate and limited attempts to produce simplistic forms of 

sync, particularly those which would seek to bring everything into sameness around one 

particular form of interpretations. But in the long run, differing interpretations tend to speak to 

potentials in the world which have yet to be cultivated, such that by doing so, it becomes 

possible to potentiate even more robust forms of sync at more complex levels of scale, and in 

ways which go beyond more rigid and limiting forms thereof. We do not know what the world 

can do, and so, any essences, not matter how we may project them in the world, by habit or 

otherwise, should be seen as merely that, which is to say, projections. To do so, experience 

begins to be able to speak and breathe in and through and beyond the many limitations we 

have so often imposed upon it.  

 

Experiencing Emerging 

 



What holds all this together then, which provides a coherence and pull within this all, yet 

which frustrates attempts at full closure and unification within this as well? Experience occurs 

because the cosmos is not one,dclxvi and because no aspect of it is fully one, and as such, all 

are open and unfoldingly opening in relation to the others. Within this, aspects differentiate as 

knots within the interfeeling which arises by means of such opening, in weaves more 

immediate experiencing and more indirect experience mediated by what is more immediate, 

with the patterns arising within this giving rise to systems which interpret others. A ripple in 

one part of the cosmos leads to distant echoes which each lead to new interpretations as they 

intertwine with the local conditions in which they find themselves, utterances in many local 

physical languages and systems of meaning.  

 

All of this plays out as aspects of economies of value, various aspects of the cosmos 

conserving and expending differing amounts of their potentials, congealing potentials in 

various forms and transforming to maximize stabilities or take the risk of breaking away from 

others or perhaps intertwining further still to give rise to the new. From concretely intertwined 

to abstractly separate, each lenses the opening in their ways, expending potentials in fields 

whose shifting knots evaluate the economies which intersect at them, interpret the language 

which try to speak it, and feeling the experiences which they congealingly bring together as 

an experiencer which experiences them in turn as they twist experiences outside and within 

into actions which then feed back into this weaving anew.  

 

Actions congeal into habits, habits into traces, traces into forms, forms into structures, and by 

means of this, ever more complex forms of the past feed back into the future by means of a 

complexifying present which builds upon the past by shaping how the future unfolds from 

abstract to concrete, refracting mere energy into potential to be this or that, and from physical 



memory to living memory to neural memory to cultural memory, layers feedback back from 

physical separation to neural style intertwining, from concrete to abstract and back, from 

doing to feeling, to interpreting feelings, evaluating interpretations, and back to action, all 

forms of thinking the world and world as thinking. Bodies of experiencers, languages of 

interpreters, economies of evaluators, brains of thinkers, each aspect of the world each of 

these and back depending on how it is lensed, for each aspect of the world can be seen as 

each of these, depending on the lens employed, and to varying degrees and in varying ways.  

 

But what is each of these, itself, and relationally, but aspects of emerging? Think of a 

whirlpool, or vortex. When I see a tree, it is like this, an emergence, and when my friend sees 

a tree, it is also a a vortex, and when we are able to come into sync, as the water in a vortex 

does, our vortexes come into sync with each other in regard to more encompassing ones, 

such as those of language or plans we make using language. When I experience a tree, my 

vortex and that of the tree come into sync, not the tree “in-itself.” Rather, my brain feels the 

nerves impacting it, they feel the photons, the photons feel the tree, we vortex with each 

other, tree and I are aspects of the experiencing which is between, one which is said to be 

had “of” the tree, but which really has me and the tree and the world which knits these 

together as aspects of the vortexing networking which is my experiencing of my world, even 

as this too is a vortexing of my experience of myself and that of the world of experiencing as 

such which has each as aspects. To experience is to come into sync with the world as such, 

and one's world is an emergence from this, as is each coming into sync with aspects of the 

world in new ways in and through this, such as when I experience being able to coordinate 

with my friend and our experience of the tree. We emerge together, another vortex in and 

between our worlds and their aspects, including each other, and the world of which ours are 

aspects in turn.  



 

Emergence is sync-in-formation, a symmetry which comes to be from the intermodulation of 

aspects within this in a manner which is more than the sum of its parts for it is how they 

intermodulate in ways which give rise to the new which can potentiate the new.dclxvii Any 

coherence is an emergence of complexity, but as soon as this congeals, it ceases to emerge 

unless it potentiates more emergence, and not merely in quantity, but qualities. Complexity is 

that which has the potential to emerge, but it is emergence at least partially closed of within 

itself, in need of reopening. Any coherence emerged in the past, and can help potentiate more 

emergent emergence in turn by serving as a site of refraction of the unfolding of abstract 

potential into concrete potentials in ways which exceed the sum of its parts, just oil may 

merely burn and give of heat, or that heat may be channeled into the production of electricity 

which can help potentiate the writing of this book on my screen.  

 

Even dissolution can at times potentiate emergence, as dissolution often frees up bound 

potentials, and various breaks and cracks in coherence can give rise to partial and 

fragmentary formations which can combine with others in new ways. Coherence is not good 

on its own, for as it stops emerging, it becomes counter-emergence, a bloc to emergence, a 

reification, dormant emergent in the form of complexity, but even more so, complexity which 

has ceased to potentiate further emergence. Reified complexities need reactivation or 

reworking to bring them back into the process of emerging, becoming complexities which 

potentiate emergence, such as the molecules of water which give rise to a vortex when the 

conditions around it come into sync with its potentials to do so.  

 

But why? Emergence is that which congeals as complexity which can potentiate from 

emergence in the abstract by concretizing it in various ways, partial limitations thereof which 



potentiate emergence to not merely unfold, but to emerge, to differ and change in new ways, 

and not merely new in terms of quantity, but quality.dclxviii This is change which is able to 

change in more ways in relation to more types of change while maintaining a coherence 

which deepens its potential to do precisely this in the future. This is not merely change for its 

own sake, it is creation of the potential for futures which are not merely those of the past, 

which are able to develop and grow over time, not merely in quantity, but quantity of qualities, 

quality of quantities, and quality of qualities.  

 

This is the emergence which grows in its capacity for more radical emergence, emergence 

from mere emergence as change to emergence as complexification, to that which is more 

than the sum of its parts, which is able to not only concretize and congeal what is more than 

the sum of its parts, but dynamically reproduce it and grow it, develop and deepen it, to be 

able to be coherent while changing, to internalize this as memory which can then lead to 

experimentation with form, mutation, evolution, new ways of not only concretizing but 

reacting, doing, considering, feeling, processing, weighing options, considering multiple 

alternatives, weighing potential consequences and desired goals, and more and more 

complex forms of feeling, meta-feeling, and even meta-meta-feelings of the sort seen in 

emergences which are generally referred to in our world as living and neural types of 

emergence.  

 

Emergence is opening beyond itself, for it is that which feels itself opening, interprets itself 

writing, values itself unfolding, and thinking itself doing all of this. Emergence is self-

potentiating when it differs with itself to reintertwine as networking emerging which is opening 

beyond what it was, and in this sense, it is what leaps over itself by ceasing to be one, but 

rather, one-and from which any ones are aspects, temporary and limited graspings which 



make possible more emergent forms thereof. Emergence is that which contains itself infinitely 

to exclude itself in ever new ways, and vice-versa, former new ways of dividing itself up in 

order to network yet differently and in deepening ways to emerge more emergently, as that 

which is most intensely itself when it is differing most intensely from itself in ways which 

nevertheless build upon such forms in the past to intensify their potentials for intensifying this 

not only in quantity but quality. Such description are themselves also just partial, as is any 

word, concept, or use of this notion, even if speaking and writing and thinking all make use of 

emergence, if in ways which potentiate it differently.  

 

Emergence is the standard of value of a relational approach to world as conceived here, at 

least, for it is an immanent standard of value. It is one which looks at what has given rise to 

the best in the world with the potential to give rise to the better, and seeks to abstract a 

principle from that, one which is not merely the principle of what humans value, but seemingly 

what the cosmos values in relation to the potentials within this for the better. What is better, 

conceived immanently? The ability for each and all do extend their potentials for experiencing, 

interpreting, evaluating, and thinking in not only new and deeper ways, ways which become 

more complex over time? Such a notion would be one which would account for what humans 

tend to value when not being destructive, such as creativity and sustainable intensification 

thereof, compassion and caring, learning and equitability. Such values seem not only what 

has given rise to the best of humans, whatever this term is taken to mean, but that which 

gave rise to the best of us, and the best of what is not us as well. Or at least, from a relational 

perspective, to best of my abilities, this seems to be the case.  

 

For the very potential to value and evaluate as such seems to arise from emergence. 

Emergence gives rise to matter, to life, to society, to brains, to cultures, to the potentials for 



love and compassion, while also releasing potentials which can destroy it, such as violent 

destruction and waste, cruelty, hoarding, or such excess need to grow at all costs to subvert 

one's very contexts, much like locusts do when new growth arises. Emergence is a push 

within the very stuff of the world it seems, one which values being able to move beyond its 

limitations, an opening which opens on to opening further beyond itself, and precisely by 

intensifying within itself to radicalize ways to go beyond itself further.  

 

Matter pushes to conserve energy,dclxix and complexifies spontaneously when conditions 

allow,dclxx pushing closer to dynamic forms of organization, such as seen in whirlpools and 

several other complex physical phenomenon, which verge on the sorts of organization whose 

principles tend to be those which potentiate the possibility for something like life. Living 

organisms also value energy, but also maintaining their own physical form, as well as the 

potential for growth, while their genetic networks in relation to their physical environments 

give rise to forms of collectively emergent adaptation, or evolution, which values not only 

maintenance and growth, but complexification, the emergence of complexity. Neural forms of 

emergence radically potentiate this, but by reintertwining with physical and living networks, 

they have given rise to forms of cultural emergence which feed back into these in turn, and 

what these seem to have given rise to is the potential for an emergence from merely these 

forms of emergence, towards learning how to emergence more sustainably, to self-

consciously valuing the sustainable growth, development, and emergence of emergence.  

 

This cannot be merely for the few, however, which is never sustainable, but for their contexts 

as well. This is not to say that emergence can value everything equally, and there are many 

complexities to this beyond the scope of this text, for scarcity is a real thing in the long run, if 

certainly not on this planet in the foreseeable future, unless we make this so, because the 



Sun continues to supply us with all we need. There is much more than can and needs to be 

said about such issues in future works, on network economies of evaluation and their relation 

to ethics. 

 

What is described above, however, is an attempt to think about how to contextualize the here 

and now of experience within the context of how the “bigger picture” seems not only here and 

now, but what it could potentially become, in ways which could potentiate the better if we all 

work to help bring this into being, which is to say, in terms of emergence. The relational 

perspective put forward here is one which values emergence due to its relational 

interpretation of the world which is itself grounded in the valuation of emergence, with both of 

these grounded in the thinking which seeks to potentiate the emergence of actions which 

could potentiate such a world by means of this via networking with others to help bring this 

into our world further still.  

 

The relational form of thinking described here is one which abstracts from the concrete world 

of experience in which it finds itself, looks for the best within its world within an interpretive 

frame which is based on values which could help to further potentiate this, and then forms an 

interpretive frame which seems able to best bring these into sync with the world in which it 

finds itself thereby, in order to thereby potentiate actions which could help to bring this about. 

This is what is understood by thinking in a relational sense, from concrete to abstract and 

back, from experience to interpretation, to evaluating interpretation to interpreting evaluation, 

to questioning all of these, and by means of this comparing where one is to where one hopes 

to go in and with others and the world in the process.  

 

This may sound abstract and esoteric, but this is not completely distinct from what we each 



do each do. We try to develop interpretations of our world best able to bring our values into 

sync with our attempts to make the best happen for us and perhaps even those around us. 

This assumes, of course, that the big picture looks even slightly like things near to us, and 

that the terrain is not radically different elsewhere than it seems to be here, and there are 

powerful limits to our forms of extrapolation. But from a relational perspective on the world, 

one from which there is no outside point of view, no “God's-eye perspective” which is outside 

the world from which to “objectively adjudicate” things, one must start immanently, where one 

finds oneself, and work from there.  

 

One must in this sense try to use interpretation to determine what seems the best in the 

world, not merely for oneself, but those values which seem to bring about the best in the 

world as such, and work to develop interpretations as to what seems likely to foster these 

aspects in the world, in ways which if we all did this together, could help make things better 

not only for ourselves, but all of us. This is far more than the so-called “cunning of reason,” 

particularly in its more insidious market driven formulation, one which assumes that each 

person pursuing their selfish goals will help produce the greatest good for the greatest 

number inadvertently.dclxxi No, it is in fact quite the opposite. It is to attempt to foster that which 

can give rise to a self-conscious valuation of that which would promote a world in which such 

thinking is less likely to keep all the potentials in the hands of those who already have the 

most of them.  

 

This text therefore values smashing all such thinking to bits, and with it, the structures which 

have congealed our world, including those which atomize it, binarize it, reify it, and channel it 

into ever more of the same growth of pure quantity for its own sake for the ever fewer. To 

value creative emergence is to fight conservatism as much as cancer, and instead, to seek 



something much closer to radical democratic socialism grounded in an ethics of compassion 

and a politics of difference. To value our world immanently would be to value that which gives 

rise to the best within it, such as learning and creativity and compassion and the other forms 

emergence takes. It would not be to hold the world up to ideals beyond it, to freeze it in regard 

to impossible ideals, or restrictive aspects thereof, especially when this can often petrify into 

the status-quo which only ever benefits the powerful anyway.  

 

This work is an effort to help loosen things up, in the here and now, in a world where atomistic 

unities, firm binaries, paranoid conservatisms, and cancerous growth of the same at the 

expense of all else are the rule rather than the exception. To potentiate emergence, then, let 

us see if we can interpret the entire world in its image, from the most immediate, namely 

experience, to the more mediate, such as eventually interpretation and evaluation, meaning 

and ethics, and with this, politics.  

 

But first, the more immediate, an interpretation of experience, beyond immutable otherwordly 

essences, beyond how those who imagine they can see through the eyes of deity, and 

thereby legislate their particularities for others for all cultures, times, and places. At least the 

approach being used here is one which tells you what it values, and why, and explains how is 

trying to get there. A relational perspective is a relativist pragmatism, one which takes the 

here and now and seeks to make it sustainably better for the most possible from the 

perspective of the way the big picture appears here and now, and in manner which is not a 

hard relativism, which says there are no standards of value, but rather, one which values 

opening and the potential for more radical types thereof. The future, life, freedom, love, 

compassion, learning, evolution, these are all forms of opening, and the forms of this project 

are those which I believe can best help potentiate such values in regard to situations in which 



this task finds itself situated.  

 

Ethics requires that we work to saturate the here and now with the bigger picture as it seems 

to be, and that we feel the demand of doing what is best within this not only for ourselves. We 

must think about the here and now in relation to the imperative for a better world for others as 

well. But we must start small, and local, in regard to the reframing of the actions immediately 

around us. And if we can begin to reinterpret our most immediate, to see things differently, to 

see ourselves differently, more relationally, from within, then this is a start to liberating how we 

see the rest. Recasting the experience of the experiencer from within, showing how it no 

longer need be seen as it has been, is a place to start, and it is to this that we will now turn.  

 

Chapter Four: A World of Worldslices of Experiencing 

 

 

 
Retheorizing experience makes it possible to retheorize self-ing as an aspect of experience, 

and it is to this task in its specificity this this text will now turn. I will start with my own 

experience, and move from there. This is not to say that my experience is in any way more 

than merely that, or to imply that it can function as an abstract model of those of others. 

Rather, the goal is to show that if I can describe my experience relationally, then the older, 

more rigid ways are not as necessary as they would like to seem. For if I can theorize my own 

experiencing relationally, beyond the dualisms of old, and do it in a way that can account for 

the richness of the world in and beyond prior models and their baggage, then the necessity of 

these other models falls away. The hope then is that others will be inspired to redescribe their 

experiences beyond the limitations of the more traditional models as well, perhaps inspired 

but not restricted by what has been described here.  

 



As this text will work to show, there is no need to see the self as radically distinct from the 

world, or as something pure, soul-like, eternal, or anything like that. Rather, anything which 

experiences can be seen as  an experiencer, a self-ing in process, which is is how it feels its 

body feeling its world from the inside. There are as many types of experiencing selves as 

there are bodies of experiencers, and these selfings are continually intertwining with others as 

they intertwine their bodies with others, feel the other bodies within them, etc. There is no 

need to imagine a world divided between mind and matter, subject and object, but rather, it is 

possible to see anything that feels as a sort of “object” turned outside in as a “subject,” and 

vice-versa, each being an aspect of feeling rather than otherwise. Rather than see the world 

as composed of two fundamental types of stuff, domains of pure subjectivity and mind, pure 

objectivity and matter, the world can be seen as one type of stuff which is fundamentally able 

to feel itself in as many different ways as it is able to differentiatingly intertwine with its 

aspects.  

 

Self-ing can be seen as what happens when an aspect of the world feels itself feeling what is 

beyond it, an aspect of the world which becomes an aspect of its world. Selfing is simply what 

aspects of the world feel like when they feel themselves feeling the world beyond them from 

inside it. Selves, then, could simply be how the world of experience twists itself to feel itself. 

We are the world's feelers, and as the world feels itself in and through us, it refracts itself 

through us to give rise to our worlds of experience, themselves refractions of the world.  

 

And so, rather than see the self as otherwordly essence, a manifestation of a world beyond 

matter, and then try to explain just how matter and essence interact if they are so distinct, this 

text will see everything as related. In place of an image of the world split between brute matter 

and some other domain of essences, there will simply be the fabric of the world as it feels 



itself emerging from itself. One could say then that it is all just matter feeling itself, and that 

mind is this feeling. Or one could dispense with such notions completely, and simply say the 

world feels itself in and through experiencers, and the worlds of experiencers arise thereby. 

Either way, there are so many selfings, and as they change their bodies and how these 

intertwine, their selfings change.  

 

The potential in the world does not need to be seen as arising from or contained within some 

other domain. Such notions so easily come into sync with social and political structures which 

want us to think the world must be as it currently is, and that rewards will only ever come in 

the future. But the potential for the world to be different is here and now, within the very stuff 

of the world itself and we are aspects of this, even if we can only unleash the potentials within 

the world depending on how we network to bring this about, and understanding how to do this 

in less destructive ways is one of the endeavors this text will work to further. The hope is that 

less exclusionary worldviews, less atomistic and dualist, and ethics and politics which are 

anti-oppressive in form and content, can find support in such a worldview much as more 

exclusive worldviews have found support in the more restrictive and limiting models of the 

past.  

  

 

Experience as Networking Beyond and Between      

     “... experience is of as well as in nature … experience is a 'double  
     barreled' word ... [experience] recognizes in its primary integrity no  
     division between act and material, subject and object ... ”  
     - John Dewey, Experience and Nature, (1925).dclxxii 
 
What within the world cannot be understood as experience? Sensing, hoping, fearing, 

wishing, wanting, tasting, sensations of hunger and pain, pleasure and movement, all of these 

are aspects of experience. When I do this or that, I feel myself moving. When I walk down the 



street, I feel myself want to move in a direction and my body does, and if I feel myself wanting 

to walk faster I think about it and then I do, experiencing all of this as I do it. My sense organs 

feel the world, and I feel them feeling my world from within. My brain feels itself and by means 

of this I think, and as my body releases various chemicals, I feel my moods shift within me. 

Even my experience of the word experience, whether as pattern of sound or graphic marks, 

as an aspect of my memory or fantasy, as a concept or idea, are yet further aspects of 

experience. I have never experienced experience to be anything but like this, though it 

continually seems to surprise in ever new ways, and I have not heard others report feeling, 

thinking, knowing, sensing, or otherwise experiencing aspects of their worlds in ways which 

could not be described analogously. 

 

Even aspects of the world which seem like they are beyond experience seem simply 

experience in yet another form. Walk to the horizon, and more of the world of experience 

unfolds; sit in place, and there is more to experience within and without, seemingly without 

limit. When I look into the distance, I see the seeming limits of my vision staring back at me 

from within my vision itself, like a curving back upon itself of vision itself, a sort of interior 

exterior and exterior interior to my visual feeling of my world from within, a sort of unlimit of 

sorts. Likewise, if pick up a stone and feel it in my hand, I feel my fingers touch their own 

limits at the surface of the stone, and yet, even these seeming limits to my experience I can 

experience, and in this sense, they are aspects of my experience which unfold to reveal yet 

more experience. As I move my fingers over the stone, new experiences emerge from what 

seem the limits to experience.  

 

If I try to imagine what is beyond experience, to whatever extent I seem able to imagine or 

conceptualize this, this too is experience. No matter how far back I try to remember, no matter 



how far I try to imagine into the future, no matter how far I go, or how abstractly I try to think, 

there is always more experience. In fact, whenever I think I have found limits to my 

experience, the more I dive into these limits, the more experiences emerge, showing how 

these very limits are aspects of my experience as much as anything else. Just as a river is as 

much the flowing water and the riverbanks and the soil yet none of these, so it seems that 

experience is in and beyond all experiences and the limits within these.  

 

There is, of course, something quite paradoxical about this, for even as experience seems to 

have no limits, it also seems to experience little other than its limits, which is to say, 

experience seems little more than a continual going beyond itself, for reaching and feeling 

beyond and exceeding itself is precisely what experience does when it experiences. When my 

fingers feel a stone, they reach into what is beyond them as the stone reaches into them, an 

intermingling of intermolecular and quantum forces which manifest to me as a sort of 

intermingling of the potentials within the stone and those of my fingers. So it seems, in its 

way, with all experience I have ever encountered.  

 

Experience in this sense reaches to what is beyond but does not become it, rather, it 

transforms in relation to it. After all, my fingers do not become the stone any more than they 

become the felt they touch afterwards, rather, my fingers remain very much as they were, 

even if each sensation lingers in my memory. In each case, my fingers became for a bit 

conduits for what is beyond them, first a stone and then felt, just as my neural networks 

intermingle with sensations which arrive from these fingers to become, by tracing bits of this 

incoming sensation, a bit stone-like and felt-like, such that they can produce forms of 

feedback I experience as memory of stone-like and felt-like feelings later. If my fingers 

became stone fully when they touched the stone, my fingers would lose the ability to 



communicate with the rest of my body, and when they would touch the felt afterwards, I would 

not feel the felt as I do. There is an interplay of variance and invariance, stasis and 

beyonding, closure and opening, in the asymmetrical self-exceeding of experiencing, in which 

a partial closure makes possible a perpetual opening which becomes perpetually somewhat 

beyond itself, thereby bringing what is beyond itself to some extent, back within it, as an at 

least partial intertwining inter-becoming.  

 

Experiencing must remain open, for were it ever quite complete, it would cease to experience. 

If my retinal cells touched all the light in the cosmos at once, I would see nothing but pure 

intensity, and there would be not possibility of experience shifting or changing, nor detail 

which could allow me to differentiate seeing anything in particular. Experiences mutually 

exclude in shifting ways, making it possible for experience to produce an interweaving which 

foregrounds some aspects rather than others, and for these relations to change. When I see a 

tree in the distance, I see the green of the leaves because I do not see other colors in that 

aspect of my visual field at the same time which would alter what I see.  

 

Likewise, if I see the shape of the trunk as a relatively solid mass, this is because I do not see 

it as transparent and hence see what is behind the tree, but when I walk around the tree, I 

can see what was behind it. When I turn my head, there is more to experience, when I walk 

deeper into the forest yet more, if I dig up some of the earth with my hand, there is yet more, 

and if I sit and think, there is yet more, for the potentials within myself and the world unfold. 

Were any of these networks of mutual exclusion and unfolding to collapse, it is unlikely 

experience would be a perpetual beyonding as it is, and yet, I have never experienced 

anything like this, and as such, this sort of beyonding seems common to anything I have ever 

experienced, or heard described as experienced.   



 

Within this, no single experience or set thereof seems able to ever fully grasp, supersede, 

encompass, or go beyond experience, which seems always more, and in a manner which can 

be understood as indicating that experience, in a sense, is this more.dclxxiii For were there no 

more, no opening within experience, there would be no experience; everything would be fully 

present to everything else at all times and places, and no chance could arise for a new 

experience to be seen, felt, tasted, thought, heard, etc. Experience is opening within itself to 

feel itself, experiences are particular aspects of this, worlds are how these relate in weavings 

of mutual opening unfolding, and experiencers are how this happens. When I feel something, 

I cross over the opening within experience to experience myself as more than myself, and in 

this the more becomes an aspect of myself experiencing. But what could be more myself than 

being an aspect of experiencing? After all, I am never not experiencing, even when I am not 

feeling anything much in particular, but rather simply experiencing everything as a sort of 

interbalancing, simply flowing down the infinitely directional river of unfurling as the weavingly 

reweaving world of which I am an aspect within it.   

 

Nevertheless, when I reach out and grasp a stone in my hand, in doing so, I reach beyond 

myself, I feel myself feeling, which is to say, experiencing, in and through this beyondness. 

Without experiences of the beyond within experience, the beyonding which is perpetually 

experiencing, I could not even experience experiencing. Without the feeling of the hardness of 

the stone to my flesh, how could I know the softness of my skin? And if I use my other hand to 

feel my hand, how could I know this softness but through its refraction in other softness? 

Abstract away all external stimuli, and there is no internal left to feel. Feeling is at least partial 

othering, stasis and change intertwiningly going beyond in and through each other, unfolding 

and emerging as sameness opening to differing and vice-versa.  



 

In this, we become more than we were by crossing the more to become more, potentially 

leading to more in turn as so many actions and reactions to yet more aspects of the world. 

Without experience, there would be no need to act in the world, and without action in the 

world, there would be nothing to experience, for what is experience other than actions which 

ripple towards me and intermingle with me? And what am I in this but the form of action which 

intertwines with others to produce the form of intertwining interaction at the site of my body 

which is my experiencing, that which unfolds in actions which ripple outwards from me to give 

rise in part to the world I can then experience yet more in turn? I am in some sense simply the 

site of a myriadly multiplicitous twisting within this. That is, at the site in my world in which  I 

am continually experiencing, experience can be seen as that which distinguishingly relates 

inside and out by twisting outside within and inside without, folding the outside within back out 

once more, so as to fold this back out upon itself, and as potential for yet more.  

 

Without the opening within experience, there would be no grasping in and through that 

opening, nor the gap between that which does the grasping and that which is grasped, for 

experienced, experiencer, opening, and experiencing are aspects of each other, of the 

process of emergence which manifests as experience. Experience emerges, and  emerges in 

relation to itself emerging, such that it feels itself emerging and this feeling manifests the self-

differing sameness and relation within differing which is experiencing experiencing itself 

emerging from itself. Experience is the withinness outside of itself and the outside which is 

within itself, both inside and outside, and the folding of this twisting back on itself and 

retwisting in between.  

 

Any attempt to describe experience completely will fall short, for experience is always more. 



Describing a particular aspect of experience, which is to say, framing some experience in 

regard to others, is much easier. But to try to speak of experience itself, it is necessary to 

bend language against its strictures, to brush against the limits of language in ways which 

require the resources of the poetic. For it is an attempt to describe beyond the reaches of 

limitation how limits become unlimits, to use words beyond their traditional uses, to produce 

excesses which may resonate in some ways with the excessiveness of experience, to attempt 

to open language to nonsense in ways which gesture towards openings within experience, in 

relation to which any description or word will always fall short for there is more. For how is it 

possible to say more, or to stop trying to?  

 

Experience is the world, and we are part of this, we come from this and are this, for our 

thoughts, feelings, and bodies are only ever aspects of experience. We only ever experience 

experience, and only come to know ourselves, things, other experiencers, language, 

meaning, value, thought, or anything else in and through experience. And yet, if experience is 

in some sense a whole, it is a strange whole, an open whole, continually shifting, composed 

of seemingly innumerable parts which form its many aspects, none of which seem able to fully 

grasp the whole, nor to be fully disjunct from it. We can grasp some of these with the aspect 

of experience which is our bodies, use other aspects of experience such as words or images 

to describe or diagram other aspects of experience, but ultimately, in doing this, we are 

folding or layering experience onto itself, and ourselves with this, even as it is ultimately 

experience which folds us as it comes to experience itself in and through us, for what are we 

but experience, which is to say, experience experiencing itself in and as us exceeding 

ourselves in and through our particular experiences and worlds, themselves aspects of 

experience in turn?  

 



To experience is in this sense to feel the limits strangely, and to strangeify limits, experiencing 

that which cannot be fully experienced from within experience as it had been. Experience 

seems in this sense a differing, a separation which connects with itself, a folding back upon 

itself to feel itself, a twisting of the outside world within itself and a twisting of the inside world 

without itself to meet in the between of experiencing. Or rather, it is the between of 

experiencing which has experiencer and experienced as aspects, and all these in relation to 

the more which is always there to be yet experienced in its experiencing unfolding, in and 

through experiencers, to feel itself experiencing in one form or another.  

 

Experience in this sense is an aspect of all and yet captured fully by none, within and beyond 

any particularity yet also not merely universal, within and yet not constrained by any one, for it 

is always more than this. My self, body, world, and cosmos, all these are so common to my 

experience that I take them for granted, such that I do not know if I can even imagine 

experiencing without these, and yet, experience always seems to exceed even these from 

within and without, for there is always more to experience. Beyond the world or cosmos as it 

is now, there is the world as it is becoming. Beyond unity, it is one and more, which is to say, it 

is one-and, the oneand of which any one is an aspect.  

 

Some distrust experience. Appearances can be deceiving, they say, so do not trust them.dclxxiv 

We all know we can misinterpret our experiences, of course. I see a blur of color in the 

distance, think it is a plane flying towards me, but then I realize it moves too freely and must 

be a bird, and as the blur of color approaches me, it becomes larger and clearer and I see 

that my initial interpretation was incorrect. While my interpretation was incorrect, of course, 

my experience was not incorrect. For experience is beyond true or false, correct or incorrect, 

good or bad; it is all of these and none, for it is that of which these are aspects, and is within 



and beyond any one of these, for it is that from which all terms and binaries, all images and 

entities, are abstract aspects.  

 

Some have argued that to see all as experience, or to describe the world in similar yet non-

identical ways, would be to see the world as composed of one sort of thing, which is to say a 

form of monism, and that this precludes the possibility of any sort of real change or difference. 

This would be the case if the one sort of thing in question were always the same. But 

experience is always differing and in new and differing ways, which is to say, experiencing is 

differing, and seemingly with itself. That which cannot feel cannot feel what itself nor what is 

beyond it, but that which feels itself feeling what is beyond it, feels the relative sameness of its 

feeling of itself becoming other in part by feeling what is not itself. In this, an experience of 

relative sameness is able to differ with itself enough to experience that which is relatively 

different.  

 

Were aspects of the world fully the same, there would be no difference to register as an 

experience, and were these aspects fully the same over time, they could not partially other 

themselves, such as fingers which feel a stone and then felt, in order to partake or register 

such differences. Full sameness has no opening, and pure differencing is a form of 

sameness, unable to produce determinate distinction which remains the same enough to 

differ in a more particular way, one which could experience this or that in this way or that, 

rather than the static of pure differing which can know no sameness and hence is ever the 

same. Experience is sameness partially differing and differing becoming partially same, which 

is to say, experience is a sort of radical differing, one which makes it possible to distinguish 

sameness and differing in their common senses, and in regard to which they are merely 

aspects.  



 

Experiencing in this sense can be seen as a radical differing which is the potential for 

differing, which is to say, a differing with how anything differs from its current forms of 

differing, even if only in regard to particular delimitations thereof. That is, all experience 

seems to have the potential to differ with how it differs from itself, even if in regard to 

particular limitations which make this possible in turn. After all, what make my ear able to hear 

sound are particular bodily structures which evolution has not yet figured out how to make co-

exist with those which are able to see, and vice-versa. Perhaps it may one day be possible to 

make ears that see and eyes that hear, but experiences tend to have potentials for differing 

which only manifest in relation to how they are formed, and how they intertwine with the form 

of what they are experiencing beyond them. Without limitation, there would be no limits to 

exceed, and hence, no experience. A body capable of experiencing without limitation would 

have little to experience, for it would be one with all it would even try to experience, and there 

would be no differing.  

 

The potential for differing is precisely what makes experiencing, and I have never known or 

heard of any aspect of experience which does not have this potential. While some may then 

question where this comes from, I would question why they need to imagine it comes from 

anywhere other than itself, as part of what it is and does, an aspect of its fabric, and here and 

now. The very stuff of experience seems to have the potential to differ folded within it, and 

while we may think of this in terms of energy, this is only in regard to physical differing, and 

there are many other types, for after all, experience can also be interpreted, evaluated, and 

rethought in so many potentially different ways.  

 

Scientists of course tell us that our universe was produced by the Big Bang, and that time and 



space, matter and energy, all we experience is a result of this. If this is so, then that which 

gave rise to the Big Bang, often referred to as “the singularity,”dclxxv must have been able to 

differ with itself in some form or another, depending on how such notions are defined of 

course, for if not, there seems no way to account for how differing came to be in the universe 

as we know it. For no matter where difference comes from or came from, at some point it 

must come from somewhere, for it continues in the present, it is the source of the present 

differing of which all aspects of our world are aspects. And wherever this differing came from, 

it must related to here and now in some way, at least, for us to be able to be experienced as 

we experience it as we do. One could of course ask where sameness comes from too and 

end up with some similar sets of problematics.  

 

What seems evident is that there is relation, that is neither fully the same nor fully different, 

but rather, a sameness self-differing, and a differing which is able to nevertheless re-

intertwine with similar aspects of itself, each seemingly able to potentiate the unfolding of 

each other in the ways that we know. To imagine a border in time or space which is so 

radically different as as to neither be able to relate in any way or be so different as to not differ 

at all would be to imagine it as no border at all in any sense of this notion. We have never 

seen any aspect of our world completely arise from nothing nor vanish to this, only transform, 

such notions are even inscribed as some of the fundamental laws of modern physics. If there 

are radical outsides to this, so radical as to be beyond even any indirect influence on what we 

can experience or understand as we do, then they are likely so radically other as to not be 

relevant to our experience in the first place. For if we have nothing at all in common with 

them, even the potential to relate to them lurking in wait for them to manifest, then how could 

we even expereince if they did show themselves? The same could be said for what could 

have vanished, if in reverse. After all, even if I were born in a cave, my eyes have structures 



in common with that of light such that when I emerged from the cave, I would be able to see, 

though I had not known this before.  

 

All of which is to say that if we experience relation, the differing of sameness and the 

sameness within differing, then each of its aspects must at least be potentials within 

experience as such, including the sort of radical differing which makes experience unfold, and 

even potentially refold back upon itself so as to change, grow, develop, and even come to 

understand itself. This could be called energy, and yet it is much more than merely this, for 

energy is the potential of our world considered in a highly abstract sense, for energy is simply 

what all the potentials we see have in common when reduced to their most physical sense. I 

see trees tree, rivers river, mountains mountain, lightening bolts lightening, fires burn, and to 

say these are all manifestations of matter changing due to shifting quantities of energy is to 

abstract away all the specifics involved, leaving only the physical in its most reduced sense.  

 

Differing is that within which relative samenesses in our world arise. I see the sun because 

there are aspects of me which are sun-like, we are similar in our photicity, in a sense, and yet, 

we are aspects of the differing of the cosmos which gave rise to both of us. Likewise, this 

differing is an aspect of the sameness of relation of the world of which our differings are 

aspects. It seems unlikely that there would be anything like true samenesses in the world, 

only relative ones, or samenesses when taken in some abstract sense, for every particularlity 

seems different if merely due to that. Relation can in this sense be seen as that which has 

sameness and differing as aspects, at least in an abstract sense, for the world can be seen as 

not only the most encompassing relation we experience, but the most encompassing 

sameness which has differing as its relative aspects, and vice-versa. Differing, sameness, 

similarity, relation, these are lenses on the world, concepts, if ones we can try to bring into 



sync with aspects of the world in various ways which can help give rise to yet more forms of 

sync in turn, even if pure sync, which is to say, pure sameness, is likely itself an abstraction 

derived from the world yet never seen concretely manifested in it in anything like a pure way, 

if there is anything pure at all of course.  

 

But returning to the issue at hand, if there is any differing and differing in our world now, and 

there clearly seems to be, it must be a potential within the stuff of the world. If I see a fire in a 

pile of wood, the potential for burning must be one within the stuff of matter, even if not all 

forms of matter are those which intertwine to give rise to that which can burn. Twist protons, 

neutrons, and electrons together in some combinations, and they cannot be made to burn, but 

twist them in others, and they will be able to burn. The difference is not with the stuff at hand, 

but how it is twisted. And in this sense, if difference and differing are part of our world here 

and now, then the potential for differing must be a potential which comes from somewhere, 

just as matter and energy in which it arises seems to come from somewhere, seemingly the 

singularity which gave rise to the Big Bang, and time and space with this, along with 

everything we have ever experienced, or even imagined we could.  

 

Every potential that manifests in our world then must have emerged from this singularity, and 

how it differed from itself, whether in itself or its contexts, giving rise to the massive self-

differing of the Big Bang itself, and all the differing samenes we know has come from there. 

Every aspect of our world and all the potentials within this must have arisen from there, even 

if all these potentials emerge from differently differintiating and retwisting the basic aspects 

which separated out from this. From indifference, whether pure sameness or pure differing, 

each of which would cancel itself in indifference taken to its extreme, there emerged differing 

difference, and everything in our world is simply a differing type of continuance of this 



unfolding differing folding at least partially back upon itself, networkingly intertwining, 

complexifyingly emerging. Everything in our world is a manifestation of this potential 

unfoldingly refolding, each in their ways. There are no radical separations within this, any 

more than there are connections so radical as to cease being able to differ, it is all differing 

samenessing, in its many aspects. Try to separate off differing and sameness radically, and 

these very notions cease to make sense or have any seeming manifestation in expereince 

beyond this.  

 

As such, difference and differing of a radical sort must be here and now, and not only an 

aspect of experiencing, but rather that which makes experiencing what it is, the fabric of the 

potential for differing which gives rise to shifting weaves of sameness inter-differing of which 

experiences are aspects. Perhaps black holes, in their ability as singularities to collapse 

space and time, quality and quantity, matter and energy, are limits to experiencing as we 

know it, and some have argued that what we experience as black holes are sink holes of a 

sort which are opening on other sides to worlds of experience which, like ours, unfold from a 

singularity as well.dclxxvi  

 

Singularities are queer cosmic phenomena, for if space and time as we know it emerges from 

their extending unfolding, such as occurred with our cosmos in the Big Bang, then time as we 

know it unfolds from this unfolding, in such a way that it not unreasonable to say that the past, 

present, and future as we know it came from the singularity before the Big Bang, that which 

was their potential. From such a perspective, all experiencing could then be seen as nothing 

more than this singularity extendingly unfolding itself to explore its potentials in ways which 

are determinate and progressively unfolding rather than infinitely compacted and all at once, if 

such notions even have any sense at such a join.  



 

Taking this further, one could even say, in a sense, that we have never left the singularity, and 

everything we have ever experienced or can experience is simply an aspect of it, similar in a 

manner to how all images on a cinema screen can be seen as aspects of it, even if they seem 

quite substantial in their way nevertheless, if in two dimensions rather than the four of our 

cosmos. If the cosmos is not unlike a four dimensional, massively extended unfolding of the 

singularity, such that all the aspects of the cosmos are not unlike particular images within this 

massive four dimensional screening, then we are all simply aspects of the singularity feeling 

itself differing with itself in ever new ways. As such, its potential for self-differing is what all the 

aspects of our worlds and even ourselves as aspects of these are. And in this sense, all we 

have ever experienced and the potential for more is the very fabric of the cosmos. The 

potential for radical self differing, then, of the sort which seems able to give rise to anything 

and everything we have ever or can ever imagine experiencing, would therefore also be here 

and now, the stuff of the world of experience itself, even if the potential for seemingly infinite 

self-differing seems to only be able to be unlocked in our world by intertwining aspects of this 

world with each other, by networking them, in particular ways.  

 

On the flip side of such more physical issues, some might argue that much of what has been 

presented in this section can be seen as a sort of trick, a type of semi-poetic game played 

with words. Experiences as aspects of experiencing which are always more, aspects of the 

world of experiencing, such notions can seem to bend language to non-sense to attempt to 

speak beyond its limits to touch how experience goes beyond its limits, or merely verging on 

non-sense pure and simple. The word “of,” for example, plays many roles in this text, and this 

is likely due to the fact that it is a word which attempts to express intertwining betweenness, 

and more so than many other words in the English language. Is this a game, or is there 



something more going on here, or are both or more possible? 

 

There are many sorts of games with words, some of which can radically impact the ways we 

see our world, and by means of this, how we frame our potentials for action, the very same 

action which makes and remakes much of the world around us in the process. Some have 

argued that all language, including the languages of mathematics, can be seen as a form of 

gaming, even if the assertion that these practices are game-like should not be seen as 

implying that these games are without stakes,dclxxvii for in many senses, the stakes are how 

we interpret our worlds, influencing how we see our potentials for action and reaction in 

regard to them. Mathematics may be a game, but one which has been able to intertwine with 

the game of manufacturing to produce the very computer on which I am typing. Games can 

have serious stakes. The concern in what follows then is therefore not whether or not what 

follows is a game with words, but what sort of game with words, and how it could become 

more than merely that, a game with words which can produce new forms of interpretations, 

ones which could then reveal potentials for new forms of action.  

 

Some may say, of course, that they can get beyond words to experiences which are certain, 

whose meaning is indubitable, and by means of such special experiences, go beyond word 

games, or any sort of games, and produce something like pure Truth. In this, they seem to 

argue that certain experiences of their can function as meta-experiences of some sort which 

are thereby able to serve as absolute, certain, pure, indubitable, immutable, trans-temporal, 

trans-cultural experiences, ones which can serve as standards of reference, beyond all bias 

or limitation, for other types of experiences, this text will see all such claims as simply more 

forms of experience.dclxxviii But would not meta-experiences simply be another type of 

experience, and hence, interpretable as such?  



 

While some may claim they have access to experiences which are beyond place and time, 

whether as pure intuitions or divine revelation, or that they are somehow able to abstract 

away from their subjective biases in some way, even they do not report being able to 

experience the worlds of others as they do from within in ways which can be corroborated by 

the reports of those others. And if others do not experience their absolutes as they do, then 

are these not relative in some way? And since they make such claims from within their 

bodies, can these not simply be seen as their own experiences, which is to say, as particular 

and local experiences which occur in regard to how their bodies experience themselves 

experiencing the world beyond them as their world and its aspects? 

 

In its relational perspective on the world, this text sees any seemingly ultimate divide as a 

form of relation, for if we can experience it, we must somehow be related to it. All this means 

that any seeming transcendent experience which would stand somehow above or outside or 

within all or beyond all experiences will be seen in this text as simply one more experience 

amongst others, and as such, relative to what is around it, requiring a sort of this-wordly 

pragmatism which is quite skeptical of any seeming absolute. And so this text will eschew the 

notion that any transcendent ground can be found, grounding its interpretations of the world 

by means of its values, in the hope that the world can be creatively emergently less 

oppressive, and vice-versa. It will derive all its means towards those suited towards best 

showing how this might be possible, to the best of my interpretive abilities.  

 

In regard to this, this text understands its contexts as being in need of pathways beyond the 

reduction of the potentials of the world to those of static and already divided up things and 

categories, so often manifesting as unitary or dual approaches to understanding the world, of 



which the notion of dividing up experiences into subjects and objects and the gap in between 

has been one of the most influential formations, all of which this text will work to unravel and 

rework to show there are other ways. This will be done to produce a worldview more in line 

with what this project values, namely, emerging, and the hope and wager is that such an 

endeavor can potentiate new ways of thinking and acting which can make the world a less 

limited and limiting place.  

 

Critics are likely to say, of course, that all this is circular, and in some sense it is, but in ways 

such critics would likely overlook, a sort of open and opening circling, one which this text 

would frame not so much as circular as a sort of “jumping over oneself,” or to use a rhetorical 

term, a metalepsis.dclxxix Those who view their reasoning as not circularly self-justifying in any 

way tend to see themselves as being able to justify themselves in regard to an interpretation 

of the world “as it really is.” Any notion of the world “as it really is” assumes that how things 

were is how it must be in the future, and such a way of interpreting the world has a way of 

becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. We cannot know which aspects of the world can become 

different in which ways in which circumstances, or how such differences could lead to more or 

less emergent potentials. But if we see everything as having the potential for being different, 

we can at least begin to better learn to see the potentials which are so often obscured which 

could quite likely help potentiate emergence beyond its current forms.  

 

None of which it to say that there are not powerful symmetrical aspects of interpretive frames 

which tend to give them more traction in our world. If I interpret the world in regard to the lens 

of energy, I am able to get various things done and coordinate with others to get yet more 

done, particularly in relation to projects related to the production of more energy. This is more 

difficult if I interpret the world in regard to the color green, which would tend to only link up 



with projects which value greater or lesser greening. Many have interpreted the word in 

regard to this or that set of interpretative frames, and each congeals a set of values which 

foreground particular ways of reading and producing actions and reactions in regard to our 

worlds, as well as readings of the pasts and potential futures in regard to which our actions 

and reactions are framed.  

 

In regard to such notions, theories can be seen as attempts to intervene within our 

interpretive frames in a way which, if turned into actions, can become something like self-

fulfilling prophecies. And in this sense, those who describe the world in terms of proof 

contribute to giving rise to a more proof-like, and those who describe the world in terms of 

opening do likewise in their way as well. Each has a different set of values at stake, and it is 

crucial that we question what sort of values we might want to express in our interpretive 

frames and actions, lest we simply ride along with those of the past, and the violences which 

often come with these.  

 

This may seem to leap over itself, like a sort of self-grounding spiral, but if this is precisely 

how this project understands the ways in which abstractions and worldviews intertwine with 

aspects of the world to recreate them in part anew. Rather than argue that it is doing 

otherwise, this text merely states what it is doing more openly than most. Rather than ground 

itself in some assumed absolute here and now, this text works to ground itself in how the 

world here and now could become. This is neither to argue for mere fantasy, nor that we can 

simply interpret the world as we wish, but rather, to argue that unless we also ground our 

worldviews in how the world could come to be seen, particularly if we work in the future to 

make the world more like this, then we will only ever be able to see the world as it has been 

seen in the past, making potentials for new types of actions nearly impossible to see.  



 

While this might seem a bit strange, from another angle, this is a common way of interpreting 

aspects of the world in daily life. If I am hungry, and decide to make myself a meal, I interpret 

the world not only as it is now, in which there is no meal, but as it could become, which is to 

say, in which I leave my seat, go and prepare a meal, etc. I weave together the world as it is 

with the world as it could come to be if I work to bring my hopes into being, and I interpret my 

current world in relation to the actions which could make it different. Were I not able to do this, 

I would continue to imagine myself hungry, and the world would remain there, frozen in place. 

But because I believe in my own ability to act to make the world different, I interpret the world 

as potential as well as presently here and now, and this is what helps me to see potentials for 

action and bring them into being.  

 

While many have argued for worldviews and philosophies deemed somehow trans-historical 

or transcultural, worldviews such as philosophies can in fact be seen as far more like other 

forms of descriptions, only with wider scope. That is, they can be seen as local interventions, 

if ones framed in relatively abstract terms in the hopes that they can speak to those who have 

particularities in regard to time, place, culture, history, embodiment, etc., rather different from 

those who write. Rather than frame philosophy as something eternal and grand, it can be 

something far more modest, such as an attempt to potentiate emerging within the contexts 

within which it finds itself.  

 

Worldstructures, Or Abstracting Grammars From Worlds of Experience 

    "There is no rift between the psychical and physical, no within and  
    without ... The world of sense belongs to the physical and the  
    psychical domain alike ... the boundary the physical and the  
    psychical is solely practical and conventional.”  
     - Ernst Mach, Analysis of the Sensations, pp.151-2 



 
Within the multiplicitous flux of my experience, it is possible to abstract structures which can 

then be folded back upon it to produce interpretive descriptions. For despite all the change 

within my experience, there are nevertheless aspects which remain relatively static and 

stable. Without these, there would likely be no way to even determine the change within my 

experience as change. The relative stabilities within the flux make it possible to use these as 

points of reference. Scientists often refer to these as invariances, aspects of that which 

changes which, at least relatively speaking, do not change, while mathematicians often speak 

of symmetries, functional equivalences across otherwise differing objects or domains.dclxxx  

 

The notion of a symmetry in a dynamic system is a particularly helpful notion in regard to what 

follows. A whirlpool may consist of rapid and continual change, even while the eye within it 

hardly moves; the eye in this case is a dynamic stability, a symmetry within the play of forces 

at work in such a system. In what follows, this notion will be used to rework nearly all the 

seemingly reified and atomized things in experience, recast as dynamic patterns which 

balance forces and flows of which they are an aspect.  

 

Such stabilities can be seen in relation to the example of the river, a classic example for 

philosophical speculation around the world and throughout history, if in differing ways. We 

may look at and call a river, even if the river is as much the river banks around it as the water 

within it, and the water within it flows and hence is different each time we may call it as 

such.dclxxxi Calling a conjunction of shaped banks, gravity, and continually differing flows of 

water a river, a notion which implies it is a fixed thing, is to make use of social convention in a 

manner which is useful, if highly misleading. What allows us to treat a river as a thing, of 

course, is that relative to the changes around it, a river and its bed change how they relate 



only slowly, in and through the variance of the water itself. Speaking of what manifests there 

as a “river” is a massive oversimplification, but one which describes a pattern, and in a useful 

manner, such that I can say to a friend “can you help me build a bridge to cross this river?,” 

and they can decide if they want to help me do this.dclxxxii  

 

Just as handles make it easier to pick up an object, so it is with the relative stabilities, 

invariances, or symmetries within experience.dclxxxiii Let us say I am confused by something I 

blurry and off in the distance. I know that if I walk closer to this entity, I will see it more clearly, 

figuring out that it is a house standing relatively alone in a field. I can only make such a 

clarification, however, because I learned as a child that when I walk towards things, they tend 

to get larger in my field of vision, and I see them more clearly and with more details. Were this 

relative invariance of how my visual field manifests in regard to how I move my body in space, 

were it different every time, I would not be able to use the new information I get to make 

useful determinations. 

  

Such a situation is not unlike using a ruler to measure an object. If my ruler is made of 

material that stretches in such a way as to make it unclear whether or not it has stretched 

beyond accepted measures of distance, I cannot use it to measure anything in a way which 

will accord with the measurements of others. Only when a ruler is relatively invariant can use 

it to determine lengths beyond its own. So it is with with the relatively invariant patterns within 

experience. Moving towards things, they become larger and clearer, and only if this holds can 

this relation be useful for me in determining other factors.  

 

This is not to say, of course, that seeming stabilities within experience may be nowhere as 

seemingly invariant or universally accepted as they may seem. Examined more closely, from 



a different angle, or at a different time, what seems stable may not be, or may be no longer, 

but even then, there may be more abstract forms of stability within the flux. Near a black hole, 

for example, scientists tell me that I may experience strange distortions whereby distances 

may shrink and extend in particular ways. It is only when conditions of symmetry, such as 

those in which moving towards things makes them larger and clearer in consistent ways, for 

example, holds, that interpretations about experience should be seen as in any way 

analogous. Mathematicians group symmetries in regard to types of objects, contexts, 

relations, and much more, and in this sense, there are ways in which such notions are not far 

from what is being described here, if in a more general way.  

 

Experience manifests patterns and stabilities, symmetries which, in the manner of the river 

described earlier, make it possible to grasp, describe, and work with it. Some of these can be 

understood as more thing-like, which is to say, node-like, others more intertwinings, others 

still more vague opening backgrounds, and others gaps and differentiations, such as those 

between wholes and parts, aspects and each other, and all other such levels which make it 

possible for the other such patterns to occur and intertwiningly emerge. Much of what follows 

will work to tease out some of the patterns which manifest, in a manner not unlike this, within 

my own experience, and within the reports I have heard from others about their experiences. 

 

In order to speak to both of these, there is a need for a degree of abstraction, but these sorts 

of patterns are necessarily a bit abstract, for they are often what is shared or common to 

many experiences. Just as my eye is common to all my experiences of sight, and is part of 

what can be understood as the media whereby vision itself arises, so it is with some of these 

patterns within experience, such as that of having a body, in many senses one of the most 

important such anchors in this flux. “Having” a body is nevertheless a relatively complex affair, 



one which requires seeing the body as the most common experience within the wider flux, 

seeing other common experiences as within this and the others as without, etc.  

 

In what follows, the patterns within experience described above will be called 

worldstructures. Worldstructures are to experience a bit like grammars are to a language. 

When we first learn language as a child, we do not study grammar formally as we might later 

in life, for that would require already knowing language which at that point we do not. Rather, 

as children we simply imitate those around us, those who may not even know or remember 

the grammar of the language they use. We learn to use language by dynamic patterns of use 

which then complexify in relation to each other.dclxxxiv We are likely not even to do this 

explicitly, but rather, more as one learns to ride a bicycle. Just as it is often difficult to explain 

in concepts to another precisely how one rides a bicycle, so it is with how we learn grammar. 

In fact, we are likely to only learn to think grammatically about language long after the fact 

and in formal academic settings. The world is full of language users who know nothing of the 

categories of grammar, after all, even if they speak grammatically all the time.  

 

Grammar is in this sense a mode of describing the dynamic patterns within language, the 

structures which allow it to function the way it does, the rules of its games which manifest 

inside it as its form, even if often implicitly. To say that a word is a noun is to say it is used in a 

noun-like manner, something I may realize by seeing similarities in how it is used in relation to 

others. Abstracting out patterns this way, I can see similarities and differences between how a 

word is used in relation to others, and not merely in the present, but potentially in the future as 

well, for meaning and even grammar in languages can shift over time. That said, it should be 

noticed that studying grammar in a formal way can also end up influencing how one uses 

language in the future, especially if descriptions are taken as rules, such as how this is often 



taught in schools.dclxxxv Worldstructures are similar to grammars, but rather than grammars of 

language, they are grammars of experiences. What is more, the way these are described 

often does, as with grammars in language, end up influencing how we relate to our 

experiences in the future, with wide potential implications.dclxxxvi  

 

Worldstructures are everywhere, but they are some of the most difficult aspects of our world 

to see, similar in this way to grammars to languages, for they are taken for granted until we 

imagine being without them, or experience changes, or imagine changes, in relation to them. 

Just as I find it difficult to remember my world before language and its implicit formal 

grammars, I also find it difficult to remember ever having experiences which were not 

structured in some way. That is, I cannot remember ever not using worldstructures to help me 

orient in my experience, and my use of worldstructures permeates my current experience. For 

example, I know that as aspects of my visual experience become larger and clearer, this is 

likely because they are getting closer to me, such that if this happens quickly, I should 

probably move out of the way so they do not hit me. When I see a similar pattern, of a car 

rushing at me, but on television, I know due to my sense of the worldstructures at work that 

even while the car I see gets larger in clearer, that it is only depicted on TV.  

 

Infants do not seem to know any of this at first, and it seems that they need to learn these 

things, such as why it is important to not crawl off the edge of a table, and how to judge the 

play of variances and invariances in the visual field to determine depth cues that can help 

make avoiding such situations easier. One such structural issue learned early on is that no 

matter the content of a visual experience, if it gets larger and clearer, it is probably getting 

closer to you, with screens being an exception. Many differing contents, but the same abstract 

form. This and other patterns of interpreting how experience tends to manifest is all learned 



by comparing the patterns of experience in memory, abstracting the aspects they have in 

common, and applying these back to experience to try to predict them in the future. Those 

patterns which are useful are reinforced, and learning takes place. I do not remember needing 

to learn such basics of how to interpret my experience, but I can see infants slowly parse their 

way through such hurdles. I likely cannot remember doing so because the self that would 

remember doing this is part of what was being constructed in that time, and not only by what 

became myself, but in a web of constructive relations with my parents, others, the media, 

education system, and early environment.  

 

The worldstructures I store in memory and use to filter, package, and interpret my world 

become embedded in the way I experience and how I produce actions in relation to my 

experiences. This all becomes so second nature, such that I hardly realize I am interpreting 

because my interpretation and my raw sensation tend to merge to a point of near 

indistinguishability. And so, there is likely an element of interpretation at work in any attempt 

to extract the worldstructures from my experience, and if the history of accounts of first-

person experience is taken into account, the differences between these supports this notion. 

That said, the way we describe our experiences, as mentioned earlier, can influence how we 

do this, and so, descriptions of this sort can be quite important in their way.   

 

With all this in mind, I will try in what follows to examine what I find myself doing, analyze 

what seems most common to my experience and that reported by others, and to describe 

these in a manner which aims to defamiliarize these structures.dclxxxvii For many are so 

common, and our ways of interpreting them so habitual, that it takes an effort to break us from 

certain habits of interpreting these. I will then work to show how it is possible to reframe these 

beyond traditional unitary or binary modes of description, and rework these in more relational 



and process-oriented networked terms. The goal is to recast the seeming necessity of more 

limiting accounts of meta-aspects of experience past to show how we could come to 

understand experience differently.   

 

A Basic Worldstructure: Experience as a World    

         “All things are in all , but in a mode proper of the essence of   
      each,”  
       -Porphyry, The Isagoge (circa 268 C.E.). CHECK WORK 
REFdclxxxviii 
 

 
     “...it is something that goes beyond limits, and since these  
     limits are it own, it is something that goes beyond itself.” 

• G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 1806, p. 51.dclxxxix 
 
 
The most crucial worldstructure I have experienced is the manner in which experience 

manifests as an intertwined yet disjunctly shifting open unity. This unity to experience is the 

worldstructure of experience which will be referred to here as a world. Worlds are disjunctly 

unified, full of strange openings and unlimits, and yet they cohere in dynamically intertwined 

ways which are relatively centered around an experiencer. If I hold a stone in my hand and 

look at it, this experience may be at the foreground of my awareness, but out of the corner of 

my eyes, I see trees and forest around me, a few houses in the distance, or perhaps instead 

a busy street full of people, in which there is a small plot of grass from which I grabbed a 

stone. Either way, when I see such a stone, it manifests against a background of other 

experiences, some more clear and distinct, others less so, but there it is all one tissue or 

fabric in which changes in one place ripple outwards and lead to changes in others. But there 

are no gaps, all experiences seem but segments or sections of this relative unity.  

 

Move one aspect and others take its place; shift one thing and others are revealed beneath it; 



as one thing vanishes, there are always others to take its place. It does not seem possible to 

even say what it would be like to have a true gap within experience. If I try to imagine a hole 

opening up in my experience, I experience the gap, and yet, this is experience too. Even if I 

try to imagine a pure void or nothing, this imagination is something I experience, and hence 

not quite nothing. In more common situations, if I think of a river as a gap between the two 

sides of a riverbed, I experience the gap as much as the riverbed. Even negation or 

disjunction is a form of relation.dcxc My experience is a weaving of aspects on all sides of me, 

some more stable than others, some visual and others auditory, each differing according to 

varying sensory modalities which open me on to the world beyond.  

 

I also seem unable to experience or even imagine something in an isolated manner, against a 

void. All experiences I have ever had only seem to occur in relation to others which serve as a 

background, and this can take many forms, such as spatial backgrounds, temporal 

backgrounds, etc., and the experiences of others seems to corroborate this. Even if I were to 

experience something in an isolated way, I would still be experiencing myself experiencing it, 

of course, such that I would serve as its background, even as the past and potential future of 

such a situation would as well. While some mystics argue they are able to experience beyond 

the limits of experience, to the extent to which they are able to experience the memory of this, 

or speak about it afterwards, they are somehow relating it to experience, and to this extent, it 

seems to make sense to say that what is described is an aspect of experience.  

 

That said, if experience is relatively unified, it is also radically diverse, and this happens in 

relation to the strange junctures, folds, and openings within this. That is, there are patterns to 

how this change manifests, even if some of these aspects have no clear limits, or rather, limits 

which are more unlimits and openings than anything else. For example, when I walk down the 



street, I never arrive at the end of my line of sight, but rather, seem to perpetually travel 

towards the horizon. Such a horizon is a sort of fuzzy join at which, if there are no 

obstructions, I can see the ground meet the sky. As I walk towards the horizon, new sights 

manifest in front of me, others recede behind me, but the horizon remains where it is, a limit in 

one sense, but an opening in others.  

 

Horizons of this sort are one type of opening within the unity of my experience whereby 

change manifests. Even if I am standing still, I may see a bird fly into my line of sight, 

emerging from the limits of my vision and then flying once again beyond them into the 

horizon. I am surrounded by such horizons in regard to each of my senses. While my visual 

horizons seem relatively defined, my auditory horizons are quite indistinct. Sometimes 

horizons even manifest spontaneously within things, such as when bubbles start to emerge 

seemingly from nowhere in water which has been put in a pot to boil. While the water might 

not appear as a horizon at first, when bubbles appear, new experiences are emerging from 

within the water, from between its aspects, and in this sense, the water is as much a horizon 

of my experience as that at the limits of my vision on the horizon, for the bubbles manifest a 

new sort of horizon, a site of emergence of change or the new, from within the water where 

there seemingly was none before. Likewise, if I use a telescope or microscope, I can see 

seemingly opaque matters open into horizons, revealing hidden depths within them, other 

domains I may not have otherwise imagined there.  

 

Most often, however, horizons appear in relatively stable ways and in predictable locations in 

my experience, and not all horizons are outside of me. If I dig deep in my memory or become 

lost in thought, there always seem more memories or thoughts in which to get lost. If I try to 

imagine the longest line I can imagine, I can always imagine it being one bit longer, and if I try 



to remember my earliest thought, I cannot seem to get to it even if I feel it must be there. 

External horizons seem to manifest similar perplexities of course as well. If use a telescope to 

extend the scope of my vision to the extremely large, or a microscope to be able to see the 

very small, there always seems to be more to see, and I have yet to encounter a smallest, 

largest, earliest, or latest aspect of anything which did not manifest a horizon which seemed 

to indicate the possibility of yet more.  

 

While there are many differences within all this, there is also relative stability. If I walk in the 

park and pick up a stone, I do not see a gap in my experience where the stone was, but 

rather, a patch of grass which was underneath it. As I move the stone closer to me to look at 

it, the other networks of my experience respond to this movement, the air parting ways 

around it, the sights behind it displacing as my hand moves in front of them and returning in 

place when I move my hand back. When I put the stone back on the ground, it looks relatively 

similar to the way it did before, it does not vanish into the void. All of this leads me to think 

that all these aspects of my world are interconnected. This happens in regard to my inner 

experiences, as well as how they relate to the world outside of my body. When I pick up the 

stone, my sight of this may trigger memories of others stones, which triggers chains of 

thoughts which can lead back to my experience, indicating links between these all as well, if 

differently. That is, there is an interconnectedness which seems relatively ordered, consistent, 

and coherent within all this, such that even what is indistinct is linked to that which is not in 

relatively stable ways.  

 

In this sense, another aspect of the intertwining of experience as a world is how it all seems to 

manage itself in coordinated fashion in ways which exceed my control. I can control many 

aspects of my body, such that if I want to walk away from the stone, I simply do. But so much 



of the world does not respond to my will the way my body does, and seems, like my body, to 

in many senses exceed me and in fact precede me. I do not remember designing this world, 

my body, or my memories to be like this. I do not thinking I could bring them to be as they are, 

certainly not in the way I can bring about what I want to happen when I move my body or 

produce imaginations or fantasies. I also do not seem to be able to make my fantasies or 

imaginations last that long, or become part of the world outside of my body. And even if I 

simply forgot I did any of this, I do not think I would design the world to be quite the way it is, 

nor do I think I am capable of imagining all of this in such detail and richness.  

 

Others also show me photographs of myself as a child, and while I do not seem able to 

remember my earliest moments, I do remember some, and they seem to line up with these 

photos well enough. While these could be fabricated, there seems no reason to think this 

would be the case, any more than that all of this is a hallucination. I cannot be certain that 

either is the case, but there is also no reason to think photos are fabrication, or that all this is 

a hallucination, and so, it is much more practical to just proceed as if things are the way they 

seem, unless experience gives me reason to think otherwise. In all these senses, however, it 

seems likely that those aspects of my experience which are beyond my immediate ability to 

control in the manner whereby I can control my actions or thoughts likely exceed and/or 

precede me in some varied yet powerful ways.  

 

While many aspects of my disjunctly unified world exceed and precede me, they nevertheless 

seem mine as well in their way. That is, one of the most consistent and common aspects of 

my experience is that, as the truism goes, wherever I go and whatever I do, I am there. In my 

memory and my thoughts, I am the one doing the thinking, or the one lost in memory, not 

someone else. When I walk down the street, I move my body in particular ways, putting one 



foot in front of the other, and things start to emerge from the horizons of my vision in one 

direction, and recede back into them in the opposing direction. I am not only the center of my 

experience, that in relation to which my experiences unfold, I am also the performer of my 

actions. This seems to manifest in regard to a particularly crucial aspect of my experience, 

that aspect of my experience which seems to make my world mine, namely, my body.  

 

My body does not quite seem to be the same as me, of course, but it is the aspect of my 

world which locates where I am in relation to the rest of my world. My body is my anchor 

within the flux, my window and horizon on my world, my opening to experience. I do not seem 

to have chosen this body, however, nor can I control all its aspects, and I often experience it 

from within as well as without, such as if I look at my right hand touching my left.dcxci I am in 

some sense all of these aspects of my experience, intertwined yet differently, and to some 

extent beyond my control.  

 

And yet, this all happens in relation to how my body relates to itself and that which is beyond 

it. When I move my body in particular ways, other experiences rearrange themselves around 

it, and by means of this, I come to see my body as moving within the world as much as the 

reverse. My body centers all my experiences as they shift around and in relation to it, and is 

the locus and means of all my interventions on experiences which are not part of this body 

and hence beyond it. In all these senses my world is relatively centered, if only to me, by 

means of my experience of my body, as a world which is mine.  

 

In this sense my world not only coheres as a world, but a world which is mine. I seem to be 

the only one at the center of this world, or rather, since my body centers it, it is only all of us in 

this body who seem to be at the center of this world. That said, my world seems full of other 



experiencers who have worlds of their own as well, worlds which seem rather analogous to 

mine, anchored similarly by bodies, even if our worlds do not always line up. The bodies of 

others are also horizons of a sort, but very strange ones, an issue that will be addressed at 

length in later chapters.  

 

Still, in and through the differences in regard to how other experiencers experience, there are 

symmetries in our worlds which make it possible for us to coordinate actions to one degree or 

another. I can say to my friend, “please toss me that ball over there,” and we can play a game 

of catch with each other. There is no need to know if our worlds or anything in them are 

identical, but if we can coordinate, it is likely they are similar enough for the purposes of the 

context in question. All of which lends credence to the notion that our worlds are aspects of a 

more encompassing world. After all, when I walk to the horizons of my vision and see 

something, it vanishes as I walk away, but if I return, it is usually still there, and I can 

coordinate with others in relation to this. While I cannot know the extent to which my world or 

that of others is the same as the world, our worlds seem aspects of the world, and the world 

aspects of our worlds.  

 

While many theorizations of experience in the past may frame this as evidence that one of 

these, my world or the world as such, must be somehow more fundamental or correct than 

the other, or otherwise serve to ground or justify the other, if experience is seen as multiple, 

there is no need for this to be the case. The world can be an aspect of my experience that I 

experience indirectly in the ways in which the experiences of others do not always line up with 

my own. But my experience can also be an aspect of the world of experience, something I 

can experience by experiencing how my experiences do not line up with those of others. 

These are two ways of describing the same experiences, after all.  



 

This evidences one of the ways in which while simple physical objects seem unable to 

mutually contain each other, and yet, some experiences seem more flexible. I can think of a 

notion of greenness which can contain as an aspect, in a sense, a particular instance of 

greenesss, in this case, for example, a memory of a particular shade of green on the leaf of a 

particular tree. Abstract ideas such as greeness and particular instances of them in fact seem 

to be able to contain each other, abstract containing the concrete as instance, concrete 

containing the abstract as attribute. It may seem strange to see these as containments, but 

there are reasons to think that even our most abstract forms of thinking likely emerged from 

abstractly extending aspects of our ways of understanding simpler physical phenomenon.dcxcii 

Abstract conceptual containments seem to be much more flexible than those in the physical 

world, even allowing for reciprocal containments of sorts. While this is a different type of 

containment than physical containment, so experience, as will be described in what follow, 

seems full of peculiar containments. And in this sense, it does not seem unreasonable to say 

that each world contains the world, and the world contains all worlds, if each in their own 

ways.  

 

Carving the World into Webs of Worldslices 

    “The world we know is a continuous stream of occurrence which we can  
    discriminate into finite events forming by their overlappings and containings of  
    each other and separations a spatio-temporal structure ... you cannot analyze  
    concrete nature without abstracting.” 
     - Alfred North Whitehead, The Concept of Nature, (1920).dcxciii  
 
There are so many aspects to my experience, from objects to memories to smells to 

sensations to thoughts and beyond. These all manifest relatively interrelatedly, some more 

similar than others of course, some relatively distinct and discrete as well. If I hear a bird 

chirp, this sound leaps out from amongst the background sounds around it. If I remember 



what I ate for breakfast, this too seems a relatively contained memory, if one composed of 

sub-memories, such as of the food or utensils I used to eat, and while I can try to divide all my 

experiences in such a way, some seem more amenable to this than others.   

 

In what follows, the sections or segments of my experience will be called abstractions, 

aspects, carvings, slices, or worldslices of a world of experience. If my world manifests as 

a world, the slices of this world are what hold together as aspects of this so that this world 

manifests relatively coherently, which is to say, as a world. While some slices may shift as I a 

shift my relation to them, others may decompose and reform, and others remain the same. 

While I seem to be able to producing slicings between aspects of my world, to a large degree, 

my world comes already pre-sliced, and has been this way as long as I have known it. While 

some slices are easy for me to modify and impact, others are less so, and there are wide 

variety of types of such slices and intertwinings which account for how all this generally 

manifests. In all these forms, worldslices can be seen as the ways my world divides itself up 

into aspects which intertwine, even if the dividing, intertwining, aspects, and world are aspects 

of each other and experience, each in their ways.  

 

Each slice within this is an abstraction of my world. The word “abstraction” originates from the 

Latin verb abstrahere, which means to separate things or separate something off from 

another, and is used in everyday English to describe situations in which one part or aspect of 

something is removed from a larger whole. This is why people often say that philosophy is 

abstract, because it can often seem divorced from the realm of everyday life. While the term 

“abstract” is most often used today in contrast to that which is seen as concrete, material, or 

physical, in its original Latin usage, it would not be wrong to say that I abstract a breath of air 

when I inhale, or that I abstract stones from a hillside when I pick them up when going for a 



walk. 

 

Abstractions take many forms. A photograph of a tree is an abstraction of that tree, just as a 

memory of the photograph is an abstraction as well. If I look at a tree, the tree manifests in my 

vision as a relatively coherent whole, a section of my experience, which is to say, a worldslice. 

The same can be said of my experiences of the parts of the tree, such as its roots or 

branches. Anything that is experienced as separate from the larger whole of experience, or 

which is an aspect of any other experience, or which separates itself off in some way from 

other experiences, is an abstraction of my experience as a whole, and hence, can be seen as 

a worldslice.  

 

While an abstraction may be concrete, it does not have to be. A concept such as matter is an 

abstraction from experience as much as an actual matter is, and a leaf is as much an 

abstraction from experience as is the patch of green-ness that comes with it when I look at it, 

if each differently. Some abstractions come pre-sliced from the world, like a tree which I 

experience in the park without having put it there, while others I can slice off myself, such as 

when I pick up a stone in that park. Both are forms of worldslicing, aspects of the experience 

which is my world.  

 

Some may feel that such an approach to the world oversimplifies, because it does not 

address the question of the extent to which what we experience arises from inside or outside, 

from the side of subject or object. That is, perhaps I do not see “a tree,” but rather splotches 

of green and brown, and I project notions of treeness upon these in a way which shapes and 

warps these raw materials in line with my own biases, including those of my history, culture, 

language, embodiment, etc. Taking this even further, perhaps the very unification of varied 



phenomena as “a” thing, a unity, comes from within rather than without. Why do I see a tree, 

after all, rather than a collection of leaves and branches, which is to say, why do I see one 

thing composed of sub-aspects, rather than many things? While this example may seem 

rather straightforward, where do I see a wave end, and the ocean around it begin, and is 

either one or many? From such a perspective, it becomes all but impossible to know not only 

what qualities pertain to things, but also the boundaries of things, and perhaps the very 

sensibility of the notion of a thing as such.dcxciv  

 

It is for this reason that so many philosophers have shied away from speaking of experience 

of things such as trees, instead focusing on experiences of splotches of colors, shapes, and 

such components. And yet, this simply moves the problem elsewhere (i.e.: is not the splotch 

of color just an aggregate of smaller or more primary experiences?), leading to an infinite 

regress or an arbitrarily grounded halt to this.dcxcv For as soon as one becomes open to the 

possibility that the world outside of us may be shaped by biases we project without, the only 

way to divide between the contributions of outside and inside would be from some position 

presumed not to be warped by such projections, yet another conundrum. But if one excludes 

the possibility that our biases get projected outwards, and simply assume that we always 

experience the world as it really is, there seems little ability to explain error, perspective, 

illusion, or the many other ways in which our experiences often differ from our expectations of 

them. 

 

From a networkological perspective, both sorts of approaches and those like them will lead in 

their ways to dead ends, whether as regresses, arbitrary stopping points to these, or 

contradictions of varying sorts. If everything is related, there is no privileged or ideal 

perspective “outside” the world, yet also paradoxically somehow “related” to it, from which it 



would be possible to determine the distinction between what is from inside or outside in 

experience that could be used to ground others. Any selection of one aspect of experience as 

a point of reference produces limitations. That said, while a relational perspective is skeptical 

on absolute exterior perspectives which could ground something like a notion of the world “as 

it really is,” this does not mean, on the contrary, that everything goes, the world can be 

interpreted in any which way towards any end. To assume the world is the same as 

experience of it, or that the world is or can be completely different from experience, or that 

experience can be completely free from the limitations of the world, all these are extreme 

positions which a relational perspective on the world of experience works to avoid.  

 

From a relational perspective, experience occurs in relation to a series of contexts and 

processes of which it is an aspect, and this whole weaving of relations in process inflects the 

form of all of these, and how the wholes and aspects inter-impact each other. Some aspects 

within this may seem more or less variant than others in regard to various contexts, but  

everything is biased in its way, and yet can also be rather determinate in a relative sense in 

relation to what is around it. For example, my experience of my body may be one of the most 

stable invariant experiences in my world, but for the experience of another, that is hardly the 

case. Any aspect of experience can become a standard of reference in regard to others, each 

in its way.  

 

Rather than imagine ultimate standards of reference, however, this project will instead start 

with the middle instead, the intertwining of experiencing, and work from there. I will not  

assume that my experience is the same as the world “as it really is,” for I have no experience 

of this. But I will also not imagine that my experiences are pure fantasy, or able to change 

freely at will. Rather, I will see my experiences as always aspects of more encompassing 



contexts and processes, in which varying degrees of symmetry or asymmetry, sync or lack of 

sync, may emerge. Some aspects of experience easily intertwine, and others do not. For 

example, if my experiences are similar to those of a person next to me, then it is easy to 

cooperate, and not if otherwise. I can easily get my hand to grasp a handful of soil from a 

patch of earth, but not a handful of wood from a tree.  

 

There seems every reason to think my experience has some relation to a world beyond it, as I 

can experience something one way and then another, and some experiences seem more able 

to sync with most in my world than others. I may colloquially speak of these latter experiences 

as being more “correct,” but this should not be seen as being somehow ultimate, for “correct” 

can be relative to a context. If I want to play basketball, after all, it is correct in regard to such 

a game not to bring a baseball, but this does not make a basketball “true” in some ultimate or 

universal sense. So it is with experiences, they can all be read as more or less in sync with 

others, more or less symmetrical with others in various ways, more or less resonant in this 

way or that.  

 

In my world of experience, I do not experience splotches of color divorced from entities, or 

anything like this. Rather, I experience objects which are relatively distinct, with splotches of 

color as their aspects. I often have concepts come to mind, and words as well, or memories 

or fantasies, near simultaneously when I recognize something, and perhaps these help me to 

recognize experiences. From a relational perspective, there are rather clear and unclear 

experiences, experiences which have a feeling of recognition with them and those which do 

not, experiences which arise woven with concepts and words and those which do not. These 

are all experiences, if of differing types.  

 



As such, I will not speak of experience as being “beneath” or “before” concepts, words, 

recognitions, or anything like this. Rather, these are all different types of experiences As such, 

I will speak of experiences rather plainly, experiences of trees and stones, houses and colors, 

and in this text at least, in a seemingly naive manner, one which does not try to distinguish the 

seemingly objective from subjective, inner from outside, or the layers of interpretation, 

evaluation, or thinking at play in such experiences. The reason for this is that this is part of 

what it means to use experience as a lens on the world. Experience is not merely subjective 

nor objective experience, interpretative or evaluatory, inner or outer experience From the 

perspective on the world which the lens of experience provides, all these are experiences, 

and any attempt to qualify this beyond is an abstraction from this. This also means that no 

experience should be seen as somehow more “pure” or “truer” experiences than others.  

 

Experience is, at least from a more rigid traditional perspective, a messy phenomenon 

between, one which this project chooses as its terrain in part because of this, for by means of 

this, this project will work to show it is possible to redescribe the world in ways which work 

around and beyond the binary impasses of the past. And so, as mentioned in the preceding 

chapter, if I experience splotches of green and brown, shapes and textures, my experience of 

these “as” this or that includes the “this,” “that,” and “as” as much as the experience in some 

putatively pure state free of such tainting. When I see a tree, I see colors and shapes, feel a 

sense of recognition, and may even hear the word “tree” in my head as inner speech. But to 

say that I do not “really” see a tree but more primary elements of which this is made is to 

separate out what could only be separated out after the fact. Rather than describe experience 

as it is imagined that it should be, this text will more directly redescribe my experience as it 

manifests. 

 



None of which is to say that issues of interpretation or evaluation will be simply swept aside. 

But rather, to address the issues which experience can help foreground, these issues will be 

bracketed for a time. Experiences will be described semi-naively, then, at least for now. As 

this all proceeds, however, it will hopefully become clear how a more relational approach to 

experience can help reframe some of the more rigid binaries which often subtend many 

dominant notions of what is understood by interpretation, evaluation, and thinking, and hence, 

how a more relational account of experience can help to frame more relational approaches to 

such issues to come.  

 

A World of Worldslices: Or A Walk in the Park Described Networkologically 

    
With such concerns in mind, then, let us return to my world of experience, and work from 

there. Let us say that I am in taking a walk in the park, and I pick up a stone from the ground 

to look at it. This stone is an abstraction, a relatively discrete and distinct section or slice of 

the rest of my experience. The same could be said if I grasp a handful of dirt, or if I examine a 

tree on the horizon. Some abstractions seem to obtain their contours due to my action, such 

as when I grasp that handful of dirt. The dirt molds to the shape of my hand, and whatever 

soil I leave behind ceases to be part of this handful as I bring it close to my body. Unlike such 

a handful, a stone has a consistency of its own, one which precedes my arrival in the park 

and resists my efforts to shape it, and was shaped by other things in various ways unknown 

to me.  

 

All the segments of my world interrelate such that they carve each other up into distinct 

aspects. Sometimes my body is the worldslice which carves out one experience from a mass 

of others, such as when I grab a handful of soil, but other times, the world seems to arrive 



already segmented, such as the way the stone laying in the grass seems pre-sliced off from 

the grass around it. When I do not do the slicing, the aspects of my world seem to slice and 

carve each other in dynamic ways. If I am at the seashore, I can see the water and the sand 

forming common limits, continually readjusting their dynamic relationship. As I walk over to 

these, they become foregrounded to me, and they recede as I walk away, indicating the ways 

in which my body and its perspectival relations contributes to this carving. The seas shore is 

still there, however, when I return to it, indicating that, at least in some way, my body is able to 

explore experiences beyond its immediate purview in ways which have a patterned stability.  

  

While I can carve off aspects of worldslices, I can also modify them, for example, by tossing 

the stone in my hand into the distant grass, watching this slice get smaller and less clear as it 

moves away from me. Some worldslices are more abstract than stones or handfuls of dirt. For 

example, if I pick up a leaf in the park, I see it has a color, in this case green, which seems to 

follow the contours of the physical shape of the leaf. The color seems to attach itself to the 

leaf, but I can also imagine it separated off in my inner experience. When I do this, I produce 

a new section of my experience, one which occurs whether I imagine the color, or the leaf as 

a whole. If I feel the leaf with my fingers, tracing the contours to obtain its textures, my fingers 

send me sensations, and the relatively discrete sensations and groups thereof are slices of 

my world of experience, as much as the leaf is, or my memory of that leaf. A taste, a color, a 

thought, a memory, or feeling, all these can be seen as slices of my world of experience. 

 

Within this, some experiences intertwine with others in particularly concrete and determinate 

ways. The tree before me has roots which reach into the ground as the ground surrounds 

these roots, and there are so many detailed contours and textures to this that if I close my 

eyes and try to remember all the details, I cannot seem to do so, for when I open my eyes 



again, everything is more vivid, detailed, and rich. Such an experience is so intertwined with 

its aspects and those around it that if I try to push my body up against the tree, it resists my 

efforts. It is likewise difficult for me to imagine something like a square circle, if differently. On 

the other hand, there are slices of my experience which have aspects which can be spread 

far and wide in time and space, including the notions of space and time themselves. 

 

What are commonly called ideas, such as splotches of pure green color or the idea of 

communism, are experiences of this latter sort. Ideas are radically abstract from other sorts of 

experience. If I abstract a stone from the ground when I pick it up in my hand, the notion of 

space is abstract, which is to say, separated off, from all spaces, even if it is related in its way 

to all of these. It is likely that it was abstracted off from particular spaces in some prehistory of 

humanity, and in many times in places, as what all of these had in common, and yet which 

none of them had in particular. Similar with concepts such as numbers. All instances of two 

things have this two-ness in common, even if none of them have it completely. The notion of 

two-ness is separated off from these, held at a distance, yet permeates these in its ways, and 

hence, is also related. This is what it means to be abstract, and while some aspects of the 

world are abstract in a physical sense, the abstraction commonly referred to as ideas are 

even more so. This is likely because they are produced by patterns of activations in our 

brains, and hence, very small and precise types of abstractions which can be generalized and 

applied to many different situations.  

 

For example, if I put a stone on the ground in the same place at the start of each day, the 

stone can come to mark the passing of days. My friend can then see this, and start his own 

such pile. The stones abstractly mark the passing of the days, and if we think about what 

these piles have in common, we can develop analogous pathways in our brains which can 



activate when we see these, and help us teach others to do the same. All of these are 

experiences which can be seen to have this-worldly causes, it is simply that we experience 

the physical patterns of activation in our brains from the inside, and it is difficult to experience 

these from without at the same time, or to see in any practical way how this happens for 

others. But there is no reason to think there is a difference in kind between abstract and 

concrete forms of experiencing, no matter how extreme these may be.  

 

Concrete experiences are those, on the contrary, which have all their aspects deeply 

interwoven in ways that it is difficult to separate out near anything. The molecules of a stone 

are concrete, because it takes so much to separate them apart. Likewise, the concept of a 

circle and roundness, if for different reasons, and even if the concreteness of this relation 

occurs in a radically abstract terrain, that of geometry. When I see the tree in front of me, I 

cannot help but think of it as a tree, and this is part of my experience of it. The abstract 

concept of treeness and the word “tree” are concretely inter-imbricated with my experience as 

its aspects, even if some of these are abstract. When I experience a tree, then, I experience a 

concretion of abstract and concrete aspects in one experiential weaving which is more than 

the mere sum of its parts.  

 

Whether experiences are relatively abstract or more concrete, or arise from within my body or 

outside of it, they nevertheless seem to not only be intertwined with other worldslices, some 

abstract and others concrete, in various forms of relation. There always, for example, seem to 

be experiences within and without any experiences, and in many senses of these notions. I 

experience a tree as having relations with the soil and air around it, as having leaves and 

colors pertain to it, and while I do not want to harm the tree, scientists have shown that at 

least whenever they have tried to open up the trunk or leaf of a tree, there are more aspects 



of the tree which can be experience within these, and even more that I can see with 

microscopes.  

 

All experiences seem to have shifting inner and outer contexts, abstract and concrete 

contexts, and in varying ways. Even if something merely has sides, such as up and down and 

left and right, these are aspects, and even ideas have sub-ideas. Experiences can contain 

each other in various ways, such as how a tree contains cells, or the way in which a leaf is 

part of a branch, which is part of a whole tree, which is part of my world, with the later aspects 

containing the former. Those simple forms of containment, such as how a tree contains cells, 

are often referred to as physical, while more abstract forms of containment, such as those 

seen in complex weavings of living brain and concepts to which they give rise, are abstract, 

not only in a physical sense, but in regard to the many contexts in regard to which they can 

come into sync. This does not mean that everything comes pre-divided into aspects, however. 

Time can be broken up into many moments, space into many locations, but this does not 

mean they could not be divided otherwise, nor that such abstract forms of division are either 

the same nor completely distinct from simpler, physical kinds.  

 

In this, the more abstract a worldslice, the more ways it can relate to others, and the more 

concrete, the less so. The patterns of activation in the living wires in my brain that I 

experience as abstract concepts of time and space, which I can link with others to speak 

words which can help me coordinate in regard to such notions with others, are highly abstract. 

These patterns of activation within these living wires in my brain, in regard to the contexts and 

processes of my body and brain, are able to link up with massive number of experiences and 

types of these in a wide variety of ways which can lead to yet more networking relations in 

turn. But it is difficult to get a physical stone to link up with much beyond it. It tends to just sit 



there and resist many attempts to intertwine it with what is beyond it.  

 

In this sense, the more concrete forms of experience, those which tend to be called physical, 

are those which tend to be relatively resistant to intertwinnig and relating, while those which 

are more abstract are able to relate to near anything, but this also is a form of limitation, for 

without the particularity of the concrete, that which is this in a rather determinate way and not 

that, abstractions cannot find an anchor in the physical contexts which predominate our 

experiences outside of those of our bodies. Those simpler forms of experience which are 

more concrete are, abstract described, those which can be understood as physical, and the 

various determinate aspects of these, in the most abstract senses, are what is generally 

understood as the notion of space.  

 

Spatial, physical experiences are those which mutually exclude each other in highly 

determinate, concrete ways. That said, they rarely do so in the same ways, which is to say, 

experiences change, and this happens as much within as without, concretely or abstractly, 

and in a manner which has a direction to it, one in which changes leave traces which impact 

the parameters of those which have yet to occur. That is, change unfolds, likely due to shifts 

in what scientists call energy, another abstraction, if a useful one.dcxcvi  

 

The unfolding of change is what is generally referred to, abstractly speaking, as time, and the 

extension in regard to which it unfolds is generally known as space. While there is not room 

for a networkological treatment of these concerns in a manner which does them justice, a few 

words can be said about these here. Time is interwoven with space, even if they differ, in part 

in the manner in which they unfold. Time unfolds in one direction, from a determinate one to a 

multiplicitously open one through the funnel of a more dynamic one, or put differently, time 



moves from past to future through the present, at least in regard to how I experience it.  

 

While time, considered in this simple sense, unfolds in a particular direction, however, space 

unfolds in whatever direction is the opposite of that which I move my body. If I shift my body to 

the right, my world responds by moving to the left. In this sense, when I walk down the street, 

space unfolds before me, which is to say, it shifts in relation to the movements of my body in 

relation to it. That said, I cannot be in in multiple spaces at the same time. I cannot with time 

either, of course, but through memory, I can recreate aspects of my past, and rework these to 

imagine potential futures, or even pure fantasies, and this often feels like moving around in 

time. That said, I have only ever seen wood turn to ashes while burning, but not the reverse, 

which is to say, the flow of time in general, its arrow, seems to be largely unidirectional, a 

notion likely related in its way to the ways in which energy unfolds according to rather 

predictable rules.dcxcvii   

 

Time nevertheless unfolds even if I am in the same place, as the repetitions of 

micromovements within my body and brain compared to those in the world make it possible 

for me to gauge such shifts. Clocks of course make this easier, but clocks only mark time as 

standardized, not as lived. In all these cases, I can compare all the microchanges within me 

and those without, and in doing so, experience unfolding in various ways, and compare these 

to those in space. As these are relatively stable forms of change in my world, and seem 

relatively general to most of my experiences, they can be seen as basic structures of the 

physical aspects of my experiences as a world.  

 

The outer, physical world has relatively simple rules, but within the looping topologies of a 

brain, in which patterns of activation, things are rather different. I can think about what I am 



doing tomorrow, this can remind me of something I did yesterday, and this can then bring to 

mind something I was thinking of doing a month in the future. In this, it seems like a bit of my 

future went into the past, and then, like a time traveler, shot into the more distant future. This 

is clearly not possible in the physical world, but quite simple in the brain. There is no need, 

however, to see any of this as evidence of time travel, or magic, or anything like this. Rather, if 

the brain has shaped its pathways in regard to traces abstracted from past experiences, it can 

activate these in various patterns, using the flexibility of space to give rise to new ways to 

experience time, feeding back aspects of traces of the past into incoming experience in the 

present, often in ways which can project potential future scenarios within our experiences of 

the present as much as recreate aspects of anything past.  

 

All of this is potentiated by the fact that there are often multiple copies of various aspects of 

the brains, and many ways to get from one point to another. This makes it possible to create 

strange loopings in the patterns of activation within the brain which are impossible in physical 

spaces, such as those in the world beyond the brain, which are much simpler in structure than  

it. I can activate the patterns of loops in my brain in a wide variety of ways, producing looping 

and feedbacked linkages on the fly, then choosing others, exploring many at a time. But I can 

only pursue one path in the physical world at a time, and in this sense, experiences in the 

physical world beyond my body are much more constrained than those which occur as I 

explore my neural connections within. It may feel like I am exploring time, but and in some 

senses I am, but abstractly, by exploring patterns of activation within the living wires of my 

brain.  

 

In this sense, when I look at a stone and hold it in my hand, I may start to think of a stone I 

saw on a previous walk in the park, and this may remind me of the person I was walking with, 



what we were talking about, what we did earlier that day, how I might like to do some of those 

things again, and so on. All of these thoughts seem to emerge from each other, and to have 

emerged from the experience I have of feeling the stone in my hand and looking at it. All of 

these occur as my body intertwines with what is beyond it, sends impulses to my brain, and 

my my brain intertwines its aspects in relation to these and in relation to its own dynamics, 

and I feel all of these. To attempt to say any of these are more fundamental or more true than 

any others, I would need to make yet more carvings within this, yet more aspects of 

experiencing, but this does not make them more fundamental. It simply produces more 

carvings, and this can go on, at least in theory, infinitely.  

 

Within this, worldslices always manifest in my experience against backgrounds from which 

they emerge. I cannot be sure if this will always be the case, but it always has been, and I 

have not heard reports of experiences being otherwise for others. That is, if I am standing in 

the park looking at a tree, the tree I see is surrounded by a variety of contexts which provide a 

background for it, including the air, the soil, the other trees, and the rest of what I see as far 

as my vision will allow. If I go over to touch the tree, my hand is now part of this background. I 

can foreground any slice of my world, for example, by picking up a leaf that fell from the tree, 

and bringing it close to me, feeling it with my fingers. Whenever I do this, more slices of my 

experience fill out the backgrounds. If I foreground a leaf, the rest of the park fades into the 

background, but if I now focus on some new aspect of the background, picking up a stone, 

now the leaf falls back into the background. If I try to reach into any horizon or background, it 

always seems to have more aspects within and related to it which can be foregrounded in 

turn.  

 

All of this happens in a very concrete way in regard to sections of experience such as trees 



and stones in the park. Then again, if I smell a striking odor, it seems to emerge rather 

spontaneously from the background of my experience, for while I am constantly smelling 

odors, most of them are unremarkable and fade into the background of my awareness. But 

when they are particularly strong, or when I focus on them, they become foregrounded. As 

with walking over to a tree, sometimes I am the one who foregrounds or backgrounds 

experiences, while at other times, the world seems to do this for me, and other times a 

mixture. I can walk over to a dog, but the dog can also walk over to me. I can focus my 

attention on something, or an aspect of the word, such as a baseball headed in my direction, 

can demand my attention.  

 

In all these cases, there experiences are aspects of contexts and processes which exceed 

them. Open up any slice, and there are more, pursue any slice, and more arise, investigate 

any slice, and you will see other slices emerge, unfold, divide, multiply, or come together. All 

this happens in regard to my body or other experiences, in huge varieties of ways, from more 

abstract aspects of the world to the more concrete. No matter how large or small, how 

abstract or concrete, it seems that slices of my world of experience are always composed of 

sub-aspects, always distinguished against others yet intertwined to form a whole world of my 

experience, and all at many layered levels of scale. Within this, the body which localizes me 

within all this is one more slice, intertwining with others and composed of others in turn.  

 

Worlds of Worldslices as Networks of Networks 

 
    “The first problem of philosophy can also be formulated as that of finding  
    something which absolutely cannot be thought of as a thing,”  
     - F.W.J. Schelling, Towards a System of Transcendental Idealism  
     (1800).dcxcviii 
 

The rather cinematic redescription of a walk in the park in terms of intertwinings of worldslices 



is in fact the way this experience looks when viewed as networks of networks. There is much 

more to the details, of course, particularly when such a networked worldview is applied to 

difficult limit-type situations, such as those between multiple experiencers, or at the meeting 

places of what are often seen as divided, such as mind and body or mind and matter, 

represented and representing, etc. That said, it is hopefully already apparent how the model 

articulated here can move around in ways which are not constrained by some of the models 

of old, which would see subjective and objective experiences as fundamentally differing in 

kind.  

 

In order to produce redescriptions which show how the details of such an account play out as 

they deal with more complex issues and the ramifications of these, the sections which follow 

will work to fill in the gaps, details, and assumptions which needed to remain in the 

background for such a sketch to be formulated. Before returning more directly to a 

redescription of experience, and one which works to move beyond mere sketch, it will be 

helpful to say a little more about networks, what is meant by this notion, and the conceptual 

resources which they bring with them which, when intertwined with experience as it manifests 

in a manner now unlike the preceding sections, can lead to redescriptions which, I hope, can 

show that experience need not be understood in the over-reifying ways it has so often been.  

 

While it might at first seem strange to speak of experiences as networks, this all depends on 

what one takes the term “network” to mean. Networks can be amazingly complex, but the 

notion of a network itself, when abstracted from particular examples, is really quite simple, 

and has already been described, if in implicit form, in the preceding section on worldslices. In 

its most basic and abstract sense, any group or set of things that somehow hold together or 

are connected or linked in any way whatsoever, can be seen as a network. That said, this 



only ever happens in relation to a background from which these are distinguished, and 

potentially at many levels of scale. For any aspect of a network may also be a network in turn, 

and all networks may be aspects of other networks.  

 

The aspects of networks in this sense are called nodes, nodes are linked together by links, 

these form networks against, distinguished from, and in relation to grounds, and these are all 

aspects of networks which manifest as levels of scale whereby nodes can manifest as 

networks and networks as nodes in turn. All this applies as much to molecules as ideas as 

perceptions, each of which can be seen as composed of aspects, linked together, against 

grounds, and composed of more levels, and potentially networking with others to give rise to 

more in turn. In its most basic form, that is all there is to networks and networking, but the 

richness is in the details, where these can lead, and where they do not have to, which is to 

say, the ways in which their relational structuration can get around so many of the binary and 

overreifying modes of description of the past.  

 

For an example of some of the complexity involved, grounds come in many sorts. Just as the 

networks surrounding a network can be seen as types of grounds, so are those within a 

network. A stone is composed of molecules, which are composed of atoms, and these atoms 

ground the stone, which is to say, they link it to its contexts, as much as the forces which 

various molecules and atoms exert this stone from outside of it. When I hold a stone in my 

hand, however, it is grounded differently, in regard to my hand, the breeze behind this flowing 

around it in my hand, the sight of the field and trees behind this, and all the thoughts and 

feelings I am having at that moment which background this experience. And if I examine an 

abstract concept such as stone-ness in my inner experience, it is grounded by other 

concepts, memories of when I learned this concept, and all these emerge as backgrounds to 



this.  

 

Foreground any aspect of experience, and more grounds appear, examine any ground up 

close, and more networks emerge from within what was previously indistinct, each with more 

nodes and links within them in turn. Whether concrete networks in my body and outside 

these, abstract networks of my thoughts and feelings, or networkings of sensations and 

perception which straddle these, whether the foreground happens in regard to my action of 

otherwise, I have yet to experience any networks in experience which are not grounded in 

some way like this.  

 

For a stone is always found somewhere, such as in a field of grass, and the stone and grass 

each have sub-aspects I can experience if I pursue them, opening up to reveal more networks 

of experiences in turn. Likewise, a concept such as dog-ness is always determined in relation 

to others, whether these are seen as sub-aspects of dog-ness (ie: furry-ness), negation (ie: 

horse-ness), or other more complex determinations (ie: things that make me happy), all forms 

of conceptual grounds. Each of these may be experienced by me or others in various ways, 

experienced against the background of other experiences, and in regard to many forms of 

intertwining and levels of scale.  

 

Levels of scale indicate another complex aspects of how networks manifest in experience. 

When I look at a leaf in a microscope, I see that it is composed of tiny cells. Each cell seems 

a relatively distinct entity, all of which network together to give rise to the leaf as a whole. The 

leaf is a network of cells, just as the cells are a network of cellular organelles. The difference 

between organelles, cells, and the leaf seem relatively distinct, and they seem to intertwine 

such that the properties of the organelles intertwine as they do to give rise to those of the 



cells, which give rise to those of the leaf, which all manifests as it does in the way these 

network with my body. Nodes link with others to form networks, and networks are compose of 

links and nodes, wholes and parts intertwining as levels.  

 

For just as nodes are linked to each other by links which distinguish them while intertwining 

them, so it is with grounds and levels, if each in their own ways. Each seems to potentially 

continue on infinitely, for networks always seem aspects of others, connected by links, 

grounds, and in levels, to a practically infinite. In fact, it seems that all aspects of networks 

have other networks as their aspects, whether as nodes, links, or grounds, and at potentially 

infinite levels of scale. Open up any aspect of a network, and one will find more networks, 

even if there are some peculiar ways in which this manifests at some of the more complex 

aspects of experience in ways which will be described in what follows.  

 

Nodes, links, grounds, and levels of networking, these are the four primary conceptual 

aspects of the concept of networking. Networks can in this sense be used to show how 

anything we experience is always connected in some way with others, against a background, 

and at potentially infinite levels of scale of more of these, within and beyond any of these. 

From a relational, networked perspective on experience, anything and everything in 

experience can be seen as a network of worldslices. Any worldslice is a network of other 

worldslices, which are distinguished from a ground which, if you investigate more carefully, 

seems always composed of more worldslices, and all this seems to happen such that 

networks of worldslices contain and intertwine with each other in various ways and at multiple 

and potentially infinite levels of scale. In this sense, networks are able to become a lens upon 

experience.  

 



That is the basic worldview, everything unfolds from there. The difficulty of course, is figuring 

out how to best use this model to achieve the goals which inspired it, namely, the potential to 

develop a more relational way of looking at the world. While most people think of networks as 

merely networked diagrams, network diagrams are in fact merely types of networks, 

particularly abstract ones, which are often used to represent other more concrete networks in 

the world. Both diagrams and diagrammed, representation and represented, can nevertheless 

be seen as networks, as can the relation between these as well.  

 

Networks diagram and represent relation, and in fact, they can do this because they are forms 

of relation. While networks can diagram, or represent, relations in the world to the extent to 

which their aspects are able to be networked back in relation to it, they do not have to be, for 

representation is a type of relating as well. Any network can be interpreted as a diagram or 

representation of any other network, even if some networks are able to come into sync better 

with others in various ways, and abstract networks are particularly suited to these in that they 

can come into sync with a wide variety of other networks.  

 

In this sense, anything can be seen as a network, and networks can be used to interpret 

anything, even if each in their way in regard to how they network with their contexts. This can 

all be quite abstract, but the real potential of this all, however, is in the details, in how the 

notion of a network is networked with the various aspects of how we experience the world, in 

ways which rework more atomized and binary ways of looking at the world into more 

relationally networked ways of looking at the world which, it is hoped, can help give rise to 

more relational ways of acting in relation to these.  

 

The way of looking at networks articulated here is a slightly expanded and adapted notion of 



that at work in the science and mathematics of networks. The expansions and alterations of 

the scientific and mathematical models, however, are what allow networked models to be 

applicable to domains beyond math and science, and to aspects of our worlds of experience 

not traditionally seen as networks, such as feeling and perceptions, sensations and emotions, 

language and more. These alterations and expansions have been designed to enrich the 

ways in which networked models have been so productive in various endeavors in 

mathematics and science, so as to extend this to areas of culture, including that of 

philosophy. A philosophical approach to networking, one which aims to not only describe a 

philosophy of networks but philosophize networkedly, is one which will work to transform not 

only itself, but the domains from which it emerged, to show how all these can be understood 

more relationally.  

  

Networking Experience 

     “ ... what is limited has an extreme ... there is no obstacle to the   
     unlimitedness of worlds."  
      - attributed to Epicurus (circa 300 BCE) by Diogenes Laertius  
      (circa 3rd century C.E.).dcxcix 
 
 

Before returning to descriptions of networks of experience themselves, and in particular, some 

of the more difficult and tricky aspects of experience, a few more words on how networks can 

be understand in relation to each other in a more abstract sense is likely to be helpful in 

regard to what follows. Networks relate: they relate others and themselves and are related in 

turn, for not only is relation what they do and how they come to be, but what they are. Any 

element of a network can be homogeneous or heterogeneous, in relation to itself or others. 

Networks can be static or dynamic, directional, modular, distributed, centralized, and 

understood with a wide variety of lenses depending on how they are networked. Aspects of 

networks can be shared in various ways. Sometimes an aspect of a network may be relatively 



contained in another, such as the way a cell is contained within a leaf. Other times things can 

be less clear cut, such as the way a leaf both is and is not contained within the concept of 

green. Sometimes an aspect of a network can manifest as a distinct aspect at multiple levels 

of scale.  

 

A molecule of H20, for example, may be a node within the network of fluids in a tree, as well 

as within that of an individual cell, similar to how a letter like “a” or “I” can function as letter or 

letter and word, depending on how they network with what is around them. When elements or 

their aspects are shared between multiple levels of scale like this, they can be described as 

quilts, and the quilting structure of a network, or its quiltitecture, has a large impact on the 

form a network takes, the way it links together its nodes, also known as that network’s 

topology, a term which in many simpler situations, is equivalent to a network’s shape.dcc  

 

A set of computers set up to forward information one to the next in a straight line with start 

and end can be seen as a network, if one with a very limited topology. A network which links 

the first computer in such a chain to the last, or which creates several shortcuts between 

these, or makes some of these bi-directional, would indicate more complex topologies still. 

Few factors impact how a network manifests more than its topology, for a network’s topology 

determines much about how it relates its parts and wholes and other networks around it in 

relation to grounds and levels.  

 

While there are many more specific topologies of networks, these tend to be grouped by 

those studying networks in regard to the ways these are more or less centralized and 

centralizing. Centralized or centralizing networks are those in which certain nodes, called 

hubs, dominate others, either by having more links than them, dominating the flows within 



links, or controlling how other nodes interrelate. Decentralized or decentralizing networks 

are usually on the brink of fragmentation, while distributed or distributing networks are 

those which ride the cusp between centralization and decentralization. Networks can be 

centralizing, decentralizing, or distributing not only in regard to themselves, but their contexts 

as well.dcci  

 

Centralization, decentralization, and distributedness describe the ways in which the unfolding 

of potentials and hence power manifests in network topologies, from physical networks to 

social ones. Centralized networks, considered dynamically in regard to how they unfold 

energetic or related potentials, tend to centralize themselves and that with which they 

intertwine, while decentralized and distributed do so similarly, if each in their respective ways. 

Machines tend to be centralized, both internally and by means of lack of multiply determined 

intertwinings within their contexts, and this makes them fast, efficient, reliable, but suited for 

limited applications, uncreative, unable to produce themselves or develop on their own, and 

are easily made ineffective by minor shifts in their contexts. Organisms tend be to be 

distributed in many senses, which makes them much less immediately effective, focused, or 

fast as machines, even if they are much more robustly able to grow, adapt, learn, and change 

in a variety of ways. In regard to social situations, monarchic or authoritarian regimes are 

often highly centralized, with incoming flows of information and wealth as centralized as the 

flow of commands to action going outwards, while lawless lands are decentralized in nearly all 

ways, exhibiting few or aleatory links between segments. Most others between these may 

take many forms on a spectrum of distributedness. Capitalism generally uses distributed 

means for centralizing ends, while socialism generally does the opposite. 

 

There are situations in which topology and shape differ in ways which can have dramatic 



effects. History is full of those who have thought that the experience of human brains is so 

complex and powerful as to be all but magical, and yet, from the perspective provided by the 

science of networks, brains are simply able to produce far more complex number and types of 

topologies, and alter them only the fly and at great speed, giving rise to far more complex 

forms networking. From such a perspective, there is no reason to think that the complex 

physical forms of the brain could not give rise to the complex sorts of experiences often 

referred to as thinking, with all this implies.  

 

For it is possible to produce within neural networks, living or artificial, forms of inclusion which 

go beyond those seen in simpler physical or living networks. For example, it is not possible for 

two boxes to both contain each other, showing how in physical systems, mutual inclusion of 

two matters is not possible. In neural networks, however, living or simulated, mutual inclusion 

of particular sorts is quite possible – for example, peas can have greenness as one of their 

qualities, and greenness can be instantiated in peas. That is, peas include greenness, and 

greenness include peas. Neurally speaking, it is quite possible for different wiring patterns to 

activate in patterns of feedback that intermodulate, and since there are often multiple copies 

of wiring patterns within the brain’s networks, it is quite possible for one pattern to contain 

another in one place and vice-versa in another, and for these to intermodulate as well, giving 

rise to forms of containment and inclusion far beyond that which is possible in simple physical 

systems. What is more, systems with dynamics similar to those seen in brains, such as those 

at work in the Internet, can have logics which are abstractly complex in similar ways, with 

wide ranging potential implications.  

 

Returning to the primary concerns at hand, while all networks link together nodes, these 

nodes can in fact be themselves links, grounds, or levels. A tree is a network of nodes, of 



course, for example, a network of all the molecules which compose it and act upon it. But a 

tree can also be seen as a network of links, such as all the intermolecular forces which 

intertwine molecules, in and beyond the tree, in networks of interaction. Surrounding the tree 

are various contexts, such as the park, my city, my world of experience, the world as such, 

etc., and the way these all intertwine in relation to the tree can be seen as a network of 

grounds. When the tree is considered as layered systems which encompass each other in 

varying ways across various levels of scale, it can be seen as a network whose nodes are 

levels, or a network of levels. A tree is in a sense not only a network of nodes but also links, 

grounds, levels, and networks, all in their ways and depending on how it is seen, which is to 

say, how it is interpreted, itself a form of networking with those who interpret it.  

 

From a networkological perspective, the four primary aspects of networks, nodes, links, 

grounds, and levels of networks, will be describe as subconcepts of the notion of a network 

itself. This notion will be described as the concept of the network diagram, or more simply 

put, the network diagram, while the sub-concepts of node, link, ground, and level will be 

referred to as elements of the network diagram. These concepts are all abstracted from 

networks in the world to form the model of the network diagram, whose aspects can be 

reintertwined with more particular aspects of the world to produce descriptions which can then 

impact the ways we interpret our experience, and by means of this, how we frame potentials 

for action within our worlds.  

 

Each of the elements of the network diagram should not be seen as merely static, for 

networks are abstracted from networkings which are dynamic. That is, all nodes are the result 

of processes of noding, links the result of processes of linking, grounds the result of 

processes of grounding, and levels of networks the result of processes of emergent 



networking. The ways in which networks carve each other up into worldslices is an example 

of noding, while the manner in which I examine a stone, linking my thoughts with the matter of 

the stone by means of intertwining these together, is an example of linking. A tree is grounded 

by its soil as much as vice-versa. And networks and their aspects emerge from each other all 

the time, differentiating and networking in various ways.  

 

Grounds are always complex, composed of grounds layered into each other. And so, if I draw 

a picture of a dog on a piece of paper, the white space around the picture is a ground of this 

network, but so is the paper itself, the table upon which the paper rests, the room we are in, 

the city in which all this happens, and so on. Grounds also replace each other and unfold from 

each other. If I pick up a stone while I am walking in the park to look at the stone more 

carefully, it becomes a relatively central network within my experience. But if I then shift my 

view to look at my hand which holds the stone, the stone becomes part of the ground and my 

hand emerges into the foreground from the background. And yet, my body is the ground of my 

experience of all of these, even if my body is also grounded by the world of which it is an 

aspect, each in their way.  

 

Often grounds blur into each other, becoming hazy or distinct at their limits, thereby becoming 

a horizon of experience, a dynamic sort of ground from which new experiences can emerge 

depending on changes in position and perspective. So when I see the tree against a 

background in the park, for example, I can then walk towards some aspect of that background 

and examine it, focus on a particular tuft of grass, making it define itself as the foreground of 

my experience against the others. In the process, what was a hazy patch of green becomes 

distinct, and composed of aspects, such as, in this case, blades of grass, which are 

themselves composed of cells, molecules, etc. If I then look up at the sky, this ground seems 



to not be composed of anything, other than vaguely distinguishable shades of blue. And yet, 

with a microscope, I could see the molecules of gas of which the sky is composed, even as a 

telescope could reveal to me the stars and galaxies far in the distance and obscured by the 

light in the sky. Or instead of using instruments, I can just focus on looking at the sky or a 

blade of grass and let my mind wander, and new experiences will arise from this. Experience 

is always, in a sense, porous, full of new networks waiting to be revealed.  

 

Grounds can also manifest in an abstract manner. If I tell my friend that I think the moon is 

made of green cheese, they may ask why I think this. I will then ground this statement with 

another which contextualizes this, saying that, for example, the moon looks like cheese that is 

grayish green. My friend may then ask me what might make cheese float in the sky, especially 

if we see no cows. I cannot further ground my argument, and so, I leave it there. This entire 

silly discussion, however, emerged from the grounds that make it even remotely sensible, 

such as the shared cultural contexts which allow us to have a discussion, including what we 

consider argument to be, the rules of grammar, and so on. Any statement can be followed by 

a question of why, and this can lead to the vertigo of infinite regress of a desire to ground 

things, similar to the way in which one can attempt to run at the horizon but will never reach it.  

 

Since grounds overlap in overdetermined networks of influence, there is no need to follow a 

chain of grounds to its potentially infinite ends. At some point, once why is asked enough 

times, we decide to ask, and the process of asking why can begin again until we feel things 

are grounded well enough to proceed in a given context. Likewise, when I have examined my 

horizons enough, and I feel grounded enough, I can perform actions more directly relevant to 

my more immediate concerns. This does not mean networks do not impact each other, for it 

seems everything in experience impacts everything else, but in regard to issues such as type 



and distance. Electrical charges are only influenced by other electrical and magnetic charges, 

if differently, and in relation to distance. The overlap of all such charges summed in regard to 

their distance and direction in relation to a given aspect of the electromagnetic field is 

precisely what any node within that network is.  

 

Grounds are, in a sense, networks turned inside out, and vice-versa. Any thought I have is in 

this sense grounded by all the thoughts which gave rise to it, the cultural contexts which make 

sense of these, my memories, present sensations which may have brought this thought to 

mind, my development, the history of my family which gave rise to me, the evolution of my 

species, the geological development of this planet, up to and including the extent and history 

of the universe and beyond. There are symmetries and differences within these grounds, 

networks of overlapping influences and counter-influences, and I am the result of these. While 

some grounds are more immediately relevant to a particular aspect of my experience, taken 

as a whole, I am nothing but my world turned inside out, and vice-versa, in relation to a 

particular worldpath within this.  

 

It is therefore possible to see how grounds always exist in relations of mutual influence with 

the networks they ground, with foreground and background contextualizing each other, 

pushing and pulling on each other in various ways. For grounds are the networks relevant to a 

network other than those of which it is most centrally composed, summed and overlapping 

and overdetermining their relation to each other, in a manner which is in, beyond, and through 

the network in question. Networks are in a sense aspects of their grounds, and vice-versa.  

 

Grounds and the more immediate aspects of networks, namely, nodes and links, are like 

obverse and reverse of each other. While it may seem at times as if grounds are not actively 



doing anything, grounds are sums of links to other networks and their elements, such that 

each network and its elements take the form they do because they are formed as they are 

due to the balance or symmetry of forces which act upon a network, not only within, but 

beyond, and through it. Shift an aspect of a network’s ground, then, and you influence the 

network, and vice-versa, and while not all these shifts will lead to evident changes, some may 

and do. For example, if the soil beneath a tree in the park starts to erode, the tree may sag. 

Likewise, if the tree grows, it may push some of the soil around it out of the way.  

 

This mutual influence between backgrounds and foregrounds of networks happens as much 

inside networks as outside of them. External grounds are exterior, or macro-grounds, which 

are contexts which influence a network from without, which are complemented by interior, or 

micro-grounds, which are contexts which influence a network from within. Molecules, for 

example, are not only balancing acts between external forces and contexts, but also those 

related to contexts from within them, for molecules are the result of the interplay between the 

atomic and sub-atomic forces and particles which give rise to and compose them. Likewise, 

the cells in my body are micro-grounds of my organs, which are aspects of the macro-ground 

of my body, just as a particular argument has the macrogrounds of the cultural contexts which 

it relies on as well as the microgrounds of the parts of that argument. As such, any meso-

level of scale is a network of influences, linking micro- and macro-grounds with micro and 

macro networks to give rise to micro and macro levels of scale in turn.  

 

Grounds are further unlike nodes and links for they are neither fully inside networks nor fully 

outside of them. For example, if I draw a picture of a network on a piece of paper, that paper 

serves as the immediate or relative ground of that network. But if I shift my attention, and 

focus on the paper as the foreground of my awareness, now the sheet of paper is a network 



formed of its aspects, and the table underneath the network forms that network’s immediate 

ground. But if I now pick up the piece of paper and crumple it into a whole, now the piece of 

paper is the network in the foreground, and my writing desk and living room become the 

background. Any time I foreground any aspect of this background, or the entire background 

as a whole, another background seems to always reveal itself, which is always a less 

immediate or distant ground. There are therefore not only networks of grounds in the present, 

but grounds which unfold in time as well.  

 

If grounds are less straightforward than nodes and links, levels are as peculiar as grounds, if 

not more so. Just as grounds are neither fully inside networks nor fully outside of them, each 

network can be seen as a whole network at another level of scale, and vice-versa. As soon as 

cells start to work together, they become something beyond merely themselves, something 

called an organism, and once there is one organism, there is always a potential for another. In 

this sense, networks and levels can be seen as aspects of each other, for all networks can 

potentially network with others in ways which give rise to relatively coherent new networks, 

each of which indicates its own level of scale. Networks and levels are, in this sense, two 

sides of the same. This is why, depending on the context, the networkological project will at 

times refer to the fourth  element of networks, after nodes, links, and grounds, as that of the 

network, level, or network/level, depending on the context in question. Levels will also be 

described as networks of emergence, for networks and their levels always arise from the 

networking of sub-networks, a process known as emergence. While grounds are neither fully 

inside networks nor outside them, levels both are networks and beyond them.   

 

While recognizing differences in level of scale is often easy, describing precisely what it 

means to be a level is a more complicated affair. The notion of containment or inclusion is 



perhaps the simplest place to start. Oceans generally contain fish, for example, but not vice-

versa, or at least, I’ve yet to see a fish contain an ocean, or a dog contain a house. In such 

cases, a level describes the type of difference which arises when one network physically 

contains another. While containment can by physical, it does not have to be. For example, 

thoughts and feelings contain new ones within them, even if in ways which differ from that 

generally seen in the physical world. Likewise, experiences in the future emerge from the 

present, which emerges from the past, which can be contained in our memory. This is an 

example of temporal leveling, as opposed to spatial leveling.  

 

Levels can be created by a shift in the experiencer, such as when I move in space or time, but 

they can also be the result of a shift in that which is experienced. For example, when my dog 

eats a mouthful of food, the food goes from being outside of him to being contained within 

him. From my perspective, my dog’s food occupies a lower level of scale than my dog, even 

before he eats it, due to the fact that the food has the potential to be eaten by my dog. While 

some aspects of the world have relatively fixed levels of scale, others may vary. For example, 

two predators may battle each other, and either may win and eat the other, and this relative 

equivalence puts them at the same level of scale, unless one actually does eat the other.  

 

Ultimately, however, any determination of level is, like those of other network elements, 

relative to the contexts in which they are experienced, the networks of experiencer, 

experienced, and experiencing of which they are aspects, and shifts which may occur 

dynamically as various networkings shift in relation to each other. For example, if I focus on a 

vein in a leaf, it is at the level of scale of my attention in my visual field, but I may then focus 

on the entire tree, shifting levels as I go. I cannot shift the level of my attention to focus on an 

individual cell, however, without use of a microscope, but if I could, I could see how changes 



in a single cell could have ripple effects at the level of the organism. Scale is determined in 

between the networks involved.  

 

In networked models of experience, for purposes of explication, a convention will be 

employed to help clarify how differing levels are described in regard to their often shifting 

potentials to contain each other. Whenever an experiencer experiences an aspect of its world, 

which is to say, a worldslice, this will be called medium or meso-level of scale, which is to 

say, the level of scale of the experience currently being described. Any experiences 

experienced as contained within these or which seem to give rise to them from within will be 

described as occurring at an internal or micro-level scale, while the contexts which weave 

these together by containing or including them from without, grounding them in this way, will 

be described as the external or macro-level contexts relevant to these. An experiencer 

experiences at the meso-level, contextualized by macro-levels of contexts and processes 

without, yet also micro-level context and processes from within. In this sense, the body of an 

experiencer can be seen as a networking which balances inner micro-contexts and outer 

macro-contexts. This is not to say that some queer twisting may not occur in relation to all 

this, as there are many, particularly as what is contained from one perspective may be 

containing from another, such relations may shift over time, and networks may even contain 

each other in relatively stable ways.dccii More will be said about these notions, but clarifying 

the terminology which will be employed will help make forthcoming descriptions of such 

experiencing easier to grasp.  

 

In addition to the way in which levels relate to issues of containment of parts and wholes, as 

well as the potential for this, levels are also fundamentally linked to notions of differentiation, 

intertwining, feedback, process, complexity, and emergence. These notions are particularly 



important in describing how networks change and interrelate, which is to say, how they 

network and renetwork. While there are always more levels of scale within networks of 

experience, the density of levels seems to change in relation to the complexity of the 

networks involved, an issue which impacts how these manifest in relation to other networks.  

 

A human being, for example, has many more levels of scale within it than a human sized doll 

which isn’t composed of organs and systems, but rather, stuffed with foam. While it is possible 

to think of the doll as composed of levels of foam which contain each other in various ways, 

there is no difference in form or function between these levels, and interchanging parts within 

or between such levels won’t impact it in any way. Tear the stuff out of one part and move it to 

another, and it is still a doll stuffed with foam, just rearranged. But switching around the 

location of a human’s heart and liver, or trying to make its toe contain its foot, and the human 

will behave quite differently.  

 

These are differences and they make a difference within the intertwined systems of dynamic 

networking which produce feedback between micro-, meso-, and macro-levels of a network, 

which are highly differentiated yet also intertwined, thereby indicating the presence of 

complexity. The more complex a dynamic network, the more types of difference it has within 

it in different ways of interrelating, and as such, the more potential ways it has to come into 

networking sync with differing types and differing relations of differing networks around it, 

giving rise to potential for further complexification, or emergence, in the future, and the more 

so the more it complexifies. 

 

All complexity is the result of processes of emergence, for complexity is what happens when 

emergence settles into a relatively stable networked pattern. Emergence has several 



aspects. This can be seen in the manner in which that which is relatively the same or 

homogenous gives rise to differentiation within itself, such as when a mass of identical cells 

begins to differentiate into the varied layers of cells which will become the skin, hair, bones, 

muscle, and interior organs which are intertwined in the form of an embryo. Another aspect of 

emergence can be seen in the ways in which differentiations then intertwine with each other, 

even at times in ways which lead to further differentiations. This can all become much more 

complex and is potentiated when there is feedback, which is to say, mutual influence of these 

aspects by each other as a dynamic whole.  

 

All of these are aspects of the larger process of emergence, the manner in which complexity 

comes about and potentially gives rise to further complexity in turn. Emergence is an 

intermodulation of differing aspects of a system which produce multi-level feedback in 

metastable conditions to give rise to structures which are more than the mere additional 

contribution of any of their parts, or the sum thereof, for they are the product of their dynamic 

intermodulation. Emergence, or self-differing relation, turns nodes into networks and networks 

into nodes at new or other levels of scale, linking them together to form meta-networks, and 

vice-versa in decomposition and differentiation which can give rise to new forms of 

emergence in turn. Noding, linking, grounding, and leveling are all aspects of networking, and 

all nodes, links, grounds, and levels are merely these processes when congealed into 

relatively stable network configurations. Matter and energy, space and time, experiencers and 

experienced, all these can be seen as aspects of the networks of networks of experience.  

 

It also is worth noting before moving on that the elements of networks, which is to say, nodes, 

links, grounds, and levels, are ways of grasping things, which is to say, networking with them, 

and in this mode, they can be seen as logics of relation. For example, if I pick up a stone in 



the park and look at it in relative isolation, I am noding it, and this manifests how networks can 

network according to the logic of the node. That said, I am also linking my hand to this 

stone, and if I examine how my fingers feel the stone, focusing on what is in between and 

linking us, I am interacting with the stone in the mode of relation, and hence, displaying the 

logic of the link. But the stone is connected to me and the air around us, which are 

connected to the Earth, which is connected to the stars, and all these put together can help 

explain how this stone and I came to be linked together. In both concrete and abstract 

senses, this describes what grounds us, and hence displays the logic of the ground. When 

these are examined as processes, as levels of networks which give rise to other networks, 

and in a manner which can network dynamically with others to give rise to more, this then 

partakes of the logic of the level, networking, or emergence, depending on how this is 

described. These logics are ways of acting and interpreting, showing how these can be seen 

as aspects of each other.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three:  How Bodies Twist World 

    "The mind does not know itself except in so far as it perceives ideas of   
    affections of the body ... [and] does not perceive any external body as actually  
    existing except through the ideas of affections of its own body,"  
     - Baruch Spinoza, Ethics, (1677).dcciii  
 
The preceding chapter worked to sketch the general networkological approach to describing 

experience relationally, providing a preview of where the book will end, and where this project 

will take these concerns in a more general sense. This chapter will now examine how the 

general model described in the preceding section can begin to be relationally threaded with 

the notion that the relative coherence of experiences together as a world of experience 

manifests in shifting relation to the relatively consistent experiencing of one particular 

experience, my medium for experiencing everything else in my world, namely, the experience 

of my body.  



 

Rather than describe subjectivity as transcendent, ideal, otherworldly, discrete, or somehow 

beyond the rest of the world, as has been done in many models past, this chapter will work to 

show my experiencing of my body can be seen as the manner in which the self-differently 

multiplicitous fabric of the world of experience twists itself so as to give rise to my world of 

experience, with the “my” here being the manner and process whereby this twisting occurs. 

“My” self can be seen as the way in which my body twists the world of experience into “my” 

world of experience, my “self” then being seen as a continual process of world twisting. Such 

worldtwisting can shift and change, and is made up of many other such sub-twistings. The 

sort of twisting implied here, however, is far from simple physical twisting, but rather, a sort of 

inside-out and outside-in, of the sort only seen in some highly abstract mathematical 

creations.dcciv But unlike such mathematical formulations, this is dynamically multiplicitous, 

with few analogs in the world other than itself, in a manner only seen in the sort of topological 

twisting which occurs in the ways in which complex neural experiencers feel their brains 

feeling their bodies from within.  

 

In this, this chapter will begin to show how it is possible to see that while I am the center of 

experience and locus of action within my world, I am as much an aspect of the world as the 

reverse, truly “of” experiencing in all senses of these words. What is more it will work to show, 

by means of an analysis of my experience of the bodies of others from without, how my world 

is manifested as different from the world as such, in regard to differing experiences 

manifested in the actions, including reports, of other experiencers. For the actions of others 

indicates that they seem to experience worlds similar yet hardly identical to mine, and in ways 

which seem to follow the contours of their bodies, much as how my own experience tends to 

follow the contours of my own when experienced indirectly from without, for example, in 



mirrors. By means of this, I can come see the worlds of experiencers as most likely aspects of 

a more encompassing world of experience. In this sense, just as my experiences are aspects 

of my world of experience, my world of experience and those of other experiencers are 

similarly aspects of the world of experience as such.  

 

The Mineness of My World of Experience and the Role of the Body 

    “As my body moves in space, all the other images vary, while that image, my  
    body, remains invariable. I must, therefore, make it a center, to which I refer all  
    the other images.”  
     - Henri Bergson.dccv 
 

 

 

 

"a phenomenon's lack of inherent existence is inseparable from its      

 dependent arising ... an antidote to the precipitous extremes of both      
 substantialism and nihilism.” 

      -Jamgön Mipham, commentary on Shantarakshita's   

      Madhyamakalankara, “Adornment of the Middle Way.” 
  
     “The Self is not a thing but a process … or rather, we are Selfing  
     organisms.” 
          - Thomas Metzinger, The Ego Tunnel: The Science of  
       Mind and the Myth of the Self (2009).dccvi 
 

 

Let us now examine this “worldtwist” model of experience in greater detail. The world I 

experience manifests not only as a relatively coherent intertwining of experiences, but one 

which is also relatively centered around me as a world which is mine. What is this “mineness,” 

the way in which the world manifests as my world? What might this mean? Firstly, it is a way 

of describing how experience in my world is centered around me, something which is shown 

in the way in which the aspects of my world beyond my body shift in relation to how I move 

my body in relation to what is beyond it. An example from earlier in the text is helpful here.  

 

Let us say I change the state of my body, or move it, in relation to other experiences which 

are outside of it, in the manner of putting one foot in front of the other, which is to say, by 



walking. As I walk towards some aspects of my world and away from others, I see new 

networks emerge from the horizon in the direction I walk, and recede in the opposing 

direction. Grounds unfold into nodes which unfold into networks, and then return to 

indistinction as I move away. As I turn my head, I see differing views within this intertwined 

fabric. If I stop walking, all the aspects of my world stop moving in relation to this, yet remain 

coherently arrayed and changing relative to each other in relatively predictable ways. The 

position of my body relative to the aspects of my world which are beyond it determine a 

perspectival relation, one which lays out my sensory experiences and potential paths of action 

in regard to these.  

 

My body is the site within my world at which my experience turns itself outside in, and which, 

in relation to this and by means of action, turns itself inside out once again, even as I 

experience my actions as new aspects of my world of experience in turn. At the limits of my 

body and its ability to extend these by means of various sensory capabilities, the world 

curves, and this manifests in forms which are visual, auditory, tactile, etc. The experience I 

have of my body is crucial to the centering of my world and it the means whereby it seems to 

occur. Or as Merleau-Ponty says: “The body is our general medium for having a world.”dccvii 

 

There are of course types of experiencing in which my experience of my body nevertheless 

recedes into the background and is seemingly absorbed into experiences which come to 

dominate those of my world. If I lose myself in thought, fantasy, or memory, it seems that I feel 

my body only weakly, and likewise in moments of intense fear, excitement, or fascination in 

regard to what is outside of me, I may barely seem to feel an awareness of my body at all. 

Then again, when I am lost in thought, fantasy, or memory, for example, these experiences all 

arise because I am quite intensely feeling a part of my body, namely, my brain, and how it 



feels the networks of my brain feeling themselves from within. As such, being lost in thought, 

fantasy, or memory really are ways of feeling the body. Likewise, if my experience is 

dominated by intense experiences of fear, excitement, or fascination in regard to what is 

outside of me, I am focusing my attention on how particular parts of my body feel themselves, 

and in particular, how they feel the impact of objects of fear, excitement, or fascination which 

impact them. In both cases, my attention may background many of my experiences of many 

parts of my body by foregrounding the experience of others, but I am still always feeling my 

body, even if common ways of speaking may lead one to think otherwise.  

 

In fact, I cannot remember any experience in which my body was not crucial, and it is difficult 

to imagine a situation which would be otherwise. In dissociative states, such as when a 

dentist uses nitrous oxide, even though it feels as if experience is happening far away, as if 

experiencing and the body were somehow disjunct from me, I still experience my body as if at 

a distance, an effect produced by how I experience my body as I do normally anyway. While a 

doctor could administer certain drugs that would interfere with my brain’s ability to produce a 

coherent and global experience, this would likewise arise from how my body experiences 

itself, even if this would be a rather fragmented rather than unified form of experiencing, one 

which would nevertheless return to a state which is more normal for me afterwards.  

 

More commonly, when I dream, I experience my brain exploring its networks, simply in a 

manner different from how they do so when I am awake, and in this way, I continue to 

experience through my experience of my body. Sometimes I will even wake and find that my 

dreams integrated aspects of experiences of what was beyond me into the texture of my 

dreams. In states of deep sleep, I still breathe and digest food, ways in which various aspects 

of my brain are impacted by signals sent from the rest of my body in order to regulate all this. 



The fact that I can be roused from even the deepest sleep indicates that some part of my 

brain is still keeping a pathway open to the wider world to attend to it, and in this I am still 

feeling part of my body feel part of the world beyond it.  

 

Of course, there may be times when I am sleeping deeply in which there is no single coherent 

global experiencing, despite all the ways in which my body still feels itself act and react within 

it. My experience may take small hiatuses in such moments, but since my brain’s pathways 

are full of traces of how my body was impacted by experiences of itself experiencing its world 

in the past, once I awaken, there I am once again, with all my memories, experiencing how 

my body experiences itself experiencing its world. When I try to remember what it was like 

while sleeping, I often remember alternating between periods of semi-awareness of my body 

and dreaming, but if I try to remember if I had an experience while deeply sleeping in which I 

felt completely detached from my body, I seem unable to fully remember what this was like. In 

fact, I cannot even really imagine what experience might be like without a body, for my 

memories and even my most fantastic imaginations seem centered in regard to a relatively 

stable perspective in one form or another, one which would imply the experience of a body.  

 

While I can try to imagine experience which is multi-perspectival and fundamentally 

multiplicitous, I seem to only get so far with such endeavors. Some experimental cinema has 

tried to depict experience from more than one perspective at a time, it is nevertheless difficult 

to pay attention to more than one such perspective at a time, and in a way that becomes 

exponentially more difficult with each new perspective. Henri Bergson hypothesized that 

simple physical matter experiences from all sides at once while only living organisms develop 

special organs which filter out all types of impacts but those of a particular sort, namely, as 

sense organs.dccviii That is, sense organs are forms of subtraction from the more general 



impact of matter on matter in many different ways, a subtraction of just one type of impact 

from all the others to concentrate on, for example, sonic impacts of certain frequencies over 

others. Beyond this, simple physical matters also lack genetic material and brains able to 

select certain aspects of experience to emphasize over others, then unify and rework these in 

various ways, amplifying this function of selection and focus.  

 

It is easy enough to see something like this in action. I can touch my eyes with my fingers, but 

I rarely pay attention to the tactile sensations generated by my eyes, while the visual 

sensations they generate have a massive influence on my brain’s overall activities, for my 

brain selects these aspects of how my eyes experience, amplifies these over others, and 

mixes these with feedback from traces of prior experience in my memory, producing complex 

hybrids which all but drown out how differing aspects of my eye produce tactile sensations in 

relation to what impacts them, impacts which even often fall below the threshold of my 

attention, if not even awareness. It is likely the outside of my eye feels far more 

multiplicitously than I am used to thinking my experience to be, and more like some have 

theorized matter may experience. That said, if I poke my eye, my overall experience unifies 

around that pain in regard to parts of my body that seemed all but beyond my experience of 

them. I always seem to have the potential for experiences in my body to rise to my attention 

and even dominate it, or rise into awareness from below its threshold. In many senses, sense 

organs, and the body as the sense organ of all the others, can be seen as sites of focus and 

selection which emphasize certain aspects of impacts of the the world beyond this over 

others.  

 

While my experience of my body is the site of my experiencing, it is hardly identical with it. My 

body seems to continually have experiences of which I am not aware, such as how my brain 



is continually regulating my digestion by means of how sensors in my gut feel this or that, and 

in this way, parts of my brain experience messages sent from my gut even if I am not aware 

of this. That said, I cannot think of experiences I have ever had which could not somehow be 

seen as the result of how I experience my body. Perhaps then my self could in a sense be 

seen then as an aspect of how my body experiences itself, more than vice-versa.   

 

In many such senses, my body can be described as the locus of mineness within my world, 

an experience of mineness which manifests this differently depending upon whether the 

experiences of the world arise from my body or without. The experiences which arise from 

outside my body shift in relation to how I move my body, such as the manner in which moving 

my legs in particular ways leads my world to scroll by me in a manner I normally call “walking 

down the street,” even if I am always at the site of my body, and it is really my experiences of 

my world which are “moving” by. While my body and world move relative to each other, 

experiences within my body only move relative to each other. When I touch my eye with my 

finger, I can do this in front of my house, or in my car, and I still feel how my eye and finger 

touch in a relatively similar way.  

 

My body is my opening onto the rest of my world, and all experiences seem experiences of 

how my body experiences itself intertwined with experiences of itself experiencing what is 

beyond it. The very notion of the body experiencing aspects of the world beyond it is of 

course a strange notion. My body is an aspect of the world, but my experience of my world 

seems always an aspect of how I experience my body. Put differently, I experience my world, 

and those aspects of this experience which are the most consistent and centering I call 

experiences of my body, with experiences of world and body aspects of experience which 

manifests to me as my world.  



 

I can position this opening so that it opens more directly onto itself, such as when I look at 

myself touching something in an image in a mirror, but I cannot turn this whole process of 

experiencing to open on itself from without. That is, I can turn an object around in my hand 

and look at it from many sides, but I cannot see myself from the outside as it sees me. I can 

feel the object with my fingers, but not feel my fingers through the stone. Likewise, I can see 

the stone through my eyes, but not see my eyeballs from without unless I have a mirror to 

help me. Furthermore, I cannot see the inside of my body without taking it apart, because this 

hurts, so I refrain from doing this. I also refrain from doing similar things to the bodies of 

others, though I have no problem taking apart a machine to see how it works. That said, even 

if I look inside the body of a dead animal to see how it is structured, I can only ever see this 

body through my eyes, not those of others.  

 

There is in this, however, a sort of privacy to the experiences which arise from within my body, 

and this is part of what makes these experiences mine and not theirs, and in regard to their 

bodies, theirs and not mine. If I feel hungry, for example, other people do not know this unless 

I move my body to demonstrate this, or they hear my stomach growl. If I feel sad, no one can 

tell unless I make an external sign of this, and yet, I feel this, privately, from within my body. 

Likewise with thoughts I may have which others do not know I have unless I tell them, and 

others do not seem to sense outer objects as I do, most likely because they do not share 

sense organs with me, nor the perspective which the location of my body in space provides 

me on external objects. And this all seems mutual, in that the bodies of others also have a 

privacy which I cannot get inside, and this includes the thoughts and feelings which arise in 

their bodies and brains as well. Privacy is not complete and rigidly defined, however, in that 

while others cannot know what happens within me, and vice-versa, they can often indirectly 



feel their effects, such as when my body feels warm, it will often sweat, and others can see 

this from without.   

 

My body is also the means whereby I exercise my agency in the world, and this is another 

crucial aspect of how my world manifests as mine. For unlike other aspects of my world, 

which do not respond to my will, when I want to do something by moving an aspect of my 

body, this tends to happen. Not all parts of my body respond to my will, but many do. While I 

cannot stop digesting the food I ate earlier, such that my body just does this for me, and I 

barely even feel this, I can start and stop tapping on the table in front of my with my fingers at 

will. In this, my body is the most direct way to impact the world of my experiences.  

 

Sometimes my body may do things I do not wish it to do, of course, and sometimes I may 

even do things I do not wish to do at all, such as what happens with compulsions. My body 

still does these things, however, and I am at least responsible for these things, as they are 

due to agencies within me. If my body does something truly against my will or desires, such 

as if I try hard not to perform a reflex response when a doctor hits my knee with a mallet, one 

could make a case otherwise, but these are perhaps best seen as fuzzy distinctions more 

than those with firm boundaries. While my body may not always do what I wish it will, luckily, 

quite often it does, and scientists tell me this is because of how my nervous system 

intertwines my brain's maps of my body and the muscles, bones, tendons, and other moving 

parts of my body which can be activated thereby.  

 

Since my brain is a physical matter as well, and thoughts are actions within this, it is worth 

emphasizing the notion that while people often speak of thoughts as fundamentally different 

than actions, as a physical entity, the patterns of activation within the brain felt from within as 



thoughts can very much be seen as physical activities. As complex and abstract as thoughts 

may feel, they can still be seen as relatively private and internal actions, even as they only 

manifest in the world to others when they lead to movements beyond the limits of the body. 

This also includes the experience of memories which permeate my experience in various 

ways.  

 

Another way in which my body is central to the mineness of my world is that it frames my 

world, both to me and to others. From the outside, I am seen through my body and its actions, 

that is, my body can be interpreted as a text full of signs in regard to what I may be 

experiencing. The only opening others have to my world is through their experience of my 

body, and vice-versa, and in this sense, the only way the world manifests as mine to others is 

in and through my body. Even if I speak with someone through a telephone, write a letter, or 

communicate my movements otherwise, these indirectly convey movements of my body to 

others, and vice-versa. This is similar, if reversed, for me as well, in that my body is my 

window and opening onto the rest of my world beyond my body, up to and including the world 

of others.  

 

While the body is the means whereby I experience what is beyond it, it is nevertheless also 

an aspect of the world I experience. I can reach down and touch my toes with my fingers from 

without, or wiggle them and feel them from within, but either way, I feel them. My toes are as 

much a part of my body as they are of me, whatever “me” means in this case. For while my 

body is the means whereby the mineness of my world manifests, which is to say, how the 

world manifests as mine, it is not quite the same as me or my mineness within my world, for I 

experience my body as at least partially distinct from me even as it is the locus of this me.   

 



For example, when I pick up a stone in my hand, I feel myself more in my hand than in the 

stone, even as I experience both. While I feel the stone at the limits of my fingers, my 

experiences seem denser and more interconnected, more vivid and concrete, within my 

fingers than beyond them, where they seem to extent only to the surface of the stone, 

whereas for myself, they seem to extend in webs of connection up to and throughout my 

body, if in some strange ways. That said, all this becomes complexified if one examines the 

case famously addressed by the relatively non-dualist philosopher of experience Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty,dccix in which one hand touches the other. In such moments, I can foreground 

my experience of one hand over that of the other, one being “more” subject than object and 

vice-versa, but neither seems capable of being fully one of these, for both are always felt by 

me to one degree or another.  

 

In this sense, and beyond Merleau-Ponty’s framings of such a notion in his early works, I am 

both of my hands and yet fully neither. There is a reversibility and porosity which is 

fundamentally queer to notions of binary subject and object, or the manner in which traditional 

philosophy has tended to frame these as exclusive disjunctions. Distinctions between feeler 

and felt, inside and outsider, experiencer and experienced, all these become destabilized in 

such moments. In his later works, Merleau-Ponty spoke of experiencing as a flesh which is in, 

beyond, and through traditional notions of subject and object, which are only aspects, and his 

analysis of this particular example was crucial to this, the similarities and differences in regard 

to which are beyond the immediate scope of this text.dccx  

 

Within my body, of course, the parts of my body continually feel each other. While two hands 

touching may seem like an unusual experience, my body is precisely a zone of mutual feeling 

in which this experience is the norm rather than exception for my intertwined parts. My hand 



and wrist continually mutually feel each other at their join, for example. Each of these is like 

one of my hands touching the other, and not only in regard to one another, but the parts of my 

body which surround these, and the parts within each of these as their sub-parts feel 

themselves as parts and wholes at multiple levels of scale.  

 

Building upon this, to say that my body either is or is not me seems to miss the full complexity 

of what is potentially at stake here. When I touch my toe with my fingers, I experience my toe 

more from without than I do if I simply move it on its own, but this is likely because scientists 

inform me that I have very few nerve endings in my toe relative to my fingers, and so my 

experience seems more powerfully located in my fingers. In this, I seem to be more me where 

I have more nerve endings.  

 

Similar issues arise in regard to attention. When I pay more attention to something, the 

intensity of “me-ness” in invested in these may shift radically. If I am fixated on something 

outside of my body, is there more of me within it than in my toe, especially when I am not 

paying attention to it? Even if attention is determined by patterns of activation within my brain, 

a part of my body, it does seem to be able to throw my concentration outside of myself in 

some powerful ways, such that whatever I focus on can feel far more me than the parts of my 

stomach which I cannot feel even as they digest my food.  

 

Which is more me? This depends on what is meant by “me” of course, but even in relatively 

common senses of these terms, careful examination reveals that little here is quite so simple. 

After all, different parts of my body feel differently in regard to their form, such that my eyes 

see light and my ears hear sounds and my skin feels touch, so should the extent to which any 

of these be seen as more or less me be determined by how intensely they impact me at a 



given moment, or in how much detail, or are some senses more me than others due to their 

very form? 

 

The Strangeness of Experiencing an Embodied Brain 

     “… the 'solution' of the problem of mind-body is to be found in a revision 
     of the preliminary assumptions  … which generate the problem …  
     traditional theories have separated … mind from organic life, and 
     thereby created mysteries. Restore the connection, and the problem of  
     how a mind can know an external world or even know that there is such 
     a thing is like the question of how an animal eats something external to  
     itself. 
      - John Dewey, Experience and Nature, 1914.dccxi 

  

While the body generally seems the boundary between what is inside and outside of me, and 

that this plays a crucial role in whatever might be meant by “me-ness” here, this too is hardly 

as simple as it might at first seem. When I eat or breathe, I bring substances within me that 

are outside of me, and yet, they become part of me. Still, I feel the air inside my lungs as if 

external, despite it being within me, while I feel the food within me as part of me nearly as 

soon as I swallow it. It does seem in all this that the more internal something is within my 

body the more it seems a part of me, this also seems to follow the contours of my nervous 

system and how it feels my body. My heart feels like me, but I cannot really feel it or control it, 

so it also seems beyond me in a sense despite being deep within my body. My hands, much 

more distant from the core of my body and at its surface, however, are much more directly 

under my control, and so they feel much more like me, even though I know they are less 

essential to my survival, which is to say, the continuance of me and my world in the world.  

 

Furthermore, if I play a musical instrument with skill, the instrument seems an extension of 

me. I explore “tone spaces” through the extensions of my fingers and the keys of a piano, for 

example. I do not consciously think of the micro-movements involved any more than when I 



walk.dccxii When I walk, I simply think of walking in the direction I want to, and the automatic 

parts of my motor-unconscious, in my cerebellum, do the rest, taking care of the micro-

movements involved.dccxiii Just as I explore physical space by thinking of a direction and 

letting my “legs” do the walking, when I am before a piano or synthesizer, I let my “fingers” 

explore “tone space” by means of the medium of the instrument. If I try to move my fingers 

ways as I would without such a keyboard, they don't do what they normally do, they need the 

keyboard there to do what they do, and in this sense, the keyboard becomes an extension of 

my body image when I explore “tone space” in such a way. It is likely the same with artists 

and their tools, those who play sports and various bits of equipment, and nearly anyone who 

drives a car.  

 

I feel a keyboard instrument as an extension of “me,” and while I cannot feel “inside” the 

keyboard as I can the inside of my fingers, I can feel the “tone space” I can access indirectly 

by means of it. I cannot directly feel my toenails or spleen, but I can feel their effects indirectly. 

Why are they considered part of me, and a musical instrument not? In some ways, I can feel 

aspects of my world in a far more rich and full way by means of a keyboard than my toenails 

or spleen. To say the latter are parts of my mineness and the keyboard not, because it is 

inorganic and detachable, is to define mineness around the contours of the body, even if my 

brain does not seem to, for when there is keyboard beneath my fingers, my brain in fact, 

according to scientists, sees it as part of my body-image.dccxiv  

 

My brain is perhaps the part of me that most feels like me yet also strangely least like me, for 

there is nothing about the brain which is not strange to nearly any sense of physical forms of 

feeling reality. For while the brain is made up of nerves, it has no nerve endings of the forms 

which permeate most of the rest of my body which would enable it to feel pressure or pain. 



Scientists have in fact shown that you can do surgery on the brain, and while the tissue 

surrounding the brain feels pain, the brain itself does not. For nerve endings in the brain, 

unlike those in so many other places in the body, are not sensitive to pressure or pain, but 

only their interconnected electrochemical pulsing.dccxv This allows it to nevertheless feel the 

pulses of all the other nerves which connect to it, to integrate and disassemble, rework and 

shatter, fragment and reweave and intertwine these with those which record traces of the 

past, and in some radically complex ways.  

 

I have more inter-connections in my brain than the rest of my body to a massive degree, and 

with a higher degree of types of differing, a notion which some scientists have referred to as a 

higher degree of complexity. My body's sensory capacities converge at my brain, and my 

motor capacities extend outwards from these. It should hardly be surprising in these regards 

that I feel myself the most intensely and in the most varied types of ways at this place. While 

some traditions around the world feel this innermost sense of me centers within the heart,dccxvi 

scientists have shown that one can stop the heart and the brain still continues to think, and 

that it is in this sense the brain which provides continuity to a sense of me-ness, for without 

the functioning of the brain, this does not happen.  

 

How strange that the part of me which feels like the center of me-ness does not feel anything, 

at least, not directly in the form of simple physical pressure, as is the case with so much of the 

rest of my feeling of myself in my body. What feels the most me within all this, the brain, is 

then that which only feels other parts of the body feeling as they do by its ability to feel 

electrochemical impulses from other nerves, and how these are impacted by other types of 

stimuli. This is not unlike how sound in the form of moving air can move the membrane in a 

microphone, which moves a magnet, which moves electrons in a wire, which moves a needle, 



which engraves grooves on a vinyl record, and then produces sound by playing this in 

reverse.  

 

Through this series of analogies, the brain nevertheless produces the most intense locus of 

me-ness or mineness in my experience. It is that which localizes some of my attentional 

awareness within my hand at one moment, and within my thoughts in another. Attention, this 

sense of intensity of me-ness, seems in this sense the extent to which my inner resources are 

devoted to a given experience, likely due to how much of my brain is working on a particular 

experience at a given time. Sometimes I can control this, but in moments of extremely intense 

experience this becomes more difficult. When I am in pain, or being tickled, or am about to 

sneeze, after all, it is difficult to concentrate on much else at a given moment. The brain 

seems to provide the sense of coherence of me-ness within this, unifying all the less intense 

experiences, such that I can have an experience in my hand and still experience this as an 

aspect of me rather than vice-versa. What is curious, of course, is that when I focus my 

attention on something I see outside of me, it feels as if there is a shift which is as much 

outside of me as within, or, when my attention is shifted involuntarily, such as by a loud noise, 

it feels like that stimulus has reached inside of me, inside of my world.  

 

The brain clearly is a part of the body, but it is a strange one, and the site of many 

strangenesses in regard to how our experience goes beyond simpler forms of restriction 

which appear in simpler physical systems. Even when I am lost deep in thought or dreaming, I 

am exploring rearrangements of ways in which my brain has abstracted from and otherwise 

reworked traces of past forms of incoming experiencing. While my brain feels its own 

weavings when I am lost in inner experience, those weavings are so deeply influenced by 

how experiences of the rest of the body have sculpted them. We do not know what it might be 



like to explore from within the networks of a brain which was never connected to a body, 

though perhaps the experience of infants gets the closest to this, even though the brains of 

infants were in contact with their bodies throughout gestation. Perhaps a brain never sculpted 

by inputs from a body would feel itself as something like madness. After all, sensory 

deprivation quickly leads to hallucination, essentially the brain producing its own stimuli as if 

the body had provided it, a state which also occurs in certain drug induced or psychotic 

states. In such cases, however, the brain still has memories of prior experiences from which 

to create new ones.  

 

Without such prior experiences, it is quite possible a brain might experience a neural 

equivalent of something like static on a television or radio, which is to say, continually activity 

which does not cohere, a type of active yet focus-less indistinction. Attention, particularly to 

the body, could in fact be one aspect of how awareness as we know it came to be. It may be 

possible one day to grow brains in laboratories, however, and we may even one day be able 

to experience these indirectly by some yet to be determined means. Perhaps without a body, 

the brain would not be able to experience me-ness to center its world, or only experience a 

plethora of these as its thoughts grasped each other, or perhaps it would not experience a 

world or even experience. Such a brain would still need to consume energy of course, and 

just as incredibly basic organisms seem to “hunger” for food, it seems unlikely that a brain 

would not “feel” deprived of energy if it were running low, and this could perhaps produce a 

sort of imbalance in the static which could lead to something like a nucleus from which 

something like an experience of mineness could grow.  

 

Some have even argued we may not know whether or not we are not really living within the 

world as it seems, but rather, something like “brains in vats,” living within simulations 



produced by stimulation of disembodied brains.dccxvii The extent to which this could matter, of 

course, seems to hinge upon the extent to coming to realize this could impact how we 

interpret our world and the stakes for action within it, or the ability of one world to impact what 

is beyond it, if it even makes sense to refer to these as multiple worlds rather than differing 

sides of one. Others have argued that this world could all be a hallucination or dream, and 

again, this would only seem to matter if we could localize a way for this to make a difference 

beyond our current sense of things. Since I have never experienced any reason to think either 

of these are the case, certainly not in ways which seem to be able to make any difference, 

there seems little reason to spend more time on such concerns.dccxviii  

 

But thinking about the brain can often lead to such unusual places, and this is in part because 

the brain is able to seemingly violate the laws which constrain simpler systems, even if it can 

only be felt in this way from within. In the physical world, a person can be within a car, but not 

the other way around, and while I can eat a cookie, it cannot eat me. Large things can contain 

small things, but not reverse, and while some forms of matter can stretch and bend, there 

seems no way for multiple such things to contain each other at the same time without cutting 

or breaking.dccxix Such exclusions are perhaps precisely what is meant by physical 

experience, but the sorts of experiences which manifests inside of me seem to either be 

poorly served by the term containment, or contain each other in ways which are far beyond 

such restrictions. That is, my body contains my experience which contains my world which 

has my body as an aspect. In this sense, my experience is like the famous snake that “eats its 

own tail,” or the Phoenix which gives birth to itself, or the famed Garuda which hatches from 

an egg while the egg is in mid-flight.  

 

My body and my mineness seem to include each other, yet each differently. We may imagine 



this strange, or think it impossible for this to be the case, but then again, few experiences are 

more common to us. Rather than see any of this as strange or try to explain it away, these 

need to be understood in regard to the structure of the brain. For neural topologies make it 

such that circuits are able to feedback upon themselves, and through many differing 

pathways, with multiple copies of each of these, such that they can contain each other in 

different parts of the brain at different times, or feed back and forward in other curious ways 

which would be simply impossible in any physical system of lesser complexity. No wonder I 

can think of a notion of greenness which includes peas and limes which include it as well. The 

complex webs of the brain has connectional potentials far exceed those of things like cookies 

and cars. Such neural topologies nevertheless help describe how it is that it is possible to 

experience physical matters, which seem to have limited forms of containment, in ways which 

nevertheless go beyond in this, in ways not dissimilar to how my body is an aspect of its world 

of experience of which this very body is an aspect.  

 

Networks of Horizonal Openings at the Limits of My World 

     “The horizon is exactly that which escapes thought,”  
      - Michel Henry, The Essence of Manifestation (1963).dccxx  
 

The brain is not the only curious aspects of experience. There are aspects in my experience 

of my world in and through my body which are open and dynamic rather than closed and 

static, and these are crucial to the way experience manifests itself as mine in and through my 

body as networks of open and dynamic and stable and more static aspects. One example of 

this was already mentioned earlier, such as when I walk down the street. There are horizons 

of my vision which stretch before me, and if I walk towards the point where the ground meets 

the sky, I will never reach this, even though new experiences will emerge in the direction I am 

walking, and others fade behind me. The same thing happens if I stand still, there are 



horizons to my vision on the peripheries, and when I turn my head, I experience more sights 

which shift in relation to this. My hearing and touch, and in fact all my senses have such 

horizons, if all of these sensory modalities are fuzzier and less distinct than my vision. Even 

physical matters can be understood as horizons of sorts. If I pull the bark off a bit of a branch 

to see the wood of a tree below, I have opened one horizon to reveal another at the limits of 

my experience. If I boil water, I realize that the bubbles of steam arising from “within” the 

water emerge from some horizon to the realm of the very small which I cannot see, a 

molecular level from which these bubbles arise, even as various scientific instruments make it 

possible for me to access some of what lies beyond my more immediate horizons in this way.   

 

Horizons are of course fundamentally peculiar experiences, or as Michel Henry would have it: 

“The horizon is precisely that which escapes thought at the very moment when it wishes to 

intuit its essence.”dccxxiWere there no horizons of this sort described here, it seems difficult to 

see how my experience could occur at all. Everything would likely be immediately and fully 

present to me, without limit or change, only pure immediacy of oneness and stasis, all of 

which is nothing like any experience I have known. Experience is rather opening on to 

excessive moreness which reaches in and through the here and now as it unfolds, shifts, and 

changes as my feelings reach into it and vice-versa. In this, the manner in which the world 

has openings within it seems then as crucial as its unity, for it is only in a disjunct unity that 

motion, sensation, memory, change, or development are even possible. The world is porous 

with opening, and what seems closed one minute simply conceals the potentials for opening 

within it which may manifest the next, all in regard to how networks shift in, around, and 

through it, revealing openings here and closing others there and vice-versa in a relational 

weaving which is beyondingly more, one in which there must be enough unity and closedness 

for difference and openness to manifest against these, and vice-versa.  



 

Many of the aspects of my world weave together relatively determinate networks of nodes 

and more fluid opening on to grounding contexts and processes and various process of 

shifting transformation in regard to these. When I walk around a tree, observing it as I do, I 

see my experience shift. If I walk around the tree counter-clockwise, the side of the tree 

towards the direction in which I am walking unfolds new aspects relative to my movement, 

even as others are absorbed back into the join between the tree and its contexts on the 

reverse side as I walk away from these. If I hold an object in my hand and turn it around, 

some sides of it are revealed and others concealed, depending on how I move the object 

around. Some objects move in relation to me as well, and in this sense, I may only see one 

side of a bird in flight until it turns around on its own accord.  

 

Any relatively coherent worldslice of my world is a networking in this way of opening and 

relatively closed horizons in a unique pattern which I have come to recognize as the 

signatures or unique types of these. These patternings are in a sense the grammars of the 

utterances of my world. This does not mean that this grammar is necessarily elsewhere or 

beyond experience. When I walk around a tree, I very much experience the unfolding of visual 

experiences in the direction in which I walk, the folding on the reverse side, and the shifting of 

all the other visual experiences in these contexts in relation to this. To say I do not experience 

these would be as if to say that looking at a whirlpool, I do not see the whirlpool in its twisting, 

only the water, but I clearly see the twisting as how the water intertwines its aspects. Likewise 

with the weaving of the patterns of relative opening and enclosing in the complex knottings of 

the carvings of my world. When I recognize a tree as a tree, I recognize similarities in the 

pattern whereby it weaves its openings and closings with those of other similar weavings, but 

when I see a particular tree, I very much experience the patterning as the form of the content 



in question, and with no firm binary division between these. The form is merely that which 

remains the most stable, the relative symmetries and sites of balance, within the flux of 

opening change.  

 

What gives rise to these patterns are also no more beyond experience than anything else. 

After all, if I try to see what is causing the tree to unfold the way it does, I can peel back some 

bark, and see the wood underneath, and I will only ever encounter more networking levels of 

such weavings and knottings of openings and enclosures, stabilities and shiftings. There is no 

“behind' experience, for if I try to get behind it, to reveal the tree causing the tree within my 

experience, I can experience more aspects of this tree, but no tree beyond the tree, only the 

many aspects of experience in its knotting and unknotting networkings, in ever new ways. 

This is not to say that there are not experiences which are more or less mediated. But such 

determinations are interpretations of my experience, determinations that some are due to 

causes more mediate and others less so, even if the causes and the effects are only ever 

aspects of this experiencing, if differingly interpreted in such ways.dccxxii  

 

In this my body is the pattern of horizonal openings and relative stabilities whereby and in 

relation to which all the others manifest. My body is relatively stable in regard to what is 

around it, for while it changes, it does so slowly and in rather regular ways. This allows it to 

provide a context and frame of reference in regard to which I can distinguish and assess 

various other types of change in my world. Were my eye not similarly stable in regard to how 

it registers incoming light, it would be difficult to concentrate on the light because I would 

continually have to factor in how my eye is changing how it registers this light for me. But 

since my eye stays mostly invariant, I can rely upon it as that against which I can relatively 

determine the manifestations of other sort of change, even if I can only relatively determine its 



stability in relation to these in turn. So it is with all my sensory modalities. In this sense I am 

as much a network of diversities and openings as stabilities and regularities. Let us examine 

some of these diversities and openings, which manifest most commonly as horizons, and the 

manner in which I am as much a network of horizons as more stable experiencings.  

 

There are my outer horizons, such as those already described in regard to my senses, but 

there are also inner horizons. For example, if I try to recollect some experience from my past, 

I seem to only be able to do so to a limited degree of precision. While I can try to impress 

something deeply upon my memory and memorize it, so to speak, if I do not do this relatively 

quickly after something happens, similar experiences tend to blur and blend into each other 

over time, and I forget much of the distinctness and discreteness of such aspects of my past. 

This fuzziness of memories as I try to examine them in detail is not unlike the fuzziness of my 

vision at the peripheries, if also different in its way.  

 

The more distant in time, or the less impact an event had upon me when it occurred, the less I 

seem able to recall that memory with any degree of distinctness and concrete detail. 

Furthermore, if I try to reach my earliest memory, first memory, the origins of my memory, or 

anything like this, I do not seem able to do so. Everything becomes fuzzy and indistinct, and 

the boundary between memory and fantasy seems even more porous than usual, and 

seemingly increasingly so the further back I try to go. I do not have any firm sense of a first 

memory, and even if I try to hold on to a particular memory as my earliest, I still have a vague 

sense that I must have memories before this, if indistinct ones that I seem unable to grasp in 

any firm way. If I try to go beyond this feeling, and touch where my memories, fantasies, 

anticipations, dreams, or other similar experiences seem to come from, I only seem to find 

myself back within them.  



 

Similarly, I cannot seem to be able to reach the place in my experience from which my 

thoughts arise. My thoughts seem to emerge from within me, but as if from everywhere and 

nowhere, if more internally than externally. Scientists tell me that thoughts arise from the 

brain, and while it feels like my thoughts come from my brain in some sense, perhaps I only 

feel this because I have heard scientists tell me this is so since childhood. And yet, there 

always seem more thoughts, more memories, more fantasies, so there must be an opening or 

horizon from which these arise, but its location seems within me yet indeterminate and hard to 

localize. While I feel my thoughts arise to some extent due to my own intentions, some 

thoughts arise seemingly of their own accord. If try to grasp the part of me that chooses to 

think something or not, this seems as futile as trying to reach the core or origin of my 

memories, or the locus from where my thoughts emerge.  

 

The same can be said of my decisions. For from where in my world do my will or my 

decisions arise? I seem to decide to do things, after all, but what part of me does this? 

Certainly my toes do not seem to do the deciding within me. Rather, it feels as if decisions 

come from everywhere and nowhere, for my capacity for decision is not localized within my 

body my capacity for sight is at least partially localized within my eyes. Decisions are peculiar, 

for it always feels as if I am before a decision or after it, but the moment of decision itself 

seems always oddly elsewhere, as if something within me decides, but that getting that 

something to coincide with my experiencing of it in its fullness is always a bit out of sync with 

itself.  

 

Furthermore, if I am focused on an external threat which I see, and from which I decide to run, 

my decision to run still feels like it comes from within me rather than from what frightens me, 



even if the sensation of fear seems prompted by that, and spreads to provide an entire tone to 

the feeling of my world. Still, the feeling to run is different from the fear, and it feels as if this 

feeling comes from deep within me, from my head and brain, heart or gut. Moods and 

emotions can be equally difficult to place of course. The fear I just described seems to arise 

from without, but my entire world takes on its general tone. Or when I am depressed or sad, it 

seems as if the world is sad. Tastes are sad, sights are sad, everything feels sad, but when I 

am happy or elated, it is the reverse, the very air and sunshine feel joyful, and my joy feels 

airy and sunlike.  

 

Many of these interior more abstract experiences are often prompted by external experiences, 

but they still seem to arise in their way from within. In fact, it seems as if all these inner 

experiences come from one multiplicitous inner horizon which always slips from grasp, from 

which emerge memories, fantasies, decisions, thoughts, and in fact all of the aspects of my 

inner world. That is, I seem like a network within the fabric of my experience which stretches 

from my inner horizons to my outer ones, all of these layered on top of one another in a 

variety of ways.  

 

Just as with external horizons, inner horizons seem to indicate openings on the world which 

do not seem closeable in any simple sense. It is perhaps not surprising that these seem to 

roughly map to what scientists tell me about the structure of my nervous system, and my 

central nervous system and brain in particular. My thoughts, memories, moods, imaginations, 

decisions, and other such inner experiences seem to arise from an inner horizon which is 

probably something like the limits of the patterns of activation which comprise my conscious 

awareness in my brain. These are physical networkings, even if highly complex ones. My 

body, nervous system, and brain in this manner intertwine various sorts of sensory “fingers” or 



“feelers,” some of which extend within my body, and some outside of it. The limits of what my 

visual “fingers” can feel are the horizons of my vision, just as the limits of my neural “feelers” 

are the limits of my ability to feel my memories and the networks in the brain from which they 

arise.  

 

All of the horizons described here, whether inner or outer, are in this sense openings onto 

sites of change, with the more stable experiences those which I use to compare with these to 

assess them I various ways, with my body being the core experiential network and site of 

networking within this. In regard to this, some of the most powerful sites of change within my 

world arise at the body of others.  

 

Experience has taught me that the bodies of others are horizons as well for them in ways 

which are similar to how my body is a horizon to me. Just as my visual horizon is an opening 

whereby change emerges in the world of my experience at its visual limits, and the same with 

each sense, and just as my inner horizons are the openings whereby change emerges at the 

limits of my world from within and in ways which follow the contours of my nervous system 

and brain, so other people report similar experiences. The more similar their bodies, the more 

similar their experiences. I have two arms, but some people do not, I have olive skin tone so I 

do not feel much pain from when the Sun shines strongly, while others feel quite a bit. Most 

powerfully, however, other people have different memories, which is to say, they have 

different brains sculpted differently by different experiences, and this radically impacts how 

they understand experiences, not in some otherworldly way, but because the physical 

networks of the most complex aspect of their bodies, namely, their brains, differ from mine.   

 

The horizons described above are examples of grounds, neither fully inside nor fully beyond 



the networks they ground yet essential to understanding how they intertwine with others and 

emerge in relation to these. The body is a network which networks inner and outer grounds 

together as horizons, even as it networks together the more stable aspects of its world as 

nodes and networks as well. Of course, the body is also a ground, for it is the ground of my 

experience, a horizon as well as a network. It can be seen as a node, link, or network at 

multiple levels of scale as well, of course, for this depends on how it is networked to give rise 

to an experience or interpretation, being this or that only in relation. 

 

To bring this together, my body seems one of the most general horizons within my 

experience, that which networks others within each other, folding inside and outside upon and 

within and through each other. Just as my body is an aspect of the world beyond it, and their 

relation produces the horizons at the limits of my senses, so my brain and body when 

experienced from within have limits as well, and this produces my sense of inner horizons. As 

my sense of sight or hearing become fuzzy and indistinct at their limits, so it is with my 

nervous and related systems for inner feeling. My memories, anticipations, fantasies, 

thoughts, willings, all these arise from within my body and brain, and I can only feel these 

from within according to the limits of my nervous and related systems feel my body from 

within. In this sense, my body weaves together the inner horizons from which my thoughts, 

feelings, and sensations emerge, and the outer horizons from which my sensations of the 

outside world emerge. My experience can therefore be seen as a fabric stretched between 

these horizons, with the body and its brain as a twist within this.  

 

Worldtwisting, Or Experiencing How My Body Twists the Outside World Within, and 

Inner Experience Without 



    "… The "solution" of the problem of mind-body is to be found in a revision of the 
    preliminary assumptions about existence which generate the problem,”  
     - John Dewey, Experience and Nature, (1925).dccxxiii 
 

My body networks together my inner and outer horizons and aspects into a world which 

manifests as mine, twists my world outside in and inside out at the site of my body in the 

process. In what follows, this sort of networking will be described as worldtwisting, or 

experiencing. Those aspects of the world which twist a world in this way making it theirs will 

be called worldtwists, or experiencers, and the aspects of their worlds, up to and including 

their worlds, will be called experienceds.  

 

Worldtwists and worldtwisting defy more limited physical notions of twisting just as the sorts of 

containment which manifest in more interior neural forms of experiencing defy the limits of 

physical forms of containment. A simple form of physical twisting can be seen in the manner 

in which one can twist a rope, even if a more radical sort twisting occurs if one takes a tube or 

a balloon and turn it inside out. In such a situation, inside twists out and vice-versa. This can 

be done more radically if one takes a circular inner-tube, such as that inside a bicycle tire, and 

turns it inside out. This requires cutting it, turning it inside out, rolling the twist through the 

entire tire, and reconnecting one end to the other. But what if you cut the tire, turn one end 

inside out by folding it back upon itself, do not roll this turn throughout the entire tube, yet try 

to connect this to the other end? This is impossible to do without cutting the tube further, at 

least, not within the standard forms of space and time which dominate the confines of the 

simple physical world. Mathematicians, however, have equations to describe such a shape, 

and they call it a Klein bottle, after the man who discovered it. Jacques Lacan has famously 

argued that human experience is not unlike a Klein bottle, a shape which is often described 

as having neither inside nor outside, for if you were to imagine walking along the surface of 

the Klein bottle in the direction of its twists, you would notice the space around you twist 



outside in, and then once again, such that you end up back where you started after two twists, 

but with no firm boundary between these.dccxxiv  

 

Of course, within physical space time as we know it, this is not possible, for I have never 

experienced physical space turning itself inside out or outside in, not to mention without a firm 

break. Perhaps this happens in black holes, but no human has reported even getting close to 

these. That said, for Lacan, aspects of human experience, phenomenon like this can be seen, 

particularly in regard to experiences of time. My past unfolds as my future and so in some 

sense must contain it as potential, and yet, once this unfolds, the future contains my past as 

an aspect of it. This is just one example of how for Lacan lived temporality has something 

quite non-orientable about it.   

 

The semi-paradoxical and non-orientabledccxxv aspects of experiencing which resemble 

aspects of Klein bottles can be seen in a variety of ways beyond that of time, however. My 

body is a part of my world of experience of which my body is a part. I remember my body 

yesterday, and this memory is within my body which remembers this today. My thoughts 

contain my world which contains my body, which can be contained within my past as memory 

and future as anticipation. My past and future contain my body, even as they are contained in 

turn within the brain which is within my body. My experience is contained within my body, 

which contains my brain, which contains my experience, which contains my world, which 

contains the world beyond my body, which contains my body, which contains my brain, which 

contains my experience.  

 

The vertigo of such descriptions, the loops and seeming paradoxes, are those of the Klein 

bottle, with abstract and concrete, inside and outside, twisting themselves inside and out as 



one follows experience in its twists. Nothing is stranger, at least, if one uses physical 

containment as one's standard, but this sort of containment is in fact much more common, for 

it is the containment which we are, such that simple physical containment can be seen as in 

fact a simplified form of a more general notion of containment which has complex aspects far 

beyond these. What is perhaps strangest about this is that it feels strange to speak of what is 

so much a part of our daily lives in a manner which is equally richly descriptive yet so far from 

the ways we describe experiences of the more concrete aspects of our physical world.  

 

To be the experiencer I am is in some sense to be a worldtwisting in this way. I can see an 

object out in the world, and fold it into myself as visual experience. This can intertwine with 

memories of similar objects from the past which unfold to meet it. These can intertwine in 

such a way as to unfold into action outside of me, and I reach out and grab the object, which I 

then see in turn. My initial experience fold inside to me to become action which folds outside 

me to become new experiences which fold back within me again and back. From experience 

without to action within there is a twisting which is quite different from that which can happen 

with a rope in three dimensional space. I fold experience into the past to select the right 

memories to recognize what I see, fold the past into the future by producing anticipations, 

these intertwine in the experiences in the present, and I fold this all outward as action which 

folds back into me as new experience in turn.  

 

In this way I am a complexly weaving unfolding and folding as I turn the world outside-in as 

experience, and inside out as action. And at the climax of the twist, there is the massively 

multiplicitous twisting of my neural networks which takes this to baroque levels of complexity. 

There is nothing otherworldly here, for it can do this quite physically, by means of continually 

shifting and looping topologies far more complex than anything seen within the physical 



matters of the world beyond the brain. As later sections of this text will work to make clear, 

there is no need to see what brains do as mystical, they are simply more complex than other 

networks in the world. And by means of this, they can twist the world in ways which make the 

physical twisting of the sort possible in the physical world beyond it look beyond rudimentary.  

 

In these senses, a Klein bottle is a nicely descriptive metaphor for what this feels like to fold 

the world outside in oneself as sensation, fold this within the past which unfolds as 

anticipation to meet this, intertwine these in complexly twisting topologies within the brain, and 

then retwist and unfold this inside out as action which can then be experienced as sensation 

in turn. Words often fail to do justice to our everyday experience in its full complexity, and so, 

metaphors can at times be helpful. What is perhaps the most food for thought in this, 

however, is that the same networks activated by the incoming sensation of the color of the 

table are those called up by memory of the table, such that the past literally overlaps with the 

present, literally containing itself, if in a highly complex and distributedly neural sense.dccxxvi  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four: Worldtwisting: Or, Networking Experiencing Worlds Beyond Dualisms 

    “It would be a mistake to conceive of the psychical and the physical aspects of  
    matter as two aspects absolutely distinct. Viewing a thing from the outside,  
    considering its relations of action and reaction with other things, it appears as  
    matter. Viewing a thing from the inside, looking at its immediate character as  
    feeling, it appears as consciousness.”  

      - C.S. Peirce, “Man's [sic] Glassy Essence,” (1892).dccxxvii   

 

From the perspective articulated in the preceding sections, there seems much to Spinoza's 

notion that “the human mind is an idea, the object of which is the body.”dccxxviii While it seems 

likely that only experiencers with complex brains likely to feel themselves feeling this in a 

manner similar to how complex experiencers such as humans usually seem to do, there is no 

need for something like a soul or transcendental subject to explain this, nor to reify off the 

human from the webs of emergence of which there seems every reason to think they are 

aspects.dccxxix Let us now then bring this all together, fleshing out some of the details with 

some assistance from neuroscience.  

 



Neural Ego-Imaging and Beyond 

      “... the world and I are within one another,”  
       - Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The     
       Phenomenology of Perception (1945) CHECK REF.dccxxx  
 
As described in the preceding chapters, there seems every reason to understand the notion 

of a self as the manner in which an experiencer dynamically feels its body from within in a 

relatively unified manner, with the limits of its body and self in this case being whatever it feels 

these to be. This would be a dynamic and processural networking of networkings which is 

heterogeneous to its core, exhibiting a shifting and distributed consistency, more a density or 

pole within experience than anything else, one which is relationally constituted in continual 

tension with the networks of various other poles of experience such as abstract, world, 

concrete, potential, outside, and beyond.  

 

Complex neural experiencers such as humans of course seem to do this in particularly 

complex ways, and in ways which can account for an experience of self in relation to the 

body. As many neuroscientists have shown, our brains learn to develop maps of maps of 

incoming experience, including those providing continual feedback from the muscular 

systems in their bodies. When the patterns of activation which map these as a whole are 

grasped by other networks in a relatively discrete, abstract meta-level, the result a neural 

imagining of the general schema of the body as it feels from within.dccxxxi This dynamic feeling 

of body-schema forms the nucleus out of which an imaging of the body from without comes 

about, and by means of this, giving rise to the rudiments of an ego-image which can then be 

used to envisage potential actions, and when this is recursively boot-strapped, it becomes 

possible to plan multi-stage actions by means of this.  

 

Many contemporary theorists have argued that what is generally considered a body-image of 



this sort likely evolved precisely in processes of motor planning.dccxxxii When such an ego-

imaging is intertwined in complex webs of feedback with mirror-neurons, which activate both 

when we do something and others do, and internal imagings of the bodies of others and of 

words such as “I” or “me,” all of these influence and modulate the others, giving rise to a 

relatively stable set of patterns of activation, along with the neural mappings which support 

these. What is more, as human experiences may come into contact with various imagistic and 

linguistic cultures, they may internalize images and notions of self from that culture, and link 

these up with their inner body images, with each influencing the others. From such a 

perspective, it becomes easier to see how experiencers can feel the flow of their 

experiencing, but then use a relatively discrete image of the self to imagine what it may have 

done in the past, or could do later. In this, a subject may even see their own body, as if from 

without, doing this or that, or imagine what it would feel like from the inside to do this or that.  

 

I can, in such a way, grasp myself as an inner image, imagining myself doing this or that in 

the future, or in mere fantasy, or in memory, or even, by drawing the circle closer and closer to 

the present, try to grasp myself doing what I am doing in the present. When I do this, I feel 

myself both in the flow of what I am doing as a twisting within my world, but also as an image 

which is grasped by the feelers of this twisting's neural feelers just as any other inner image 

would be. The inner image is of course just a pattern of activation within my neural weavings, 

a pattern of sync, a feeling of my inner neural networkings, and one which my brain has 

sculpted over time as it has formed its pathways. It is easy to see why many have described 

the self as an inner image, a sort of inner “thing,” and have imagined that this is what does the 

feeling inside the brain, body, and world.  

 

But when this inner imaging is seen as an extension of how my brain works to grasp states it 



recreates of the past or imagines of the future by means of an image of the body, one layered 

with various cultural imaginings of the body and selves, as well as the “I” within language, this 

process is in many senses demystified. To others, I am, in many senses, like an inner invisible 

nucleus within my body. But look for that nucleus within me, and one finds only my brain. If I 

imagine myself on the model whereby I model the way I imagine others from without, which is 

to say, as having an inner nucleus within them, then I may come to imagine myself the same 

way, and to imagine even that this is the same as the image I have of my body from without, 

one useful for thinking of what I did in the past and could do in the future, as well as the “I” 

which fixes my place as a speaker and writer within language. Each of these resonates with 

the other, and I may come to imagine myself as a sort of inner thing.  

 

And yet, if I am not thinking “of” myself, if I am not trying to grasp this inner image of myself, it 

disperses, and I become lost once again in the flow of experience, simply as the twist of 

mineness within the world as my world. Self as image and self as twisting are of course both 

aspects of how I feel myself feeling my brain feeling my body feeling the world as its world. 

None of them are “false” experiences of my self, because the self is not a thing, nor ca nit be 

experienced in error or incorrectly. There is an image self, and it is part of my world, and there 

is the twisting self, one which can grasp this image self as it grasps any other image it thinks 

of, even if this is a particular useful one, if one which can be understood in a variety of ways 

which can give rise to all sorts of cultural formations which can lead us to imagine that such 

an image is what “we really are.” 

 

But what even is such a “mental image”? My brain's living wires strengthen some connections 

over others, giving rise to flows of inhibitions and amplifications in regard to their patterns of 

pulsations. Some of these can be activated in particular ways which have mapped abstract 



patterns derived from my body maps, developing in this way an abstract inner “image” of my 

body. When I think of “myself,” I may feel an inner “image” of my body arise in my thinking, 

and in this way, I activate this pattern of activation within my brain, one which is, like all such 

networks, full of fuzzily overdetermined dynamic networkings with various others. If I think of 

myself “about to go hiking,” my self-image may be more physically oriented, leading to 

differing associations with more of my motor cortexes, while if I think of myself in regard to my 

life-story, it is likely that more historical associations are activated. Perhaps there is not even 

one such pattern of activations in my brain, as the brain so often produces multiple versions 

of the same thing. Either way, there is likely a fuzzy and multiplicitous series of patterns of 

activations within the living wires of my brain which have a “family resemblance” which shows 

up in various ways in which I can think about myself as an image.  

 

But such an imagining is not anything like a visual image, no matter how much it may at times 

feel like this. It likely feels like this, of course, in that in order to imagine my body from without, 

I not only need to activate patterns of activation within the maps of my body's musculature, 

but also the visual cortexes, because I am not only imagining how I might position my body to 

do this or that, but what it would be like to see myself doing this as if from without. After all, if I 

imagine myself hiking, I may get a picture of what I would look like hiking, as if seen by a 

friend hiking along with me, even if, in this case, I am seeing myself as if from the outside, 

from my present to the projected future. So many inner feelings of the brain from within have 

visual content, that the visual cortex is one of the largest and most connected in the brain, 

and perhaps this is why inner brain feelings have come to be called “images” in this sense.  

 

To imagine myself hiking is to give rise to a pattern of activation, a pulsating sync not unlike 

that of a vortex in water, one which is more than the mere sum of its parts, which emerges as 



the pulses within the feedbacks within my neural networks separate out from the noise of 

random pulsations and sync up with each other. The way they do this, felt from inside, in 

regard to these particular neural networks and all the rippling projections of activations to 

which they give rise in turn, is the feeling of the inner parts of my body which feels like the 

inner image I have of myself. I recreate this feeling each and every time I think of myself as 

an image. The thinking is this reactivation of this pattern of activation as sync within my neural 

networkings.  

 

Is this pattern of activation me? Thank goodness no. They are a particular way of feeling my 

body from within, similar to how I may tense a muscle in my arm to feel it from within, only 

here, I am feeling far more complex neural networking from within by activating them in a way 

which triggers my visual cortexes and my motor cortexes, the visual cortexes activated not 

from visual stimuli from without but neural stimulation from within, and the motor cortexes not 

activated in ways which produce action, but in ways which are inhibited by others to merely 

“imagine” actions.dccxxxiii I “see” things but not from without, I feel things in my body, but not 

because it is in motion, and this happens because I feel my neural networking from within by 

activating them in particular ways, and I am these networkings as much as this way of feeling 

them, such that I feel myself activating and activate these as feeling.  

 

I may do this quite frequently, but each time I do, I recreate this image from microfeatures 

within many other maps in my brain. The color of my hair is in the color maps, and if my self-

image is detailed in this way, perhaps if I am thinking of getting a hair-cut, then my self-image 

draws the color of my hair from the same color maps it uses to recognize and think about any 

and all colors. The color of my hair is shared with that of many other brown things in the 

world, and this is part of my self image, distributed in my color maps. Each time I recompose 



my self-image, I do so by weaving distributed networkings in my brain, often not even the 

same ones, even if there is likely a common nucleus to them, and some which can trigger the 

pattern as a whole. But like all other memories and reworkings thereof to produce 

imaginations, anticipations, and fantasies within in my brain, my self-image is reconstructed 

from micro-aspects each and every time I think of it.  

 

In this sense, my self-image is not even a static image, such as seen in photographs or other 

physical static images, or even moving images on a cinema screen. The image in my brain is 

a feeling state, one which recreates itself from widely distributed patterns of sync within micro-

features within maps dispersed far and wide within the brain, all brought into a pattern of 

dynamic sync not unlike a cloud of fireflies within clouds of clouds of them which all pulse 

together in unison on some rare occasions, and then sink back into each flickering each in 

their own way.dccxxxiv Recursion, feedback, intermodulation. My self-imaging is a dynamic 

networking, not unlike that of a whirlpool.  

 

And if this, the most thing-like aspect of my inner experiencing, is not a thing or even static 

image, but a dynamic process, recreated each time, a complex networking in sync, how much 

then the more complex flows which it is often used, in its limited way, to represent? Why limit 

my sense of myself to the image of my body, no matter how much I may enrich this with 

associations and bits of narrative and memory, hopes and anticipations? This is an imaging of 

my body, and this can grasp an aspect of my continual re-selfings, in all their networked 

multiplicity, but why reduce myself to this? And even this, at its most thing-like and image-like, 

is hardly as thing-like as many would have it seem. And it is certainly nothing mystical or 

otherworldy. Rather, it is simply how some very complex flows and feedbacks form patterns of 

sync in living wires which feel how they do this from within.  



 

Such networkings may of course play crucial roles in our lives, particularly as they are used 

frequently, and there is every reason to think that the patterns of activation which produce an 

image of our body get used in many sorts of neural circuits beyond those of merely 

remembering or planning bodily actions. This is likely in fact precisely how and why what was 

originally likely used for such rather ordinary forms of motor coordination was likely 

repurposes, or “exapted” (to use a term employed by evolutionary biologists), for other 

purposes.dccxxxv By means of association, this process could then be put in reverse, as so 

often happens in the brain, whereby that which formed a link in one direction is then linked 

back to from another. In such a way, body-imagings can be linked with words and bits of 

narratives and memories and beyond to give rise to ego-imagings which then, due to back-

propagation, get written into the neural machinery as wiring patterns which are strongly linked 

and hence more likely to activate in this way in the future. These body and ego-imagings then 

become self-reinforcing habits of relating to ourselves and others, particularly when looped 

into image and linguistic cultures we share with others.  

 

But in many senses, my ego-image is little more than a sort of neural “handle” I use to pick up 

or grasp my sense of self in its more dynamic multiplicity, but it seems little more than this. 

This is not to say we may not quite often live relatively reifiedly, self-ing in our worlds in ways 

which have rigidly policed boundaries, and the more we imagine our selves on the model of 

our ego-images, the more this can become a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy. Many 

psychoanalysts have in fact argued that this is often what leads to various sorts of mental 

distress, when a people imagine that they need to fit into a particularly limited image they 

have of themselves, or a narrative linked to this, which restricts how they understand their 

potentials in the future.dccxxxvi  



 

All of this could be woven differently, and despite the manner in which language and image 

cultures tend to standardize such things, there are times in which this in fact does occur. 

Human infants, for example, seem to have a rather porous sense of self, one which is still in 

the process of abstracting body imagings which could give rise to ego-imagings. Infants come 

to understand their ego-images in reified ways which they at least partly learn from cultures 

which teach them to do so. What is more, in various situations, body-imagings and ego-

imagings may not quite line up with each other, or even imagings of the body from without, 

such as can be seen in phantom-limb pain and those who suffer from body dysmorphic 

issues. Various prostheses and extensions of the body, from musical instruments to language, 

can create extensions of aspects of these imagings which come into sync with some aspects 

of body and ego-imagings more than others.  

 

Furthermore, many adult human experiencers may have more porous senses of self than are 

standard within various societies, despite modulatory pressures to the contrary. Those often 

described as artists, experiencing various psychotic states, visionaries, those taking particular 

chemicals, and those with connections to the world of the sacred often describe self-states 

which differ from those which many may consider the norm, and then often return to states in 

which they can use such structures as others do, with their many practical advantages, to 

navigate our worlds together. Because body and ego-imagings are often used to differentiate 

inner and outer experiences, this can often give rise to differing interpretations of the 

boundaries between these, often described as disturbances in “reality testing” by those with 

narrow minds,dccxxxvii and often in hopes of controlling others, in regard to what they often fear 

as the multiplicitous potentials of ways of relating to experiencing.  

 



None of which is to say such states of more porous ego-imaging are pleasant, for in fact, they 

are often described as terrifying, particularly when they are arise involuntarily in regard to 

stress, a process which is also often debilitating, as relatively stable and centered ego-

imagings are so helpful for navigating social worlds. Many suffer from being unable to cohere 

around ego-imagings as they might like in various situations, and desire help in shoring up 

their ability to do so. But this should not be seen as indicating that egos are images, or even 

functions, but rather, forms of intertwining which could be woven differently.  

 

It is unclear the extent to which animals with simpler neural systems than humans have ego-

imagings, though some form of body-imaging seems helpful in basic coordination of the body 

and its aspects with various stimuli. Body-imagings may be useful, but to then image these 

from without and link these up with other imagings, as something like an ego-imaging, is 

something more. While my dog likely needs some sort of body-imaging processing to be able 

to jump and play, he shows no evidence of something like complex ego-imaging, at least from 

the outside. He seems unable to plan multi-stage actions, and so, it is likely he cannot image 

his body-imagings to produce meta-imagings which could give rise to ego-imagings of the sort 

that I do.  

 

From Ego-Imaging to Dynamic Emerging 

 

Many researchers now think that that conscious awareness is likely the largest pattern of sync 

within the patterns of activation of the brain at a given moment.dccxxxviii This can focus on ego 

or body-imagings by means of thalamo-cortical attentional amplification, but it can also focus 

on other things, even if the these body and ego-imagings are likely used for various conscious 

and unconscious processes on a relatively continual basis. Decisions likely start in networks 



which are beyond those which are immediately conscious, even if often in ways which can be 

vetoed by those which are, for it is not unreasonable to think that the role of ego-imagings in 

imagining potential actions and their consequences is part of how this evolved. That is, 

actions likely arise as the brain explores possible body states, and those which are extended 

into action are those which are least inhibited by the ways in which various incoming stimuli 

trigger memories of negative consequences from analogous actions in the past.dccxxxix While 

ego-imagings seem closely related to how our conscious networks veto various actions even 

after they have begun, such as seen in basic physical reflexes, most actions beyond these 

likely loop through ego-imagings to some extent in conscious ways.  

 

Within this, feedback between various neural patterns of activation can occur in various forms 

of recursion which could give rise to the sort of experiences described by meditators of 

various traditions and practices, for example, in the Dzogchen or Cha'an/Zen traditions, in 

which the self becomes one with pure awareness, wide-awake, clear, yet with no clear 

experience of anything like an ego-image.dccxl This can also be used to understand the 

experience of thinking oneself thinking (in the mode of doubting) described by Descartes, 

particularly in his famed notions of “I think, I exist” as well as “I think, therefore I exist,” and 

immortalized as “the cogito,” or the “I think” (Latin), ever since.dccxli That said, there is no 

longer a need to understand this in dualist terms. Such experiences can be understood as 

how our neural weavings dynamically feel each other feeling themselves from within. Ego-

imaging is of course one form of self-ing within the body as felt from within as experience, and 

in a moment of grasping the self imaging itself, it is possible to feel oneself feeling an imaging 

of oneself. All of these are selfings within the selfing which is how my brain feels itself feeling 

my body feeling the world as my world from within. There is hardly anything binary about such 

phenomena, and to speak of them this way is a massive reduction to say the least.  



 

Even moreso with the human experience of time. Scientists have discovered 

neuromodulatory circuits in the brain whose oscillatory loopings could give rise to rhythmic 

patterns not unlike a sort of internal clock.dccxlii As these are neuromodulatory circuits, the 

internal experience of time can speed up or slow down in regard to how the brain modulates 

the chemicals involved, regardless of how external clock rhythms move. In this, we may fall in 

and out of sync with the rhythms of other systems.dccxliii Many of the temporal experiences 

described by Bergson, who developed many of his theories in relation to his relational 

understanding of the neuroscience of his time, can be understood in similar ways. Our 

memories intertwine with incoming experience, threading themselves into them at multiple 

layers of scale, incoming sensation reaching up into the layers of memory reaching down to 

meet them, until we can barely tell one from the other. But these layers of memory only arise 

from how we activate and modify aspects of the maps of maps, with their invariant 

representations of various domains, generalized abstractions of traces of bits of the past,dccxliv 

by means of backpropagation.  

 

Our brains recreate past patterns by reactivating aspects of these maps as incoming 

sensation trigger associational waves up and down various mappings, from maps of micro-

features to macro-concepts, giving rise to associational waves which trigger explorations of 

bodily states which could give rise to potential actions, all of which feedback into these other 

processes as well. In this, future potential actions reach into those which map the aspects of 

the past which are triggered by incoming sensation, future reaching into the past and past into 

the future by means of a dynamic present networking whose Bergsonian dynamics is a 

threadwork of networking at multiple layers of scale.  

 



All of this is to say that there are many shifting forms of “self-ing” within my neural and bodily 

networkings at any given moment, many of which may overlap and intertwine in various ways, 

any of which, or combination of which, could be imagined, grasped, or reifyingly called 

“myself” at any given instance. The history of philosophies of the self in fact seems to be 

various attempts to reduce or grasp one or many of such processes. And there are many 

practical reasons why, in various situations, it may make sense to reductively speak of the 

self, I, or me in this or that relatively reified and reductive way, even if, under closer 

inspection, when such reductive images of it are sought, this self “is not found,” but rather, 

something far more interesting, slippery, and excessively beyonding in its unfolding.  

 

In all this it seems that my self-ing is guided by the structure of my matters, which is to say, 

my body networking its sub-bodies, with the parts and wholes of my body experiencing in a 

manner described by the structures of their networkings, each feeling each other feeling in 

turn. I experience how my toe experiences, my toe experiences how its sub-bodies inside it 

experience, and these experiences are passed along to me by means of how I experience my 

central nervous system. I am all these and I experience all of these, if to varying degrees.  

 

The most global, centered, and unified aspects of my self are likely those which arise from the 

“dynamic core” of awareness within how my brain is activating itself at any given moment,dccxlv 

and how that feels other sub-networking self-ings within this at any given moment, even if so 

much of the vividness and fullness of this experiencing seems to arise from how it is continual 

intermodulatory feedback in relation to all these sub-networkings of which it is the emergent 

result. In this sense, the dynamic core is likely not so much the central me or the global me or 

even the top me, but more like the cutting edge of the ice-berg of vortexing dynamic selfings 

of which my self is emergingly recomposing as it goes. The dynamic core rides the top edge 



of this, sticking its head above the water, so to speak, even if so much of what makes it what 

it is stretches far beneath the seeming surface in ways which would often be evident if they 

were not there, that which tends to function as background in most circumstances, but which 

nevertheless needs to be there for everything to be as it is. Without all the subnetworkings, 

the world of experiencing would likely be so much more like our memories or imaginations, 

top-level reconstructions, lacking the full vividness of determinate detail which makes our 

feeling of the physical world so much more rich and satisfyingly concrete.  

 

As it works, this the dynamic core is continually picking up different sub-networkings in my 

brain, as different neural patterns of coherency, neural vortexes of a sort, come into sync with 

the most global such vortexing within the brain at any given moment, even if this analogy only 

holds so much, for it is difficult to imagine vortexings of vortexings. The dynamic core is 

nevertheless something of this sort, and one which tends to range over particular parts of the 

brain more than others, even as its shiftings within the continually reworking substrate of living 

wires are precisely what causes it to feel differently, never changing in part without changing 

as a whole, as various neural populations “come on-line” to awareness in ways which always 

impact the global feeling and integration of inner feeling as a whole which it is.  

 

That said, there are aspects of my bodily self-ing which are only at the fringes of this, and 

while all parts of my body seem to be able to indirectly manifest to my more central selfings, 

some do so far more feebly than others. My spleen, for example, is clearly an aspect of the 

networks of my body, which I can experience from the outside by means of scientific 

instruments, or even directly by touch from without with my finger during surgery. But I do not 

feel my spleen in any but an indirect manner during my daily life, and so, it is a very weak part 

of my self, more like an external object is to my self than something like even the more weakly 



felt aspects of my toes. Since my ego-image, and memories, interpretory frames, and 

narratives I anchor to myself by means of this provide some of the more crucial aspects of the 

ways in which I feel myself, it seems to be one of the stronger and more central aspects of my 

networks of self, and certainly more so than my toes or spleen. While the ego-image would 

then be an important aspect of my self-ing, it seems merely one amongst others.  

 

It is unclear if I would have a self if I had a radically different body. If one could not move one's 

body in various ways to be able to compare various states and how actions impact these, it is 

unlikely I would have been able to distinguish experiences from within my body from without. 

It seems that infants have to learn this, likely by internalizing an image of their body as it has 

been able to understand it from varying angles, ways of acting, similarities to those of others, 

images in mirrors, etc. Perhaps sponges and other sessile organisms, even if they had 

complex brains as humans do, would not develop anything like an ego-image or differentiate 

experiences which arise from inside and outside its body. Slime molds, which sometimes are 

collectives of individuals even if in periods of stress they may combine to form a super-

individual, have long fascinated thinkers in relation to such concerns for a variety of 

reasons.dccxlvi 

 

Some scientists have argued that there are reasons to think that mammals only evolved 

complex brains to coordinate their increasingly complex motor capabilities.dccxlvii Without 

movement, it seems unlikely that an experiencer would be able to develop a perspective on 

itself or world that could allow it to abstract off what these have in common. Perhaps it is 

necessary for there to be an ego-image for an experiencer to experience its world and self as 

distinct.dccxlviii And perhaps these only become distinct then for neural experiencers, in regard 

to how they experience themselves and/or aspects of the world beyond them. Then again, 



genetic experiencers, or living organisms, do seem to have genetic material that makes it 

possible to for them to abstract their cellular and aggregate bodies from those around them, if 

in simpler ways, and perhaps life, at its simplest, is an interfeeling which has a degree of 

dynamic unification which forms the foundation for more complex forms of self-ing. What then 

of whirlpools, too simple to have genetic “imagings” of their bodies stored in molecular 

patterns which regulate dynamic networkings of chemical processes.dccxlix  

 

It does seem that object-constancy arises for infants about the same time as they are 

commonly said to develop a “sense of self,” which is likely a way of saying they are able to 

grasp themselves as others do, as an ego-image from without. This most likely begins merely 

as a body-image, one which is likely essential to differentiating experiences which arise from 

inside the body and beyond its limits, the experiences which are “its own” and those which 

arise from beyond its most immediate sense of “mineness.” But this does not mean that the 

ego-imaging is the self, or merely that is perhaps the cutting edge whereby self-ing often 

differentiates itself in a partial way from the world of experience which it twists. And yet, when 

I use my eyes to see, my sight extends my self-ing as feeling outside the limits of my body, 

just as when I play a musical instrument my dynamic self-ing as twisting world-feeling extends 

beyond the limits of my physical body in a limited sense. Does not every feeling exceed in its 

way the limits of the body? Is not my body made of the same sort of molecules as much of the 

stuff around it, simply networked more densely and complexly? Is not the body much like a 

vortex which arises in a pool of water, with the still and vortexing aspects of the pool being 

nevertheless both water, such that the feeling of the world by the body within would not be 

much unlike this?  

 

Twisting the World Within, and Self-ing Without 



 

With such concerns in mind, let us now return to redescribing my experience. When I look at 

a tree in the park, the tree is part of me in a sense, for when I close my eyes, it is no longer 

part of my vision, and yet, when I open my eyes if remains there so long as I do not move. 

The tree resists my attempts to move it, and so it seems not merely an aspect of my self. I 

cannot feel its inner bodily experiences the way I experience my own, and so it seems only its 

outer aspects are weakly aspects of myself, and when I walk away, it is no longer an aspect 

of my self. It is for such reasons that such physical experiences are generally not seen as 

aspects of the self, but from a relational perspective, the shifting experiences at our horizons 

are still ours, even if much more weakly than those other experiences we have.  

 

The world can be seen, in this sense, as an extended body of sorts, and vice-versa, if in 

particular ways. Experiencers are their worlds twisted inside out, and their worlds are them 

twisted outside in. I am in this sense how my world contracts itself and twists itself outside-in 

through my body, just as my world is how I twist myself and expand myself into the world 

through my body, and this happens in regard to how I intertwine all my sub-bodies at lower 

levels of scale within me, each impacting those around them which feel these impacts in 

various ways. I am the twist whereby all these knot together, which is to say, I am the 

networking of all of these. My brain and body are aspects of this twisting, the body one twist, 

the brain and nervous system another, each contributing in their way to the twisting of the 

world within itself and of myself outside myself, giving rise in the process to the world of 

experience which is mine and is me in its twisting in this way that is mine. In this, I am like a 

continuum which stretches from experiences of dense and impermeable mutually exclusive 

matters to temporal-neural experiences which can intertwine in a variety of ways, and with 

many shades of gray in between.dccl 



 

The point where this all twists is the body as it twists how it feelingly acts and actingly feels its 

sub-bodies, including its brain, in and through the weavings of its nervous system, contiguous 

impacts, indirect impacts, etc. A body is in this sense a curious knot whereby the aspects of 

the world which can be experienced from within and without are folded, twisted, and 

networked into and out of each other. Just as tiny threads of paper are networked together 

become two sides of the same sheet even as the threads themselves are both sides at once, 

so it is with our bodies, which are agents and experiencers, matters and selves, depending on 

how each is seen, and in networks which intertwine complexly to give rise to the complex 

experiencing body which I feel myself feeling from within. All bodies which show up in my 

experience seem to have aspects of this, in varying ways in regard to the complexities of their 

bodies.   

 

Neural connections from one aspect of the brain to another, called “projections” in neural 

science literature, make it possible for the more abstract aspects of our brains co-saturate 

those which register sensation and produce movement. The more abstract aspects of our 

brains, those without immediate external connections, twist unraveled and reworked threads 

of traces of impacts of the past, durational weavings, into those of sensation and movement. 

In this way, they twist these into the past, and both of these into the future to imagine potential 

actions, some of which then unfold into movements which give rise to new experiences 

whose aspects can be twisted within again in turn. Segments of experience are broken off, 

folded back upon each other, mapped and meta-mapped, related to similar structures from 

the past and used to compose potential futures which can re-intertwine with action nets, 

twisted with incoming patterns of activation, and twisted back out as actions.  

 



The twisting described here can be seen in more than one way. When I see a tree in the 

forest, the movement of photons which bounce off the tree impact my eye, optic nerve, brain, 

and these networks of patterns of activation activate others in turn with traces of past 

experience, and the confluence of these actions within me are the way I feel myself 

experiencing myself experiencing my world from within. The world folds within me in the mode 

of its actions, for example, in the movement of the photons which impact my eye, just as I 

unfold my actions in the world, perhaps in reaction to this. Action is a way of describing this 

from the outside, while experience is the way of describing this from how it feels from within. 

The way in which these foldings and unfoldings knot together in an experiencing of a world is 

what it described as worldtwisting, and worldtwisting is nothing but this, action folding into 

experience, experience unfolding as action, and each as aspects of the world, even as inside 

and outside, abstract and concrete, and so many other notions used in this text can be seen 

to be.  

 

There is something strangely recursive about what has been described here, in which there 

are as many selves as there are bodies and sub-bodies within me, with what is commonly 

called my self as simply the most complexly networking self within these, whether this be my 

conscious awareness or the ground from which this emerges. While there would likely then be 

a self within each cell in my toe, these would likely be simple self-ings, in the manner in which 

each interfeels itself beyond mere relations of physical contiguity by means of the dynamic 

networking of chemical interactions which weave and reweave the cells in relation to their 

genetic weavers. It is unlikely my toe has its own self-ing, however, for it has no centralizing 

dynamic networking of its aspects in itself, rather, only those in my brain, and hence, there is 

nothing to bring together the micro and meso level experiencings in the manner that a brain or 

genetic nucleus does. This does not mean that only these centers do the feeling, however, for 



each passes along their feelings to these networkings of feelings, but also these centers pass 

along their feelings, parts and wholes intermodulating in waves of feelings which are more 

than the mere sum of their parts, as well as the whole taken abstractly on its own. In relation 

to such notions, the networking of feelings arising from my toe as they weave together in 

relation with each other and the unifying networking of these feelings in my brain is therefore 

likely to be able to form a dynamic interfeeling coherency of sync, an emergent self-ing, within 

my brain in relation to this, and as such, there is probably a simple selfing at work in relation 

to how my brain and my toe produce a selfing in relation to each other, beyond what my toe 

likely does on its own.   

 

What then of simpler forms of coherency? A stone, for example, has a set of contiguity of 

impacts, such that if it is impacted on one side, for example, by an animal's hoof, first arise as 

an impact on the outer molecules of the stone on one side, but are transferred by networks of 

impacts between molecules which ripple from one side of the stone to the other, ricocheting 

around within the stone, potentially leading the entire stone to move. Is there not also a 

simple coherency here, a simple form of coherent inter-feeling? There are likely degrees of 

interfeeling here, from the limited and overlapping forms of interfeeling within relatively 

homogeneous masses such as a those within a massive bloc or granite, or the currents in the 

ocean. A stone seems a bit more coherently interfeeling, if largely due to how those aspects 

within it interfeel their contexts together in relation to each other more than these contexts 

beyond them.  

 

The molecules in a stone rolling down a hill have more in common in how they feel each other 

in relation to these contexts than to these contexts themselves. It is likely some interfeelings 

emerge and subside, such as those in a pool of water which comes together to form a 



whirlpool, only for this to dissolve. Then again, each molecule of water within this is clearly a 

coherent knot of interfeeling, in some ways more so than within the pool as a whole. There 

are system effects at work within molecules as wholes which are “more than the sum of their 

parts,” after all. In a pool of water much less so, in which system effects seem to only arise 

through limited interactions between waves of force transmission through relations of 

contiguity, while the interfeeling at work in a whirlpool goes beyond either of these in its 

complexity.  

 

Living systems take this all much further. Not only do they interfeel all their aspects through 

forms of contiguity and flows of various chemical interactions, but they have a dynamic 

networking whose continued vortexing, so to speak, genetic networkings whose dynamic 

interfeeling contact with enough of the aspects of 'its” body so as to be able to compare past 

and present states, and engage in processes of repair when changes interfere with its 

continued interfeeling, or life. Genetic materials feel the dynamic interfeeling of the system 

which is a living organism, which is to say, they are impacted by it and impact it in turn, using 

this feeling to its forms of dynamic interfeeling to coordinate this interfeeling, to make it a sort 

of meta-interfeeling, one which is able to record the form of this interfeeling in memory in 

ways which make it possible to repair changes within it which would break down its ability to 

interfeel itself. In this sense not only do genetic systems interfeel themselves in the dynamic 

manner of whirlpools, but they interfeel changes in their interfeeling, modulating this by 

means of traces which can trigger particular actions which can bring about a meta-

intermodulation, beyond that of the whole and parts in a whirlpool, between past and future 

states of the organism in a living present.  

 

Such repair seems to arise in part from an internalization of various processes of replication 



which occur semi-spontaneously within various metabolic systems which seek to release 

excess tension by means of producing repetitive systems of production of what can form into 

the body enclosures, metabolic networkings, and genetic materials within basic living 

systems.dccli Replication internalized becomes repair, and re-externalized, reproduction of the 

organism as a whole, and as this happens in varying ways, mutations and evolution arise as 

this feeds back into itself in various forms of meta-meta-interfeeling. From the knotting of sub-

atomic forces which give rise to matters, the knotting of dynamic processes which give rise to 

organisms, memory complexifies from physical form, to dynamic patterns, to genetic patterns, 

to evolutionary inheritances, and beyond.  

 

In these ways, memory serves as a form of dynamic feedback of aspects of sedimentation of 

the past into the present in ways which refract the future to be more than the mere sum of its 

pasts. As organisms increasingly differentiate, they need to interfeel at new levels, and 

nervous systems are the result of this, leading to ganglia and then brains of increasing 

complexity, each level of memory and dynamics feeding back into the next. The formation of 

body imaging in the brain is in this sense just one more level of the emergence of the 

grasping feeling of interfeeling so as to be able to potentiate new forms of interfeeling in newly 

emergent ways. 

 

By means of body imagings of this sort, organisms are able to move beyond mere habitual 

instinct, but to remember past actions and compare them to present frustrations to liberate 

themselves from merely executing habit, but instead, learning to solve problems in new 

ways.dcclii My dog Puggle, for example, may see a bit of food behind something like a fence, 

and after trying to get it by moving directly towards it, I can see him try to solve the problem, 

trying once or twice more to go directly at the fence, but then going around the fence to get 



the bit of food behind it. It is unclear whether he activates an image of himself seen from 

without as humans often do, though it seems unlikely he would be able to do something like 

this without doing at least something partially like this. His seeming inability to plan for multi-

stage actions, such as seen in the use or development or even manufacturing of tools, would 

seem to indicate that perhaps he can image his body from without at one level of recursion, 

but not do this in multiple recursions of the sort needed to imagine the body doing things in 

multiple states which link start, intermediate stages, and completed goal. But it does seem 

that the rudiments of this are there, even if more so in animals such as dolphins and 

elephants.  

 

My self-ing is in this sense likely a small whirlpool of selfings of various sorts and at highly 

intertwinted levels of scale with highly sensitive multi-level feedback. There are of course self-

ings within me that are only loosely in contact with my more central bodily self-ings. My 

spleen seems to manage its affairs in ways which exceed me, and it must be able to feel its 

various aspects to maintain itself as a system, even if I do not seem privy to this at least 

consciously, and it is unclear whether my conscious awareness is my most unified or deepest 

self or otherwise, and so, it is best to leave these issues open. That said, there seems every 

reason to think that the selfings of my sub-bodies generally contribute aspects to the more 

encompassing selfings which make up my more encompassing selfings. I feel the way my 

nervous system feels my toes, and this is an aspect of my selfing, and hence, my toe selfing 

is an aspect of my selfing, if one which becomes large or small within my selfing depending 

on how much of my attention is directed towards this. In this way, my selfing can be seen as 

related to my body, but not identical to it, for it is the way my brain feels my body feeling its 

world from within. And within the brain this becomes more complex in turn. Populations of 

nerve cells pulse in sync with each other, mutually interfeeling each other, parts modulating 



each other to give rise to wholes which modulate them in turn, making possible feeling 

graspings of this which make it possible for these to grasp themselves from past to future and 

beyond, in meta- and meta-levels of scale. What is at one moment a part becomes a whole, 

or may be either or both depending on the perspective upon it at a given moment.  

 

The more complex the networking, the more multi-level feedback there is such that micro-

level perturbations can lead to shifts in the macro-state of the system, and in living neural 

systems, this is in fact the case. If an insect bites my toe, my attention will swerve from writing 

this book to focusing on getting that insect off my toe, promoting the aspects of my brain 

which feel my toe, so often kept in the background, to the position of central prominence 

within my neural systems, only to receded one the insect is removed and the pain begins to 

fade. When I am trying to remember are particular fact, I rummage around different ways of 

activating the patterns of wires in my cortexes, and when I remember that fact, I promote a 

set of neural networks which were likely not firing in sync to the center of my awareness as a 

coherence which temporarily comes to the fore over the others.  

 

Each neuron contributes in this way to a sort of “neural democracy” which chooses particular 

groups within them to temporarily speak for the disjunct emergent whole. In some sense, 

each pattern of activation in the brain can be seen as a self-ing within me. This is similar to 

crowds of people. Each person is a self, but once crowds achieve a certain density, feedback 

between individuals leads to currents of feedback within the group which are transpersonal, 

such as waves of affect, reaction, etc. If a child drops a toy and a parent scrambles for this in 

the crowd, one sees the ripples of people react in ways not dissimilar to how ripples spread 

out in a pool of water. Under similar conditions in which whirlpools emerge in water, so it is 

with crowds of people. Local reactions forms trans-individual currents, feedbacks feed upon 



each other, and in the right conditions of inter-modulation, new formations emerge, the so-

called mass behavior of crowds. In such circumstances, just as with flocks of birds and 

schools of fish, there is a self to the crowd as much as each individual.  

 

This is not to assert something mystical, but rather that selfing, in its many forms, can be seen 

as a sort of networkingly emergent dynamic interfeeling whereby in modulating each other 

directly, they also can begin to do so indirectly by means of an emerging networking whole 

which is more than the mere sum of its parts, as seen in whirlpools as much as brains. This 

can be relatively distributed, as happens in flocks of birds or schools of fish, in which the 

reactions of each individual agent ripples through others in ways that leads to collective action 

and vice-versa in loose intermodulation. Or this can happen in relatively centralized ways, 

such as how the brain centralizes all nervous transmissions in the body with few falling 

outside the purview of the central nervous system. That said, within the brain, individual nerve 

cells are more like birds being brought into and out of flocks within flocks nested at levels of 

scale far more complexly than any bird flocking or fish schooling ever seen. But the basic idea 

is similar.  

 

The selfing in the brain is an emergent phenomenon, similar to life in this way, one which 

happens as conditions in feedback exhibit behaviors that exceed those of their parts. 

Feedbacks intermodulate and this leads to global behaviors which exceed and differentiate 

themselves from those of the mere aggregation of individuals, each intermodulating their 

relations to the others by means of the whole which intermodulates its relations by means of 

its differing relations with each in relation to the others. As a complex multi-level feedback, 

one which has levels of scale as much as other aspects as its aspects, the emergence of a 

selfing is the result. In this sense, when birds flock and fish school, there is a self there, if a 



highly distributed one. This is not to say that such a selfing is anything like what tends to be 

called consciousness or anything like this, for there are massive differences between these 

single-level selfings and neural selfings which are continually feeling themselves feeling 

themselves in shifting ways which are nested to a massive degree across levels of scale in 

forms of complexity beyond any other such networking known. But a flock of birds or school of 

fish, at least in a basic way, is nevertheless not radically different in being at least a very 

simple selfing. And in this sense, while each bird in a flock is a neural selfing within its brain, 

the flocks they produce are more similar to whirlpools, if ones whose aspects are not non-

living molecules of water, but complex neural organisms.  

 

Within the human brain, as has been described, the equivalent of schools or flocks of fish or 

birds, respectively, are neural populations in sync. From the perspective articulated here, 

each has a selfing, composed of selfings in turn. Not only do the neurons in such populations 

feel each other, coming into pulse by means of these, but this feeds back from whole to parts, 

keeping the parts and whole beating together like a crowd of people whose clapping 

temporarily comes into sync. Such a crowd has a selfing, a global feedback which modulates 

the local ones, like that of a flock of birds. The networks of firing neurons in sync in my brain, 

of course, are able to come into sync with other networks which feedback upon them, and by 

means of this, feel themselves feeling, not only locally, but more in relation to what they feel 

more distantly as well. In this sense, a complex neural selfing of the sort seen in human 

brains is the result of intermodulatory feedback which resonates across multiple levels of 

scale of selfings all flockingly selfing together.  

 

Within my brain then, there are many selfings, some which arise habitually, and I know this 

from my everyday life. I often feel at odds with myself, as I wonder if I should do this or that. I 



may find I tend to self differently in various situations, or with particular people, in that these 

trigger different sets of pathways within my brain. Scientists tell me that there are similar yet 

non-identical versions of neural populations and pathways throughout the brain, allowing for 

all sorts of variations and recursions, and these compete for my attention.dccliii And so, I act 

slightly differently with this person and that, and my selfings and perhaps even ego-imagings 

in relation to memories and anticipations potentially adjust in relation to these. Why should 

there not be networks of clouds of versions of my ego-imagings, after all, micro-aspects of 

which may be networked differently in varying forms of habit in differing situations, and 

varying ways in which these may tend to lead me to self differently in different situations due 

to the way these feedback in relation to these?  

 

That said, to see ego-imaging as the central selfing at work within a neural experiencer would 

be reductive. As a neural population which emerges to coherence, it is a self-ing in its way. 

But its mode of self-ing interfeeling, like all interfeelings, is the result of how it feels its 

contexts, the balance between these, the balancing between the internal contexts provided by 

the shifting networkings within them, as much as those without. An ego-imaging is in this 

sense an interfeeling which feels the neural system images its body from without, and while 

this can potentiate many forms of selfing such as those which involve learning and planning 

multi-stage actions, it is far from the much more encompassing and complexly emergent 

interfeeling of the dynamic core of the neural selfing of awareness which weaves most of my 

other selfings together to the most coherent degree withing my body at any given moment.  

 

All feelings which reduce the interfeeling of a body to a relatively static memory trace, no 

matter how much this may potentiate new forms of selfing, are reductive in this way. Memory 

is that which collapses past, present, and future together so as to differentiatingly network 



these by means of forms of feedback which can help a system to maintain itself in and 

through changing circumstances, and even grow and evolve and learn when more complex 

forms thereof do this in more complex ways. Memory is a partial reification which like any 

other makes possible more complex networking, but it should be taken for that complex 

networking lest that networking and its potentials for future emergence be as reduced as such 

memory is. The same can be said about the physical forms of dynamic matters, any trace that 

a dynamic system like a whirlpool may leave behind it, genetic writing in chromosomes and 

such, and the patterns of neural connections within the brain, all complexities which can 

potentiate emergence, but only by folding emergence in part back upon itself to do so.dccliv  

 

Some psychoanalysts, and particularly W. Ronald Fairbairn, have argued our inner world can 

perhaps be seen as assemblies of egos and sub-egos, paired with and other-images and 

sub- other-images, with conscious and unconscious aspects of each, arranged in 

networks.dcclv There seems every reason to think this could be distributed or unified to varying 

degrees as well. In regard to this, it seems likely that we have networks of often fuzzy and 

fuzzily overlapping networks of ego-images and other-images stored in the webs of memories 

in our brains, and that these become activated in various situations in various ways. 

 

None of which is to say that there needs to be anything like an ideal unity here. Sync, after all, 

is neither pure sameness nor pure difference.dcclvi Different people, after all, can clap at the 

same time, and then separate off and do different things, and even during that one 

coordinated moment, they were quite different in and through coming briefly into sync. While 

our brains are full of startlingly huge numbers of pathways, the number of differing ways in 

which these could be activation is even more massive, particularly when all the different ways 

these could form coalitions of sync are taken into account. We are so many potential selves 



within ourselves.  

 

In this sense we are likely in many ways not dissimilar to what artificial intelligence pioneer 

Marvin Minsky famously called a “society of mind,”dcclvii if more in the sense of a society of 

selfings and the imagings these use to help them modulate these in regard to various 

circumstances. We are the selfing which feels our societies of selfings and the ego-imagings 

they use, which all feel our brains' networking activations feeling themselves feeling our 

bodies feeling our worlds feeling the world, each in their ways and differently. We may appear 

unified agents from without, because others only experience our bodies and their actions. But 

from within, I know I feel like an orchestra, composed of conductor and players and 

instruments, which sometimes work in a more unified manner, and at other times much more 

dispersedly, even if in my way I am all and none of these and each in their ways.  

 

Experiencing as the World As Such 

 

Some may argue that there are some similarities between how worldstructures have been 

abstracted from experience, as a sort of grammar, and the ways in which the Kantian project 

abstract its principles, as form from content, in a manner which Kant described as a 

“transcendental” mode of operation. There is something to this, and in fact, the way in which 

this text abstracts out worldstructures is clearly influenced by the approach of abstracting 

patterns from within experiences which finds a rigid yet also careful exposition in Kant. While 

the worldtwist model may have some superficial resemblances to the Kantian project, it is 

hardly a depth-model in the Kantian sense, and in fact, displaces many of the presuppositions 

of such ways of thinking, if at times in non-traditional ways.  

 



According to the worldtwist model, wordlstructures can be abstracted from experience in 

order to help model it, and these models can help me come into sync with aspects of my 

world in various ways. The more general aspects of my experience are nevertheless as much 

aspects of my experience as any of the more concrete or limitedly particular aspects of my 

world of experience. Just because aspects of my world seem less variable than others does 

not mean they are somehow elsewhere, beyond, or deeper than those aspects of my world 

which seem to change more frequently, and to the extent to which my models are able to 

model such structures, they can help potentiate my ability to emerge in sync with these and 

potentially beyond.  

 

An example can help explain this. Notions such as up and down, or left and right, seem 

relatively general aspects of experience as I have come to know it as my world. I cannot be 

sure if these pertain to the world as such, only how this manifests twistingly as my world. That 

said, all those other experiencers whose actions I have experienced seem to evident similar 

structures. By means of the abstract models I have developed of these notions, and the ways 

in which these have been layered with cultural notions of these, I am able to better navigate 

my world, and able to sync up with others in this, and all in relatively predictable ways within 

the segments of the world I have yet to explore. There is no way to know, of course, if in some 

sections of cosmos perhaps spacetime so curves upon itself that, as on a globe, going North 

will eventually lead one to find oneself in the South. Or perhaps spacetime will just reorient 

tomorrow, or other massive changes to my world will take place such that notions such as Left 

and Right will simply need to be modified, or abandoned completely. If I move around within 

the world, equivalent to exploring the cosmos even if cosmos and world are not the same, the 

grammars of my world may shift in the process, and so I may need to adjust my models, or 

the extent to which my models seem similar to those used by others.  



 

Models, like all concepts abstracted by the brain and then reapplied back to the world, are 

ways of activating particular patterns in the living wires of the brain, with the patterns of the 

wires in part sculpting around those of their activation. Models formed from concepts are 

incredibly useful, but their over-extension can give rise to difficulties, particular when the world 

changes, or there are differences between the aspects involved, as there often are in our 

world. Such a description of what is at stake with modeling worldstructures is nevertheless 

massively different from how Kant approaches related concerns in his work, or, to his his 

terms for a moment, the way he performs transcendental “deductions” of principles which he 

sees as governing the appearances of phenomenon to subjects.  

 

Superficial similarities aside, the worldtwist model does not frame any of its models, which is 

to say, any of its attempt to abstract any worldstructures from experience – including the very 

notion of worldtwisting itself – as absolute, necessary, in need of deduction, arising from some 

more foundational elsewhere, or anything like this. My world could be radically different 

tomorrow, or elsewhere within aspects of the world I have yet to explore or hear tale of, or it 

may turn out that the models I describe here really only apply to my experience as it has 

been. If I have interpreted the reports actions of other experiencers well, including their 

reports of their experiences, hopefully none of these will be the case, and the models 

presented here will speak to others, but there is no guarantee of that. If the world seems to 

lack guarantee, it would be odd if worldviews still have them.  

 

One could say, however, that according to the worldtwist model, the world as such in some 

senses performs as a sort of “thing-in-itself,” one which replaces the many such things-in-

themselves in Kant's work. If so, however, this is quite a queer and multiplicitous sort of thing-



in-itself. From the perspective described here, the world as such can, after all, take as many 

form as there are experiencers whose world they carve by means of intertwining their bodies 

with its aspects to produce its world. It would in this sense be a sort of unconditionable yet 

conditioning cause of experiencing, a sort of horizon of experiencing, the networking of 

reference, the grounding contexts and processes, of all the worlds of experience as such, at 

least, to the sense in which this can be in any way determined. Trying to grasp this without 

radical reduction would be like trying to grasp a handful of the ocean and imagine that one 

has truly captured it all in one's hand.  

 

That said, the only way I seem to be able to experience this is in a massively indirect way, in 

experiences of others which exceed my own, such as when a friend sees the tree I see from a 

different angle, or when my dog sniffs odors that I cannot smell. When I experience how 

others actions indicate that they likely experience the world in ways which at least partially 

differ from how I do, I experience indirectly how my world is not identical to the world as such, 

and likely only a partial an aspect of this. Then again, one could say that I experience nothing 

but the world as such, for my world of experience is nothing but how the world of experience 

as such manifests at the site of my body which twists this in its way into my world of 

experience. And in this sense, my world is the world of experience, if manifesting in the 

manner in which it does in regard to the form of my experiencing body and how it 

perspectivally feels itself feeling the world of experience as its world in this way. My 

experience of my world then is the experience of the world, and to such an extent that I only 

realize that my world is not the world as such after the fact, interpreting this as another would 

interpret this, my world as manifesting how the world intertwines with my body to produce my 

worlding take upon this. 

 



On the one hand, then, nothing is more immediate than my experience of the world as such, 

for I experience nothing but, and anything only as a a mere aspect of this, whether this 

experience be relatively immediate or mediate in a given context in relation to others.  But on 

the other hand, nothing is less immediate, for I only experience it indirectly through how my 

actions and those of others indicate we likely have similar yet also different experiences. 

Once again, however, experience cannot be so easily divided into such a binary reduction, for 

it is that from which such notions can be seen to derive. The carving of the world as such into 

mediate and immediate, is this not in relation to the way my body takes up perspective upon 

the world, twisting it into the world as such? Are not determinations of mediate and immediate 

relative to the networks of reference involved, with the body and its contexts in the world as 

nested layers of this? As the networks which graspingly foreground shift with those which 

referentially background, would not immediate and mediate shift with these?  

 

What is more, would experience not be that which is both mediate and immediate as well as 

neither, as that of which these notions are merely aspects, with experiences of experience 

being more or less mediate or immediate then depending on how experiencing carves itself 

into bodies which twistingly experience this world as their worlds and their aspectal 

experiences? From such a perspective, mediate and immediate would shift in relation to not 

only how the body intertwines with the world around it, but also, how it uses various concepts 

to foreground or background various aspects of this by shifting its focus by shifting patterns of 

activation within its brain. Ideas, including concepts, are actions, and when we shift how we 

feel our neural networks from within, shifting how we move within our bodies, this gives rise to 

shifts in which concepts we use as parts of our thinking, and mediate and immediate 

potentially with this.  

 



All of these conceptual notions, all the words, all the divisions, these are aspects of 

experience which always seems able to be more than merely any reductive this or that within 

this, and in this sense, rather than excessive opening beyond any one. Even the notion of 

experience itself is an abstraction from the world as such which is more, and in this excess, it 

is opening, which is to say, emergence. The world of experience, just like the world of 

interpretation, evaluation, and thinking, are aspects of the world of emerging, or emergence 

taken as world.  

 

Rather than being some sort of thing from elsewhere, a thing-in-itself which is beyond this 

world, emergence on the contrary is seen here as the fabric from which experiences are 

carved by means of the weaving of bodies with contexts in processes of experiencing. At one 

level these are actions, but when these are brought together by relatively unified 

experiencers, they manifest experiences, and the contexts which contextualize an experience 

to an experiencer from its perspective upon these describes how the world becomes the 

world of that experiencer even as it is not any less the world, but rather, the world as grasped 

from this aspect of it from within it. The differing ways of grasping the world are part of what 

makes it able to differ as radically as it does, potentiating this emerging in part in the process.  

 

From such a perspective, the world can be seen as opening one-and, and its aspects as well, 

each fractally manifesting the opening of the world as such in their ways, with their 

perspective as part of how they differ.dcclviii Such a model is based in part on the very refusal 

of thing-ness and unified oneness. Emergence can be grasped as a thing in various ways, if 

reductively so, as a here and now of experience which manifests it from a particular 

interpretation upon this. Modeling beyond this would need to work to take this into account, 

but trying to understand how experience, interpretation, and the world of which they are 



aspects is opening beyond these in many forms of emerging. The more Kantian orientation of 

traditional phenomenology, however, tries to limit our world to thing-like forms, and ideal ones 

if possible, and to do so, in a sense, universal and absolutely, in order to show that the world 

as it has been divided is how it must be for all circumstances out of necessity, a gesture 

inherent in its division of the world into phenomenon and “things-in-themselves.” 

 

There is a close link within all this between the universal pretensions and the reductiveness of 

such notions. To distinguish between foundational and derivative, appearance and reality, one 

needs to be able to get to a level which is “really Real” or “really True,” a God's eye-

perspective which would be that of the world as such, or God, and yet also be knowable from 

within as any limited experiencer feels its own experiences, but I cannot even feel what my 

dog feels, so what would make me think I could feel as the entire world does? Without the 

ideal anchoring of a God's eye perspective, there are no things-in-themselves, and hence, no 

appearances, nor pure subjectivities. All the ideal abstractions of this sort, from the thing-in-

iself to the pure subject, vanish when God and the God's eye perspective, one which is 

assumed yet also disavowed in Kant's mode of description, is absented from the picture. And 

if today there is the dominant forms of interpreting our world are so often barely 

secularized,continuing such forms in new ways, linking up with various paranoias, and 

employed to various ends by the new post-deity of capital as it seeks to maintain the status 

quo and simply displace its more traditional structures for its own form of mono-interpretation, 

namely, that of profit, then perhaps we should not be surprised at the continuance of such 

notions in the present.  

 

But the picture does not need this vanishing point to cohere, it does fine without it, rather 

functioning with any and each and all as weavings of vanishing points which do not have to 



cohere even into a single world as such. In fact, it is the impossibility of this forming which is 

an aspect of what makes it possible for this world to differ with itself, and hence, emerge into 

opening differing. From such a perspective, appearance and ground are like depth and 

surface of twisting on a Mobius band that has become a weaving exceeding. After all, when I 

turn a cube in my hand, at one moment, what I see is appearance grounded by what I cannot 

see, and the next, they trade places. What is to make me think that a different change of 

perspective might not make it possible for not only these aspects of the cube shift places 

within this, but also that within the world which is differentiated as a thing and that which is 

undifferentiatedly between these?  

 

Clearly when I walk towards the horizon experiences emerge from indistinction into 

distinction. When I return to the forest, the same trees tend to be in the same places, and this 

makes it useful to speak of a particular tree within this as if it were a thing beyond any 

particular experience of it, and this way of speaking has many pragmatic applications. But that 

tree was not always there, and will not continue to be, and is it important to remember from 

time to time that as much as our organs grasp the world into aspects, so do our concepts and 

words, and while this may bring certain aspects of the world into focus over others, this does 

not mean they do not also shape the world when they do this, and in ways we need to at least 

try to attempt to take into account each in their ways. And there are as many ways to 

experience as there are bodies of experiences and way of intertwining these with those of the 

world and its aspects, each of which itself is only aspectified in such a process thereby. There 

is no need for an ultimate standard of reference within this, certainly not one which can be 

grasped in any simple reductive sense, for even that of the world is multiple, shifting, and 

emergently opening. From such a perspective, there is no need to take any experience as 

more True or Real than any other. Relationally speaking, they are all true and real in their 



ways in relation to their contexts, even as understanding these makes it possible to potentially 

network with them even more emergently still.  

 

Worlding as Twisting Experiencing 

 

There are many more details to how the worldtwist model continues beyond the opening of 

traditional notions of subjectivity which are the concern of this text. Many of these arise from 

how a relational approach to reworking not only subjectivity, traditionally framed, but also 

intersubjectivity and objectivity can lead to many similar places, each in their own ways which 

help describe more of the stakes of a relational perspective on such concerns, and which deal 

with other possible objections to this approach. These include, for example, how this project 

deals with bringing together how what I experience as a tree in my world may or may not be 

similar to that in the world of another. Even if we agree that we both see a tree, there is also 

the question whether or not we may not mean different things, and how, without a notion like 

a “tree-in-itself” or any other seeming anchor to all of this, how it is possible to both speak of 

the tree as an aspect of my experience as well as the tree with cells and bark which gives rise 

to this, at least, without this giving rise to to many difficult implications for the more 

encompassing worldview at stake with this project, etc. After all, if there is nothing like a True 

or a Real or “thing-in-itself” or notions of “objectivity” which go with this, there need to be 

structures which can take the place of these, to do much the work they do without the 

limitations and baggage, and in ways which open on to new ways of thinking of such terrain.  

 

Such concerns, while crucial, are nevertheless beyond the immediate scope of this work. For 

they raise complex issues such as the extent to which it is possible for experiencers to ever 

experience any aspect of the world as “the same” as others, the extent to which experiences 



can be considered “shared,” the limits of an experiencer, of what can be considered an 

experiencer, and many other concerns which take on a life of their own once breached. That 

said, some of the issues raised in these final sections, while filling out the model described 

above, will be able to do so in ways which can gesture at what will be presented in these 

works, many already well underway, which will hopefully be completed in the near future.  

 

In order to weave back to issues more immediately related to those already described, let us 

now return then to the question of seeing “blurs” of color when I run through a forest, or when 

I see splotches of color, shape, and texture which are aspects of my experience of a tree. 

When I see a tree, it is an experience at the foreground of my experience, one which, from a 

networkological perspective, has inner and outer grounds, which can be understood as sub-

experiences of this foregrounded primary experience which is at the forefront of my attention. 

This is not always the case, and sometimes the most prominent aspects of what I see, hear, 

touch, taste, may all differ from that to which I paying the closest attention, such as an odor, 

or a train of thought, either of which could also be subordinated to any one of the others, 

depending on that which serves as the primary locus of my attention. What is more, my 

attention can be concentrated, scattered between competing aspects of my experience, or 

highly relaxed, all forms of experiencing. And in this way, sometimes there may be a single 

center of my attention, and other times the center of my attention may be divided amongst a 

network of loose or tightly competing elements.  

 

For the purposes of this explanation, however, I will start by focusing on one tree in my field of 

vision. When I do so, my attention rests upon it, and it is distinguished from inner and outer 

grounds of sub-aspects. Exterior to the experience of the tree is its ground, composed of 

experiences I have of the other trees around it, the ground in which they all live, the air 



around them, etc. Within the tree which is at the center of my attention, there are also interior 

grounds, including the leaves, branches, bark, some of these firmly differentiated from others 

and some less so, some green and some brown, some smooth and others roughly textured. If 

I shift my focus to any one of these, they will now become the most the most reified or 

“noded” network within my experience, and all the others shift around them as its interior or 

exterior grounds, respectively.  

 

If I inspect a piece of bark, it becomes the primary focal node of my attention in this way, and 

if I peel back the bark a bit to see what is underneath, now the bit of wood I see becomes this 

primary node. It is likely that whatever sense we may have of “objects” being “transcendental” 

in part comes from how our brains carry a sort of unifying focus within them, one which they 

can rest upon various aspects of the world. Some aspects of my world seem unable to bear 

this weight, for they have little on which to rest this, and so, when I see the ocean, I feel I can 

hardly find a distinct section to objectify, though I may find the crest of a wave for a moment, 

but the ocean seems largely undifferentiated, and so my desire to objectify some of its 

aspects in this way tends to be frustrated. This is not to say that the world is “really” 

undifferentiated here, for my world is between the world as such and the ways in which my 

body and brain seem to want to objectify that which they grasp. Still, most other experiencers 

I come in contact with seem to deal with the ocean in a similar enough way, and so, it is likely 

good enough to think that the ocean can be treated “as if” it were relatively undifferentiated, 

unless I came upon an aspect of my experience which gave me reason to think otherwise, 

including an experiencer who did not experience it as such, but even then, for this to find 

relevance in regard to how the ocean manifests to me, this other experiencer would need to 

share relevant contexts with mine. An electron seems likely to experience the ocean far 

differently, but our scales if nothing else make this only so relevant to my dealings with this in 



this context.  

 

But let me return to resting my attention upon the tree. My attention as much as the notion 

that there is a coherency here which I experience as tree-like is precedes me, it is the 

grouping of my experience into pre-made chunks which arrives on the scene seemingly 

before I do. Sometimes it is difficult to tell, such as when I see something indeterminate, and 

only slowly figure out what it “is,” but even in such cases, it is chunked as a blur or flash of 

indeterminacy which is recognized as such, often with relatively coherent boundaries, within 

my experience, and is chunked by my recognition in this way instead. Many of my chunks are 

dynamic. For example, if I see a tree, part of my recognition of it as such is the fact that I 

expect to see it shift in some rather predictable ways as I walk around it.  

 

Artificial neural networks have been able to deal with such occurrences, recognizing faces in 

part by doing various sorts of averaging of the inputs at a given level before passing them up 

to the next level, and it seems likely that something like this occurs in the visual cortex. That 

way, there is a sort of rotational or translational equivalence, such that the same nose seen 

from differing sides, for example, will still be recognized at a more abstract layer as being “the 

same nose” from different sides. This has lead some researchers to refer to the more abstract 

layers of the brain as composed of “conceptual invariants,” what philosophers have often 

described as universals or generalizations abstracted from particular spatio-temporal 

concretions.dcclix When a neural network sees various sides of a shape and determines they 

are varying sides of the same nose, the abstract concept of the same nose is one which is 

beyond any particular concrete manifestation of this side or that as this manifests in particular 

spatial and temporal shiftings which manifest first this and then that side of what it deems to 

be the same nose. It then does this at the next level of scale, such that when the this 



particular nose and this particular mouth come together with this particular eyebrow, it is likely 

that the face belongs to this particular person. At each level, however, the particulars are 

composed of what would be described by philosophers past as general notions.dcclx  

 

For in fact, the color maps in my visual cortex are composed of generalities, of various 

shades of green in general shading into those of blue and yellow and beyond.dcclxi There is no 

particular green such mappings, but when this green is part of a tree which is recognized at a 

higher level of scale, it becomes particular in relation to the tree, even if it is general in relation 

to the various attempts to pick out this color from shifting shadings which arise due to shifts 

within light and shadow and all the ways my brain works to differentiate these. What I see as 

green, after all, is only relatively determined as such in relation to these, similar to what was 

described in regard to noses.  

 

In this sense, when I experience something like a tree, it is composed of layers and layers of 

such micro- and macro- level matches between downward projecting abstract guesses and 

upward projecting sensory stimuli. General concepts feel downwards towards the world and 

particular stimuli feel upwards, and in the middle, there is emergence, sync, and in this case, 

recognition. This does not mean that the tree I see may not move as I walk around it, but 

rather, that the particular patterning of horizonal opening and relative invariance is one which 

my brain recognizes as treelike, and most often even before I am there to think about it and 

question this. I may try to move beyond this, to focus my awareness in just such a way as to 

clear away the more abstract layers at the top, and experience the micro-level without the 

macro-level recognitions, but this requires a force of effort and is nearly impossible to 

achieve, as if the concept of tree at the more abstract level would need to be kept at bay 

before it swooped in and did its thing. Doing so is of course a wonderful way to practice one's 



ability to focus during something like meditation.  

 

It is because I experience the emergent sync of the micro and macro in the meso, in the 

concrete sync between abstract and concrete, general and particular, that I experience the 

tree as I do, as this tree, “as” tree, and as a tree full of the richness of experience. When I just 

imagine a tree or think back later about this tree in memory, it will lack the vividness, the 

fullness, the detailed richness. This is why experience has no substitute. Memory and 

imagination are of course their own types of experience, and they are able to do things that 

other types of experience cannot, they are more abstract sorts of experience, but they cannot 

conjure the concrete fullness of a tree, only its shadow. This is because when I see a tree with 

my own eyes, my abstract concepts, abstracted from experience prior, meet up with my 

concrete incoming sensation, and I feel all of these together in a grand synergy.  

 

Some of this is simply a restatement of what has been stated earlier, if in slightly reworked 

form. But it also indicates something new. That is, I would not experience the tree as being as 

full, rich, and vivid as I do when I see it with my own eyes, rather than those “of” memory or 

fantasy, if I did not feel the concreteness as well as the abstractness, the sub-experiences of 

the inner grounds along with those of the more abstractly macro-levels of my experience of 

the tree as tree. At the macro-level of the tree as it manifests in my experience at this 

moment, my experience of the world as tree is at its most abstractly general in regard to the 

way it distinguishes inner and outer grounds, while the sub-aspects of this experience, and 

the sub-aspects of its grounds, are less so, more particular and more concrete, for they are 

aspects in relation to this.  

 

Nevertheless, I experience all these in their ways, each contributing, giving rise to the abstract 



“outlines” and the concrete “fullness” of the determinate details of which these are aspects. 

Does this mean that I contribute the abstract parts from my brain's abstract networks, and the 

world the concrete matter? To think this way would be to reinstate dualism. My world is 

abstractly determinate at the outlines of the tree, but to say this is because my networks have 

contributed this abstract, or the world as such, is likely an oversimplification. Were there only 

one of these and not the other, there would likely be a lack of sync, such as when I try to find 

the distinct contours of the waves of the ocean, or when I see a pattern that is complex but 

whose structural unity I cannot parse into meaning. It is quite possible that aspects of my 

world which appear relatively coherent arise sometimes due to greater contribution of 

abstraction on my part, and more from the world's part, and with all sorts of admixtures.  

 

To be abstract in such a way is not to be mystical or transcendental or anything like this, but 

rather, to be shared and common, and to do this, experiences often have to be relatively 

flexible and only semi-determinate. The relative homogeneity of blank paper makes it an 

excellent surface upon which to draw, just as the relative homogeneity of sand makes it 

excellent material for building sand castles. All the molecules of whirlpool share in common 

their particular determinate relation to the generality of the whirlpool as such which has these 

as aspects, even if this whirlpools as macro-networking is nothing but the intermodulation of 

each's relation to the others most near it by its intermodulation by the whole as a relatively 

general system.  

 

To experience something like a tree is, from a relational perspective, something like this. 

There is the tree, the photons, my body, the weaving interplay between these as I walk 

around the tree at multiple levels of scale, the weavings between the photons and the 

receptors in my eye and at rippling levels of scale up and down my cortex. If I merely think of 



a tree, I do not experience the richness and fullness of “reality” because my conceptual 

abstraction, memory, or fantasy lacks the lower levels. And what this means is that my 

experience should likely be understood as more than merely that of the top level. That is, my 

experience is one which stretches downwards from my most abstract aspects near the top of 

the dynamic core of my awareness, to the sensory cortexes which feel the impact of neurons, 

to the receptors which feel the photons and even beyond. After all, we have no way to 

simulate our retinal receptors in ways that feel as real as seeing a real tree, and while cinema 

gets close, we still are able to tell the difference, and even then, we are not merely 

hallucinating what we see in cinema, we are really seeing.  

 

What I am saying here is that the self is literally a twisting of world, one which extends far 

beneath the thresholds of awareness and into the world as such. Were any of this not here, 

including the aspects of experience beyond conscious control, the impacts contributed by my 

body, and those which impact this body, the vividness of reality would not be experienced. I 

would feel my world as if in a dream. But this is not how I experience it except when I am in a 

dream. Waking life is vibrant and full and I can impact it in dynamic and powerful ways by 

moving. Perhaps this will one day be simulated, but even then, my experience will twist 

beyond itself with the simulation which is part of it. But as things stand now, there is every 

reason to think that my experience literally twists the world to feel as it does.  

 

This means that experience is more than “mere” conscious control, at least if this is 

understood as the top layer of this. I do not control the more basic parts of my visual cortex, 

those responsible for chunking what I see, but were they not there, my experience would 

differ, and in this sense, my experience goes digs around within a sort of perceptual 

unconscious every time I see anything, and this is part of why my experience is always 



already full of meaning, chunked, by means of the patterns which my brain's unconscious 

parts have abstracted from the patterns which have arisen to it in the world.  

 

This does not mean that infants who lack a bank of orderly patterns here do not experience, 

only that they experience differently, more simply, without the benefit of filters to make sense 

of the chaos, to try find ways to sync its abstract patterns with those in the data. But this does 

not mean that we should wish we could get back to such a non-filtered state, for while the 

infant may have less mediated access to raw experience, they also lack the ability to extract 

resonances between macro-patterns within and macro-patterns without which would 

otherwise be missed by those experiencing at too fine a level. The infant misses the tree not 

because of the forest, but because of the din of the molecular impacts and the chaos within 

these. Only when this is parsed back and organized can it bring its abstract experience of a 

tree into sync with that experienced by others, perhaps by playing a game of catch by running 

around such a tree.  

 

What then am I? I am not merely the most global, abstract, or upper level of my experiencing. 

I am my world, just twisted within my bodily feeling brain. Every aspect of the world, in fact, 

seems to be every other, merely organized according to how its body can interact with these 

according to its perspective, and how much it can feel itself feeling this at varying levels of 

recursion. Humans have so many of these, that we may imagine these are all we are, but we 

are all that is being felt here, all that is being twisted here, if each in our own singular ways, 

and in this sense, our worlds and the selves which are them turned outside in and nothing but 

the world turned outside in in us-like ways.  

 

Twisting Beyond Mere Awareness, or the Question of “the Unconscious” 



 

There are nevertheless many details which need yet to be explored in regard to this 

worldview, many aspects yet to be addressed that complicate yet also enrich the world-

lensing it provides. When I look up into the night sky full of stars, for example, the light which 

reaches my eyes has traveled across massive distances through eons of time to reach me. I 

may interpret this as indicating that stars are present in particular locations in the cosmos, 

even if the information I have is horribly outdated, for even when I look at the Sun I see it as it 

was eight minutes ago, always a bit out of date and millions of miles away. What I see is just 

as correct or true or real as anything else I see, but if I interpret it as how the Sun “Really” is 

then my interpretation is clearly incorrect in regard to the standards of “Really” and all this 

implies.  

 

Furthermore, while I can see many stars in the night sky, the closer I am to light sources, such 

as the glow of a city, the fewer stars I see, and during the daytime, the light of the Sun makes 

it impossible to make our nearly any stars at all. This does not mean that light they emitted 

does not reach my eyes, but rather, in contrast to what I see at night, during the day I cannot 

distinguish the light the stars contribute to what I see from that contributed by the Sun. I am 

impacted by photons from these stars, and yet, in ways which are below thresholds of my 

ability to grasp their contributions with enough clarity or distinctness to determine which they 

are. The impacts of these thresholds are determined in part by the limitations of my body, 

such as the limited capacities of my eyes, exceeded in many ways by those of more accurate 

telescopes. But the world contributes to the determinations of these thresholds as well, in that 

whether a particular stimulus falls below a threshold of mine of this sort is influenced as much 

by my visual apparatuses as factors such as distance, intensity, or the contrast between a 

given light source and those around them.  



 

The contributions to the limits of clarity and distinctness in my experience may differ in regard 

to those which are produced by my body and what arises beyond this, however, even if it is 

often unclear which may be at work. My eyes can only see so far away with any clearness or 

distinction, but when I cannot see clearly or distinctly, this may be the result of my eyes or 

distance or other factors, depending on the situation, and often a combination of these, each 

networking together in their ways to give rise to the joins between more clear and distinct 

worldslices and the more opening horizonal ones which form their grounds. As with nearly 

anything in regard to a relational approach to experience, however, to imagine that one can 

ever fully be sure that a structure in one's world is the result of the feeling of the body from 

within or the world without would be to imagine that one could experience without these 

conditioning the experience of the structures in question, with all this implies.  

 

These are issues that are not unrelated to these which also arise in regard to the way I 

experience my world as mine, the experiential selfing which continually twists the world 

minely in ways often described as being “my self.” As mentioned earlier, many researchers 

now believe that “conscious awareness” is the result of the largest pattern of sync within the 

pulsing of the living wires of my brain at a given moment, such that the feeling which arises 

from within this pattern of syncing networking is what I feel in a manner traditionally 

described, at least, as consciousness. What then, of something like an unconscious? Clearly 

those of a more psychoanalytic persuasion in particular may want to get a sense of what a 

relational approach to such concerns would be, and there are many ways in which this project 

draws upon psychoanalytic theorizing even as it modifies many structures thereof, and so, 

something should at least be said in regard to such concerns.  

 



In preceding sections I describe the ways in which various aspects of my brain's activity seem 

beyond the capacity for awareness. I cannot gain conscious access to how my brain's visual 

cortexes pre-process visual information into chunks, nor can I feel how my brain keeps my 

heart beating, digestion moving, and so many other bodily functions coordinated. Some of my 

brain's machinery seems to be relatively off limits to the ability of the neural “fingers” of the 

patterns of activation in my dynamic core to feel these. But there are also aspects of my 

brain's weavings that I may not be using at a given moment, but which I could activate if I so 

chose. If I think of something like a lime, and picture it to myself, I am likely lighting up the 

aspects of the color maps in my visual cortexes which make me feel what I have come to call 

“green.” This is done in part by weakly inhibiting related colors on my color maps, those of 

blue and yellow, for example, while strongly inhibiting those which correspond to things like 

purple. One could say that by thinking of green, I am in a sense “repressing” purple, even 

though I cease to do so, for example, if I think of purple colored grapes.  

 

Freud refers to that which can become conscious but is not at a given moment as pre-

conscious, while that which cannot become conscious now as unconscious.dcclxii Using such a 

determination, one could say that the parts of my visual cortex which pre-process my visual 

data are likely unconscious in a relatively firm way, even if there may be other aspects of my 

brain which while not currently activated, are also so strongly inhibited by so many other 

aspects of my brain that to think about them would create great anxiety, distress, etc. These 

would likely be what clinicians would often refer to as “contents” of the unconscious, and yet, 

even from the inception of psychoanalysis, there has always been a tension at work between 

contents which are unconscious and unconscious structures. If I now see a lime with my own 

eyes, the sections within my visual maps which give rise to my feeling green at particular 

locations in my world arise in part due to the inhibition of the aspects of my color maps which 



code for purple, but this occurs beyond my immediate awareness unless I think of the color 

purple while seeing the lime. If I merely see the lime, the color purple is inhibited by the 

networks in my brain which see the lime's greenness, and as such, depending on how such a 

notion is understood, could be considered unconscious.  

 

Then again, the manner in which my visual cortexes chunk what they see into recognizable 

items is a structure whose working is beyond my immediate ability to control or shift or access 

in any sense that is traditionally described as being part of awareness. If I scan my eyes 

across the room in which I am sitting, I see bookshelves, a desk, chairs, and between these, 

less differentiated aspects of my world. My brain's recognition networks interact with those 

carrying incoming visual data, and the result is this admixture. When I see a chair, I do this in 

part because networks in my brain are inhibiting those for other possibilities, weakly inhibiting 

objects like chairs, such as tables, while strongly inhibiting others, such as cows or zebras.  

 

In this sense, however, my “conscious awareness,” whatever such a notion may mean to 

various theorists, thus seems to arise as it does because of the patterns of activation which 

form the dynamic core as the ways in which they arise as coherent patterns from the mutual 

inhibition of other aspects of my brain's potential pattens of activation. Often this occurs in 

regard to differing ways of activating overlapping aspects of the very same maps of wires in 

the brain. Those aspects of my more immediate neural feeling arise in this sense in part from 

how they actively push down that which is not being felt right now, some aspects more 

strenuously than others, and while there seems every reason to think that the neurons involve 

feel how they do this because they are in part this doing, the networks which meta-feel all this 

as one coherent dynamic core weave themselves most directly it seems from the coherences 

rather than that from which they distinguish themselves. That is, when I think or green or see 



something green, I do not feel myself actively pushing against purple, even though some 

aspect of my brain's networks likely is doing just that. In fact, purple does not occur to me at 

all unless I think of it in some way in addition to lime green, though I may feel a sort of clash 

between these two very different colors, a sort of sensory dissonance.  

 

Clinicians will often speak of various aspects of a client as being “unconscious,” and clearly 

this is a shorthand way of describing many often different things: an idea, a fantasy, a 

memory, a habit, or even a “mental structure,” a notion which, more relationally, could be 

understood as a pattern of activation which has been reinforced over time to be used 

frequently to understand aspects of that person's world. But what does it mean when 

clinicians say that a client became conscious of something that as formerly unconscious? For 

example, a memory may arise in therapy and it may seem curious that it did not arise earlier, 

considering how relevant it may have been to what was discussed, but perhaps it was 

triggered by some new life circumstance. Was it repressed? As many clinicians have argued, 

one can only determine repression by its return, but with a strange temporality at work, such 

that perhaps the return gives rise to the repression, in a sense, as much as the reverse.dcclxiii 

Whether or not there is a simple answer to whether or not something was “really” repressed, 

to deal with something “as if” it were can have a variety of powerful effects.  

 

The ramifications of many of the notions explored in the preceding paragraphs go beyond 

therapy, however, and in ways which may not be immediately apparent, touch on the core of 

this inquiry. For what they indicate is that either large segment the selfing described in the 

preceding sections could be considered unconscious, depending on what one takes this term 

to mean, and in perhaps more than one way. Or, on the contrary, one could frame this 

completely differently, and instead argue that whatever is beyond the limits of the selfing 



which is “mine,” and hence, my mineness, is not really “me,” thereby reducing the limits of the 

self to mere consciousness, and excluding the unconscious aspects of what seems in many 

senses to give rise to this. On the one hand, this could be seen as an issue of definition, and 

it would be much easier to define selfing as either conscious alone, or as including an 

unconscious from which it is clearly distinct, but if one expects that at this point, one has likely 

been reading a different book.  

 

Let us return for context to the way in which, when I see something like a tree with my eyes, 

much of the rich detail and vibrancy of seeing a tree arises from the intertwining of neural 

networkings which impact the brain from the “bottom” up, which is to say, from incoming 

sensory data, as “top down” from its more abstract conceptual networkings.dcclxiv When I 

merely remember or fantasize about a tree, it lacks the rich and vibrant detail of seeing a tree 

with my eyes, I seem unable to call to mind all the rich and detailed power of sensory 

thereness, and as such, the feeling of the “realness” of what I see with my own eyes seems 

unable to be produced merely by “top down” stimuli alone.  If I were completely unable to feel 

the lower level networkings here, however, there would be no reason why it would feel 

different to remember or fantasize about seeing a tree, and seeing one with my own eyes. I 

may not be focusing on many of these details, even though I could bring them to the fore of 

my awareness. But their sheer determinate concrete intertwining seems essential to my 

feeling that what I am seeing is “real” rather than merely memory or fantasy. This is not to say 

that I also realize that I am using my eyes to see a tree rather than picturing these to myself 

by exploring my brain's networks from within, for this helps make such a determination as 

well. But when I think of a tree, the image in my brain is often fuzzy, as the maple and oak 

and bonsai trees I have seen area all trying to inhibit each other arises as an imagine in my 

mind as “the” tree I picture to myself. Then again, even if I try to remember a particular tree, I 



cannot capture that sense of detailed richness that helps me recognize experience which 

arises from without and that which arises merely from exploring my brain's networks from 

within.  

 

All the microfeatures which fill out the details of what I see with my own eyes, what I hear with 

my own ears, what I taste here and now rather than in memory or fantasy, I seem to be able 

to feel them, yet not call them to mind at will. Only the world seems able to do that by 

interweaving bottom up, with attempts to recognize what I feel in a more top down sort of way. 

When I see a tree, then, I experience the intertwining of the downreaching neural fingers 

rippling towards those which are the ripples of the world reaching up into my body and brain, 

each vortexing with the other then as the emergence of seeing this aspect of my world in a 

way I have come to call as being the experience of seeing a tree.  

 

The potentials to feel these more rich sorts of experiences are within me, even if I seem 

unable to bring them about in a top-down sort of way. This is perhaps due to the fact that the 

more abstract mappings for notions like treeness in my cortex are simply networkings which 

have abstracted what all the varying experiences I have had of trees seem to have in 

common. Activating these from above can lead them to reactivate the lower levels whose 

common aspects they indicate, but only beyond what these networks have in common in 

ways which lead to fuzzy clouds of indeterminate and often mutually inhibiting networks. 

When I think of tree in the abstract, I am thinking of that of which my experience of birches 

and oaks and maples have in common, but this is part of why the tree I picture to my mind is 

fuzzy and indeterminate, as it is not the picturing of any one of these, so I feel the fuzzy 

indeterminacy of all the ways which abstraction can concretize if it were intertwined with 

incoming sensation. When I see a tree, the texture of its bark cancels out all the other 



textures of trees I have seen, and this provides the determinate richness of this tree that I 

recognize, in a top down way, as a tree.  

 

But the abstractions at higher levels do not “store” the details below them, rather, only what 

the networks which they map have in the most in common, with all the rest, all the 

differences, being excluded from view precisely by means of this very conceptual grasping. 

When I activate these conceptual networkings in a top down way, when I think of the concept 

of treeness in the abstract, I may get a fuzzy feeling of greenness, but only because most 

trees I have seen have green leaves, but when I think of the concept of people, the I may feel 

a shifting and often mutually inhibiting mess of hair colors, in part because there are five or six 

primary colors of hair that humans have, and these colors differ quite profoundly. A conceptual 

abstraction can only grasp what is held in common over instances of experience, collapsing 

space, time, and concrete individuality. When I reactivate some of these, this may tease out 

clouds of indeterminacy in lower levels, but not concrete determinacy.  

 

When I see a tree, however, coherent sync arises, like schools of fish in microfeatures giving 

rise to macro-fish which school in their ways in the macro-features and conceptual mappings, 

with multi-level sync. Small perturbations at lower levels could lead to massive shifts at higher 

levels if they cross certain thresholds, as small shifts in particular micro-features could 

indicate an experience of a different type, for example. In this way, I am able to feel down into 

those aspects of my brain of which I am  not normally able to “consciously” feel, and this 

because to feel them, there needs to be a sort of coherence which resonates across levels. Is 

this not what feeling is? When I see a tree, there is resonance between forms of sync across 

levels, bringing conceptual maps in the abstract maps in my brain into sync with that at work 

with patterns in the photons which arrive at my eyes after bouncing off the tree.  



 

This is not to say that I see the tree “correctly,” for each aspect of an experiencing, from tree 

to photons to retinal receptors to optic nerve to each level of visual cortex and upwards in the 

brain, each is impacted by what is outside it, and transmits impacts, each interpreting these 

impacts by intertwining its body with these giving rise to its experience which it then extends 

into actions which impact the next, each interpreting experientially and actively interpreting as 

it passes this along on its way. It is possible that what I see does not resonate at all with the 

tree's forms, but if so, when I examine the tree from another side by walking around it, I would 

likely notice a lack of consistency. I clearly feel what is beyond the limits of my body, and the 

coherences within my experience could only arise with the determinate richness and 

coherence they do if this were the case. Were this not so, this coherence and richness would 

not be able to be this way so consistently or as richly as it does. This is not to say we 

experience the world as it “really is,” rather, that all experience is a twisting of the world in its 

way, even if to interpret this in more complex senses, between and across contexts for 

consistency, for example, is far more complex than the sort of basic interpretation which 

manifests in and as each experiencing as the world intertwines with a body such that this 

body interpretingly feels this as its experiencing from within.  

 

If all this is networking, do networks have unconsciouses? In some sense, yes, and quite 

clearly so, if in ways which complexify such notions of the past. If one only focuses on how a 

network nodes another, which is to say, grasps it as a node, then all the links, grounds, and 

levels of networks of emergence are obscured. Marx's critique of commodity fetishism, for 

example, critiques how commodities are presented to consumers in ways which lack links to 

the grounding contexts and social processes of their production, all of which needs to be 

restored to grasp these in a fuller sense. In this, Marx was attempting to make more of the 



social unconscious of the commodity form less so.dcclxv  

 

If one emphasizes only nodes, then links, grounds, and processes of networkings of 

emergence tend to be a sort of “unconscious”  in regard to these nodes, their constitutive 

exclusions, more precisely framed. If one takes networks be merely nodes and links, as is 

often the case, then contextualizing grounds and processes of emergence are obscured. The 

mathematics of graph theory, for example, focuses only on nodes and links, or in graph 

theoretical terms, vertexes and edges.dcclxvi Even if one emphasizes grounds, however, the 

networking processes of emergence tend to be obscured, and if one grasps some of these, 

very often many types and levels of these tend to be obscured, including those which pertain 

more to emergence than the levels of networkings which arise in relation to this. To focus on 

the ocean as the ground of the ecosystems of organisms weaving food webs in relation to this 

is to focus on the ground, but in a way which may overlook the processes which constituted, 

maintain, and reconstitute the ocean. Even if one focuses on these, one may only grasp them 

in their concrete particularity, rather than the layerings of emerging processes of emergence 

of which this is merely an aspect.  

  

One cannot grasp everything from all angles at once and have enough which is clear and 

distinct to be of much use to a particular context, particularly in regard to pragmatic evaluative 

concerns which help determine which interpretive frames can help potentiate particular sorts 

of likely outcomes. Perhaps the world is able to grasp itself from many angles at once, but it 

cannot do so as clearly and distinctly as its discrete aspects. And so, one needs to choose 

some interpretive lensings over others, if while keeping in mind what one has to push into the 

background to do so. If one does not, there is the risk of not only taking a node as all there is, 

over-noding it, and over-noding, over-linking, over-grounding, and over-networking or leveling 



of various sorts, are all forms of over-reification which tend to obscure the ways in which any 

aspect of the world is not merely that. When we forget, deny, disavow, or otherwise do not 

integrate this in some way, there arises forms of concreteness and immediacy which tends to 

manifest in forms of behavior and conceptualization which over-reify aspects of our world in 

regard to how we recreate so many of the world's aspects with them by means of our actions 

each day.dcclxvii  

 

Does it make sense, then, to see my selfing merely as my consciousness? This seems clearly 

less than ideal. Taken to an extreme, such an approach would be one which would say that if 

I am not currently thinking of the color purple, but rather, green, then my self does not include 

purple, and at that moment, my selfing would not. But in the next moment, I may think of 

purple, and then it does. If my selfing is merely my awareness here and now, then each 

moment, just like the dynamic core, it must be different, so many micro-versions of my self,  

different one for each shift of the patterns of activation within this. That said, any attempt to 

distinguish discrete states in a dynamic networking of this is a fraught endeavor indeed, like 

trying to differentiate the “moments” of a whirlpool by means of a photographic camera and a 

strobe light.dcclxviii  

 

My selfing is in this sense more than any particular state of this selfing. Rather, it is, like a 

whirlpool, a dynamic process which exceeds its aspects. A flock of birds may swoop this way 

or that, it may include this particular bird or that bird may break away, and yet, we still say it is 

“the same” flock. This is a manner of speaking, of course, but there is something to this. If a 

selfing is like a whirlpool, it would be one of a sort which has green and purple as aspects 

whether or not they are currently “active,” so to speak, but rather, as potentials. After all, at 

any moment I may be thinking of green, but I know at any moment I can choose to think of 



purple, and this sense of potential is always latently part of my awareness. In this sense, my 

particular experiences arise within a general horizon of potential which forms their 

background, and if my selfing is a vortex, then this potential is in some senses the ground of 

water in which this vortexing occurs, and at multiple levels of scale, and what is any of this but 

how it feels to feel my body feeling itself feeling its world from the inside, not merely in the 

here and now, but as a dynamic process?  

 

As Bergson argues, lived time is not the time of clocks, of homogeneous moments, but rather, 

that of duration.dcclxix A frequent example he gives of what he means by this is a melody. A 

melody can be divided into pitches which can be played individually, and yet, when notes are 

played together as a melody, the movement between consonance and dissonance creates 

tensions and movements of which each pitch becomes an aspect. A melody is more than the 

mere sum of its parts, for while one can learn a melody note by note, it is only when the notes 

cease to be separate parts, and instead aspects of a dynamic whole, with all aspects in 

intermodulating feedback between whole and aspects, that it becomes a melody. A melody 

indicates potentials for complication or resolution, but if one abruptly stops a melody midway 

through, one feels the push of it to develop its potentials, and the pull of possibilities into 

which these potentials could unfold. In the brain, one can even see these potentials, quite 

physically, as aspects of neural networkings which are not currently activated in sync with 

others.  

 

Does my self in this sense indicate merely what I thinking at the reductive point of the here 

and now, even if any pattern of sync is necessarily spread out over space and time? Or 

should my self be seen instead as all the thoughts I can think in regard to my current neural 

pathways? Or could it not in a sense be understood as the way in which the way in which my 



body feels its more immediate potentials against the background of its tacit potentials within 

those of the world which it twists into its feelings in this way? After all, if we include the neural 

patterns of activation which could be activated but are not currently, what about aspects of the 

genome which could likewise be potentially unfolded? Or those in the world which gave rise to 

both of these?  

 

More concretely, if I am walking across the street, I am looking out for cars, just in case I need 

to stop and let them pass. By continually inhibiting the neural networkings which could lead 

me to stop walking, I am feeling them, if in and through this inhibition, and this is a form of 

interfeeling, simply not only of mere conscious awareness. But does that make it 

unconscious? The sort of tonic background awareness of my potentials to do this or that, 

whether by macro-actions of my limbs which give rise to actions “outside” my body, or by 

micro-actions within my brain by “thinking” of this or that idea, is a perpetual processual 

grounding of whatever actions with which I am currently engaged.  

 

In this sense, when I think of green and focus my awareness on this, there is a background 

awareness that I could be thinking of other colors, and other things. Likewise when I walk 

across the street, there is a tacit awareness that I could stop at any moment. These 

grounding feelings are diffuse and dispersed, that from which the more distinct nodal aspects 

of awareness, and their intertwining as relatively coherent vortexes linked in my experience, 

arises. This is what Merleau-Ponty would call the pre-reflective lived-body.dcclxx Whatever I 

think here and now emerges against the background of the implicit sense that others could 

emerge in their place and have in the past. Might this not perhaps be what the interfeeling of 

the dynamic core of what is immediately beyond it feels like?  

 



There are so many forms of unconscious, corresponding to each selfing networking within my 

selfing networks. To argue that one can, or cannot, get access to the unconscious is binary 

thinking, as much as to think that selfing is merely awareness, or that it includes an 

unconscious to which it has no access, or that these are merely matters of definition, or that 

interpretation is or should play no role in such things. From a relational perspective, all of 

these are massive oversimplifications. For what would make us think that the dynamic core, 

or awareness, likely varying aspects of the same, necessarily have firm binary boundaries? 

When I think of the concept of a tree, the picture in my mind is fuzzy and multi-determined, a 

mixed mess of aspects of maple and oak, beech and fir, etc. Does the notion of treeness 

include these, or not? Do the feelings, and to what extent?  

 

All of these are issues of interpretation, and while one could interpret these issues in a binary 

sense, there are many reasons to do otherwise. One could say that either the networks in 

question do this or do not, and this too is a binary mode of interpretation, one which prioritizes 

this as the “difference that makes a difference” in regard to the determination in question, but 

if one shifts the interpretive framing,dcclxxi these cease to be the central determinants. And 

even then, are we willing to say that they self is merely a set of discrete states, particularly 

when the brain functions as it does by means of complex weavings of balancing feedbacking 

whose dynamic interfeeling flowing is more like that of a fluid vortex in its interweavings than 

anything like a binary machine? Such an approach would also be to say that a flock of birds is 

different simply for having a particular bird leave, and while one could interpret this this one, 

one loses much doing so.  

 

At a given moment, I know I can think of one thing and then the next, do one thing and then 

the next. This tacit awareness is one which Merleau-Ponty has described as a sort of haze of 



potentials within which each object in our experience arises.dcclxxii When I see a cup, I see it 

as “potential-to-be-picked-up” as much as anything else. This potential is a tacit grounding in 

regard to which my seeing of it arises. In a neural sense, my brain is always exploring its 

mappings of my body maps, feeling out potential actions, at the same time as these are in 

continual webs of feedback with those which try to recognize what I see. These are aspects of 

the neural vortexing of my selfing of my seflings, and so it makes sense that as I recognize 

seeing a cup this is likely as much an aspect of my experience as the sense of potentials to 

do this or that in relation to this. At my outer horizons, I see the cup and feel within myself the 

potentials of how I could do this or that in regard to this, and while I do not think I feel them in 

what I see of the cup outside of me, this manner of speaking can at least draw our attention to 

the ways in which what we experience is never merely a sort of pointillistic, isolated, reified 

“snapshot,” whether visual or otherwise, of this or that.   

 

The notion of the here and now returns in regard to such issues, and with a vengeance. If I 

see the limits of “an experience” as what I grasp, or what grasps me to grasp it, merely in the 

here and now narrowly conceived, this would not be experience in any sense of the word I 

recognize. If I pick up a stone and look at it, I move my fingers around to feel the texture, I 

move the stone around in my hand to feel the weight, I pick the stone up to my eye level to 

look at it more closely, and all this takes time. To say “I pick up a stone and look at it” and 

assume this occupies only a single point in space and time is to take a Cartesian abstraction 

of what these notions mean, or the more concrete over-reifying sense of what it means to 

grasp from which these derive, and assume it is how things “really are.” To pick up a stone 

and examine it is to bring my selfing networks into sync with its networkings as an emerging 

networking. The boundaries of these across space and time, inside and outside, self and 

world, are not simply determinable as we are intertwining in this way. To say that the left and 



right side of a vortex are simply separable in a non-entangled way, not as aspects of each 

other, but as distinct things intertwining, would be to reify these from the dynamic 

interweaving feeling which is the only way this could be feeling, an excessive opening to more 

reductive attempts to determine it in such ways.  

 

When I pick up a stone and examine it, visually or otherwise, a vortexing twisting of world into 

my body and my body into world arises and an aspect of my dynamic worldtwisting is how this 

feels from within and between all our networking interfeelings. The stone-ish aspects of these 

are far less dynamic, far less free, don't meta-feel their aspects, but the living and neural ones 

within my body do, and experiencing a stone is a thread of vortexing within all this. It 

emerges, moves and shifts, and then passes away into the next. Sometimes the boundaries 

are relatively firm, when the networking contexts in question shift abruptly, and sometimes this 

happens when various networks reach critical points, while at others, there are transitions 

which can only be divided into states in hindsight or from interpretive framings which carve 

their aspects more discretely. When does the water in the ocean become “part” of a wave and 

not merely the background of one? Such determinations are hardly simple or absolute.  

 

Not only is a selfing hardly a thing, but to conceptualize it in a thing-like way is to miss so 

much of what makes it a selfing. A selfing is an emerging networking, a process which unfolds 

potentials across simplistic distinctions of space and time, inside and outside, feeling and felt, 

and in ways not unlike that of a vortex of water, but of massively more radical complexity. This 

is not to say that it might not make sense, in various circumstances, to say things like “I will do 

it my self,” of this has enormous practical uses. But to imagine the self as something which 

can be so simply grasped in this sort of way is to miss the richness and potentials which such 

sort of thinking tends to obscure, and in so many ways, and with powerful potential 



ramifications.  

 

In these senses, from a relational perspective, selfings can be seen as are vortexes of 

dynamic feeling of potentials within a twisting of world, a bodily feeling of world as its world, 

one which is felt by this body as its potentials in regard to this world, with a selfing as how this 

body feels its potentials in regard to how the world feels its own at it, with a selfing as how this 

feels itself feeling itself feeling its potentials in relation to this. Selfing is how all of this feels 

the micro-selfings of which it is dynamically composed feel their bodies feel the world as their 

worlds from within. To reduce such interfeeling feeling to an image, an abstract 

conceptualization, or any other sort of reificatory type of thinking, including of its aspects, is to 

miss the emerging complexity of feeling emerging from a body from within our world, the 

manner in which our feeling is excessive opening beyond the mere sum of its parts.  

 

Experiencing Beyond Traditional Dualisms 

    “the interconnection or accommodation of … each to all the others, bring it about 
    that each simple substance has relations that express all the others, and  
    consequently, that each simple substance is a perpetual, living mirror ...”  
     - G.W.F. Leibniz, “The Monadology,” (1712).dcclxxiii    
 
Let us now return to slightly more concretely immediate concerns. When I experience what is 

beyond the more immediate limits of myself, more traditionally conceived, such as when I see 

a tree, this tree is a networking of me and the world which gives rise to my world in the form of 

a tree. My actions react in relation to this in relation to the various memory traces and 

networkings I weave with these, and the ripples of action extend out into the world. All this is 

radically in between, and yet, I am still able to navigate this by means of the abstraction of 

aspects of this which I can then fold back upon it, even if I do need to keep from getting 

fascinated by such abstractions in ways which could undermine by ability to further network. 



Body, mind, inside, and outside, these can all be seen in this sense as aspects of experience, 

and for if we imagine they are radically distinct, we then have to explain how they seem to 

network together, a fraught endeavor with a rough history.  

 

Some of these experiences are physical, which is to say, their aspects are largely intertwined 

only in relations of contiguity. Others are relatively more complexly intertwined, such as 

whirlpools, while others are more complexly intertwined, such as living experiences, and 

neural ones in turn. Each of these are experiences which are aspects of my world, even as 

the complexity of many of their ways of interacting lead to be believe they are likely complex 

experiencers as well, with their bodies evidencing in their structures the sorts of intertwining 

which, analogously to how my body seems to give rise to what I feel from within, could then 

give rise to these within them.  

 

All of which shows that there is every reason to think that my world is but one aspect of the 

world as such which exceeds that of all experiencers, which has experiencers and their 

worlds as aspects. While we seem unable to experience this world as directly as our world 

and its aspects, we can experience it indirectly, in how we experience the actions of others in 

relation to their worlds, and from this, our worlds twist within the worlds of experiencers into 

their worlds and the world as such and back again as our world. My world twists at my body, 

but also at the body of all experiencers into their worlds, and from there into the world as 

such, and from there, back again in my experience to my world, and so in regard to each such 

experiencer. In this sense, there is a baroque pluri-twisting of world not only at the site of my 

neural networking within, but at the site of all experiencers at the site of their bodies and 

potentially brains without, at the world as such which has these as aspects which it weaves 

together in turn, and as these then once again intertwine with aspects of my body to give rise 



to my world of experiencing in turn.   

 

The world of experience as such precisely is in this sense neither one, nor many, but a 

differing multiplicity. Just as with Einsteinian spacetime, there is no “correct” or “ultimate” way 

in which aspects of this world “really are.”dcclxxiv Rather, it is multiple, and while one can make 

local determinations in particular circumstances, such that I can usually find ways to come 

into sync with other experiencers with similar bodies and goals in relatively stable and familiar 

circumstances, there may be circumstances in which this is not the case. While this may 

seem a detriment to producing an ability to “know” the world in a sort of fixed or secure way, it 

is in fact the boon of our world, which is to say, one of the primary ways in which the self-

differing of the stuff of the world, in its differing perspectival intertwinings with itself, fosters 

differing which is then able to produce yet more emergent forms of differing networking and 

networking differing.  

 

This is not to say that there is no coherence to the world as such. Where there no coherence, 

I would not be able to coordinate my experience with other experiencers at all, and even more 

likely, I would not be able to coordinate my own experiences into anything like the relatively 

stable set of experiencings I have come to know as my life. Between complete coherence, 

either in the mode of absolute fixity or complete expenditure, a form of complete dead 

sameness, and complete differing incoherence, which could oddly be quite similar in many 

ways, with both of these extremes likely impossible states, there is the unfolding world as we 

know it, between these, a world of multiplicitous emerging. To rage at the world for being 

multiple rather than one or many is to rage at everything that makes it richly as it is, and full of 

potential to be more radically emergent still.  

 



 

 

In earlier sections, I described my world of experiencing has my body as an aspect, even as 

my body is the aspect of my world of experiencing which experiences itself experiencing the 

world as such to give rise to my world which has my body as an aspect, a sort of snake eating 

its own tail. As the body and world appear on both sides of this, as experiencer and 

experienced, one could say that there is body as experiencing and “body” as experienced in 

this world, and world of experiencing and “world” of experiencing as experienced by the body 

(or vice-versa in regard to which of these get quotes to differentiate them). Is it not cheating to 

speak of both of these as is done in this text? 

 

When my body experiences the world as such, the sub-aspects of my body experience sub-

aspects of the world as such, my neural networkings only unify these to show me what each 

sensory organ and nerve impulse shows it in turn. Each link in this networking modifies what it 

transmits. My world arises from the way in which all of that which is beyond it comes together 

to emergently network as selfings of selfings which culminate in my most complex dynamic 

neural core selfings. My top neural networkings feel themselves and the more immediate 

networks below them relatively immediately, and those more distantly in more distant and 

mediated ways.  

 

Along the way, in nearly infinite gradations, the world becomes my world, and I am little more 

than the dynamic emerging of this, the curvature within the stuff of the world and its 

interfeeling which gives rise to this as the selfing I feel myself to be. The world as such selfs 

me as much as I am selfing at my selfing, and in the process, the world as such becomes my 

world precisely in regard to the perspectival layering mediacy of this complex intertwining. 



This is particularly exacerbated at the limits of the body, for while my body may encounter 

many aspects of the world as such, it most consistently encounters the aspects of the world 

which it carries with itself, aspects of which are more or less “as such” the more distant they 

are from my more central selfings.  

 

In this sense, there are nearly infinite levels of degree between my world and the world as 

such, and so it is with any experiencer, the more so the more coherent and complex the 

experiencer in question, for there are more levels of mediacy, but there are so many shades 

of gray in between. For each of these, there is the way in which they twist the world 

multiplicitously in relation to its aspects, and in relation to those of the others whose actions 

contribute to its experiencing each in their differing ways, complex multiplicitous twisting 

within and without. In this sense, to speak of a firm divide between my world and the world as 

such is a convenient way of speaking helpful to articulate the points made in this text, but it 

too must be seen as an oversimplification, a partial reification, of a much more completely 

gradated process of networking.  

 

 

Experiential Worldtwisting 

 

We are and can be so much more than reified and binary divisions and the sort of overreified 

and overcentralized, paranoid and cancerous worldviews to which this leads. Rather, we are 

and can be dynamically distributed networks of intertwinings which cut across and weave 

beyond simple binaries such as body and mind, inside and outside, subject and object, self 

and world. We can in this sense be seen as relatively distributed networks of processes of 

mine-ings which are also processes of worldings, with varying degrees of inbetweenness of 



which any notion of mine or world are aspects. There is nothing static or object-like within this, 

except as radical reduction. Rather than simplify this all with the crude axe of dualism, it is 

possible to describe the fine grained networks of experience in their networked diversity, with 

all their fuzzy layerings, degrees of centralization and openness, and so much more. Rather 

than rigid dualism or monism, and in the manner described above, it is possible to see 

experience as networks of one self-differing fabric, with matter as how this manifests from 

outside, and experience how it manifests from within.  

 

From the perspective described here, matter and experience are lenses on experience, as 

are sensation, action, memory, feeling, thinking, being a subject, being an object, being a 

world, etc. Some lenses emphasize aspects of this experience more than others of course, 

just as different color glasses show the world differently, the issue, from a relational 

perspective, is not whether or not it is possible to see a world in a particular way, but why and 

to what ends in regards to various contexts.  

 

In one sense, I am a networking of matters. Matter is one of the ways in which memory forms 

in experience, for it is the congealing of patterns of intertwining, points of balances between 

forces, dances of sub-atomic twistings frozen into place and made into building blocks which 

can refract the forces on them and move in various ways to intertwine with others to produce 

new forms of networking. I am the memories stored in the form of my brain and my DNA, and 

the very form of my body is a concrete memory of how my DNA interacted with its 

environment to produce the body which is the result. My body and my DNA, the wiring 

diagrams in my brain, these are residues of memory past, inscriptions which are actions of 

memory which take concrete form so as to extend these into the future, for in a sense all 

action is simply an extension of memory into the future, a memorizing.  



 

As concretizations of forces, matters are not necessarily losses of potential if they function as 

memories which intertwine with others to produce new forms of networking. In this sense I am 

a network of actions and reactions made possible by the memories storied in the forms of my 

matters, the form of which makes possible the dynamic intertwining I am. My actions refract 

those of the contexts which wrote themselves upon the text of my body which reads the 

actions of the world beyond it in turn, and in this sense, I am a network of actions as much as 

memories. I am also a network of feelings, the way the universe feels itself refractingly at my 

location even as I feel it back in such a manner in return. While previously this may have been 

referred to as “mind,” and it may have made sense to speak of a network of mind, this text 

has chosen experience and feeling instead. For it is much less reifying to speak of a 

networking of experiencings which network with others at nested and intertwining levels of 

scale, each differing in their ways according to their bodies, and proliferating in, through, and 

beyond traditional distinctions. A notion such as “mind” makes it all but impossible to see 

these. From a networkological perspective, I can be seen as a networking of matterings, 

actings, and experiencings, differing lenses on the same, with my self composed of networks 

of selves which are my world.  

 

In these senses matter and “mind” can be seen as lenses on experiencing, but limiting ones 

at that. Such binary and dualist means present a world which is binarized, but it can be seen 

otherwise, and this texts has worked to show how it can be seen as forms of relational 

networking instead, with self-ing as a form of relational networking within this. As such, the 

selfing is a form of opening or unlimit, closer to a horizon than a thing, an emerging opening. 

While at times it is of course useful to refer to processes as things, such as when I tell my 

friend to walk further towards the horizon, we must not forget how open our horizons are. This 



can be seen to be the case, if in less dramatic ways, with everyday objects, calling to mind 

the manner in which Deleuze argues that perhaps it would be better to put all nouns and 

adjectives in verbal form, and instead of calling a tree a tree, call it a tree-ing, and instead of 

saying that a leaf is green, say instead that it is green-ing.dcclxxv While it may not be necessary 

to do this literally, there is I believe much to this idea, for it reminds us not to overreify the 

aspects of our worlds.  

 

In the aforementioned senses, my sense of myself is more like a horizon than a thing, a 

dynamic networking ground from which new networks of experience emerge. I am distributed 

within and amongst these yet in none in particular, at least not in any simple sort of way. 

When I try to reach the deepest levels of my inner world, that which seems to be no particular 

memory, decision, fantasy, feeling, or thought, but rather, the seemingly placeless place from 

which these all emerge, this place always seems to slip from grasp, and it is even unclear if 

there is on place or many, if it has firm boundaries, etc. The thinking from which my thoughts 

emerge, the acting from which my actions emerge, the deepest core of my feeling where all 

my feelings converge, inner horizons all.  

 

Still, if there is something to myself, perhaps it is simply the overlapping convergence of 

these. My inner horizons seem the most intensely myself, my bodily horizons less so, and 

horizons at the limits of my senses even less, horizons within the stuff of the world less so 

still. And yet, a horizon is always a manifestation of what it is not, a beyonding and excess. 

That is, I would have little to allow me to recognize my inner aspects as mine and hence 

aspects of me without outer experiences. To say I am the weaving of my inner horizons is in 

this sense to say that I am the weaving of my outer horizons as well, for these are aspects of 

the same experiencing fabric, with everything relative in regard to inside or outside or 



between within this.dcclxxvi But this has a sense to it, for after all, my individual nerve cells are 

outside of my brain from within, just as the rest of my body is outside of my brain from without. 

Each network of activation within my brain is outside of others, and individual nerve cells may 

be outside or inside of these one moment and not the next. While I am more intensely the 

networks in my brain than those in my toe, and in this sense my toe is more outside of me 

than my nerve cells, just as the air around me is further outside me still, these are always only 

relative determinations, for these inner senses of mineness would not feel that way if they did 

not have something in regard to which to compare themselves.  

 

I can in this sense be seen as a networking of horizons as much as networking of mattering 

memories, actions, and feelings, such that each of these can be seen as itself a horizon of 

sorts. After all, try to dissect any one of these, and it reveals more, it is a horizon in its way. A 

horizoning, however, is not a thing of course, but rather, an opening, and there are so many 

different types of openings I weave with my world, inner ones and outer ones, obverses and 

reverses, some overlapping to a greater or lesser degree, and sometimes even shifting how 

they do this. Just as when I walk towards the horizon it unfolds more, so it is with anything 

and everything and more in my experiencing.  

 

And yet, there is still a grammar and structure here, a curvature to the geometries which 

present themselves in this way. Drawn between inner and outer horizons, the body, the twist, 

the site of greatest simple invariance, presents a stretching between the greatest simple 

variance of the world, and the greatest complex variance of the brain. But as with a reversible 

figure and ground, in which foreground and background can invert depending on attention, 

which in this is variance and which invariance? For viewed from within, the body is the 

invariance, but viewed from without, it is inner and outer world of brain and physical matters 



beyond the body respectively. And yet these perspectives on me can be refracted inside me 

and vice-versa. Which here is inside and which without, which is horizon and which solid 

experience, which opening and which closure? My world is myself without me, my self is my 

world within me, my body twisting experiencing both of these inside out each other, and the 

folds within these reverse depending upon one's perspective.  

 

The notion of being inside out and outside in in regard to the self is a powerful one. 

Psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan developed a special term for this, extimité, or extimacy.dcclxxvii 

This extimacy describes the manner in which what is most intimate to us is often in fact 

outside of us and vice-versa, such as how, for example, two lovers find the core of their 

desires within each other, or an artist chases their own vision in the world of marble or paint, a 

musician within tone and vibration, etc. Lacan most directly addresses this to his concerns as 

a psychoanalyst, to how we desire what is outside of us as if our deepest core were torn from 

within us and we search to re-find it from without, as if the world had cored us out like an 

apple and hidden this core within the fabric of the world such that we spend our lives 

searching for our missing inner self turned inside out and world hollowing us outside in.  

 

Lacan draws in this from developmental psychology, and some influential developmental 

psychologists, such as attachment theorist John Bowlby, famously argued that “there is no 

such thing as an infant,”dcclxxviii rather, a place within the relational matrix of persons which 

only slowly individuates itself in and through the biological organism. Caretakers call children 

into their worlds, metabolizing their affects, mirroring their experiences, punishing and 

rewarding, imitating and modeling, reinforcing the sense that when the world moves down this 

is because the head moves up, and you have a head like I do, and you are a you with a head, 

and this is all a coherent system with your body as the reference point within this. The 



caretakers fade into an ever widening nexus of relations with the world, loopings of desire and 

frustration, care and projects, objects and other experiencers with worlds inside of them too.  

 

We have never not been extimate. Our deepest desires and fears were formed in a relational 

matrix, were implanted in us by others who raised us, modified by us to be sure, but always 

within such a fabric. Our deepest self was called in to the world by the world, we chase what 

we feel we have lost always, the early care, the early caretakers, and as we grow older, we 

come to realize these are only ever aspects of us and vice-versa, worlds and selves refracting 

in each other, even as we perhaps refract into others we help bring into the world in this way 

as well.  

 

In his notion of extimacy, Lacan is building upon G.W.F. Hegel and Martin Heidegger, of 

course. For the former, I am the essence of all I experience, and for Heidegger, I am a being 

that finds itself out there in the world, thrown into a situation whereby I am fundamentally 

outside myself thereby and the world outside in.dcclxxix Alongside Lacan, Merleau-Ponty 

developed similar ideas from related sources, arguing that there is a “thickness” to 

experience, whereby the “circle” of the self and world partially overlap even if the centers of 

these are not necessarily the same, both partaking of a flesh of experiencing which has each 

as aspects. Dewey, not long before, argued that experience and nature feel into each other, 

as Bergson felt for matter and memory. Not long after, and around the time of Lacan's 

extimacy, and as with a thinker like Henry, Merelau-Ponty argues that there can be no reified 

or binary experience without a more encompassing set of horizonal structures from which 

these could emerge, and from there, that from which such horizonal structures could 

emerge.dcclxxx  

 



Such abstractions are nevertheless groundless unless contextualized within the worlds which 

gave rise to these. For none of this would be possible, of course, without the life which 

supports these, and the physical universe from which these arose in turn, that which turns 

itself outside in within us, as we turn ourselves inside out in the social, which then calls us 

inside out into our socially living physical worlds refracting in and through all these twists. I am 

the overdetermined intertwining of all of these in their ways. Just as a scrap of paper may 

barely move in turbulent seas, at least if it sits in a place in which waves collapse and cancel 

out their impacts, so it is with the stability within the flux of my body and the self which forms 

around, in, and through it. And in this sense, my body is a prismatic mirror of world. For it, and 

I, am the networks of symmetry within these, the relatively stable yet always dynamically 

shifting networking feeling within this which is my body feeling itself feeling its world, each 

differing aspects of the others. As the asteroid whose gravity forms the anchor of my self in 

the world, my body twists the world within, and the self without, extimate each to the other.  

 

This is not simply a manner of speaking, for there are many ways in which my body is simply 

the world turned outside in at a point within it only to refract back upon it. My body, after all, is 

the product of the aspects of my world which gave rise to it and maintain it. I was produced by 

my parents, who were produced by their parents, even if I am also the product of my physical 

environment, the food I eat, the air I breathe, and physical forces are me, and so much more 

which intertwines dynamically at the sites where I am. I am maintained as I am only by means 

of relatively stable conditions of pressure and gravity within and without which come into 

balance, alongside precisely balanced conditions of nuclear forces which hold my atoms and 

molecules together as they are,dcclxxxi and were any of these not the case, the aspects of my 

body, and perhaps the matter around me, would scatter.  

 



My body is the intertwining dynamic symmetry within all the forces inside and outside of it at 

the particular spacetime location I occupy. I am simply how this feels from the inside, and my 

body how this feeling manifests itself concretely from the outside, for my body, including how 

it feels itself feeling itself by means of the brain which is an aspect of it, is the feeling which I 

complexly am. My body feels the bodies of those around it, feels the forces outside and within 

it, reacts to these, and it is these reactions, the concrete embodiment of the feeling I am, its 

experience of the world around it as feeling made flesh.  

 

Taking this further, the entire universe, all its history and its furthest reaches, all sum up and 

overlap at the spacetime location wherein lies the dynamic symmetry I call my body. While all 

spacetime locations and matters which spacetime them are little other than this, this particular 

spacetime location and mattering is that which lies at the nexus of my body, and so it is that 

which matters the most to me. When I move or when something moves me, forces shift within 

or without, balances shift with this, and these intertwinings rearrange until a new balance is 

reached. Each time this has happened that I remember, I have thankfully resumed relatively 

similar to how I was in my new location, or rather, the world has re-arranged itself around me 

similarly in its way.  

 

Were the Earth not formed I would not be here. If my parents had been born in different 

countries, the same. Had I been born in a different culture, the same DNA would have 

produced a very different me. I am the result of how all of these wove together to produce the 

durational threading I am. I am a node within the networks of my world, the concrete 

networking of all of these, a dynamic point of balance like the eye of a tornado, a point of 

temporary stasis within dynamic flux. Were some molecule across the galaxy differently 

formed, this could have led to a chain reaction of events which would have formed me 



differently, and this molecules was also supported by all those around it that support it and 

brought it to be where it was in a way which contributed, even if in not being other than they 

are, to the formation of the person I am. Or, to use the words of Leibniz, “... every body is 

affected by everything that happens in the universe.” A.N. Whitehead frames this a bit more 

precisely, “Extension is the most general scheme of real potentiality, providing the background 

for all other organic relations …  Spacetime is how relevance is gradated.” (PR, 67).   

 

I am in this sense only the person I am due to the contribution, each in their way and in 

differing degrees, of the entire universe and all its aspects. I am in this sense the Big Bang 

that gave rise to the world in which I live, everything I have ever seen, everything I can 

remember or have thought or dreamed, they are all me in their ways. Of course, all these 

things are less intensely me than the Earth which gave rise to my parents, the forces which 

maintain my body by immediately pressing upon it from within and without, and my my body 

and my brain and my thoughts and those aspects of me which are most directly present and 

immediate. But were any one of them not there, or different, how might I, through chains of 

mediations, feel my world differently? And if I do not feel my spleen yet my world is supported 

by the action of this organ beyond the horizon of my direct feeling, yet I feel it indirectly and 

mediately as part of the furniture of world which I indirectly am, if in a rather extended and 

dispersed way.  

 

Then again, while I am in a sense everything and anything and more, I am also, as the 

preceding sections have worked to show, in a sense nowhere. As Buddhists have long taught 

meditators, look for yourself in what you see and you cannot see yourself, look for yourself 

within the sounds you hear and you cannot hear yourself, look for yourself in the thoughts you 

think and you find only more of these, the self is in all of these in a way but ultimately in none 



of these, or at least, not in the sense that we often talk about a self, which is to say, as if it 

were a thing.dcclxxxii I say I will do this tomorrow, I say I think of this or that, and yet, as soon as 

I try to really look for this self, it seems everywhere and nowhere and always slipping away. 

Or as 8th century Buddhist philosopher Shantarakshita in his Madhyamakalankara, “all is 

mind, and mind is empty.”dcclxxxiii  

 

Put less idealistically, if I look for myself in the stones or trees I find only stones or trees, if I 

look in my toe I find only toe, if I look in my brain I find only neural networking. I am none of 

these, neither my brain nor body nor eyeballs nor my friend nor the stones, and yet, in some 

sense, distributed amongst these yet not quite any, I am all of these, the way the world curves 

around this non-thing me-ing. By saying I am all of these, yet also none of these, an ancient 

notion articulated by the famed “not this, not that” and “that you are” of the ancient Indian 

Upanisads,dcclxxxiv I am articulating differing forms of the same notion, the notion that framing 

such concerns in rigid binary ways is limiting, that binaries do not fit the complexities of such a 

situation.dcclxxxv For the flesh of experiencing is feeling in between and I continually am this, in 

and beyond how I am beyond them.  

 

None of which is to say, however, that anything goes:dcclxxxvi far from it, for there is complex 

patterning within all of this. Proximity and propinquity, force and position, distance in 

spacetime and type of influence, all these modulate the qualities and quantities of influence 

within these webs. As such, while I am and am not my world in it way, I nevertheless cannot 

make out the details of precisely how I am, or obversely am not, all these, and in what 

manner and degree, and in ways which could make this all something that I could understand 

or try to influence as I would what is closer to me. For as Spinoza famously argued, my body 

limits what I can discern and the networks of cause and effect that I can track.dcclxxxvii I see the 



moving frames of celluloid as moving images due to the blurs produced by my eyes, and 

cinema is the result. Likewise, I cannot see the nuclear forces which knit my molecules 

together, nor can the best science track all the nets of influence between the molecules in my 

toe, not to mention the universe from the start of spacetime, and yet, I continually feel the 

summing of these as the horizon which is the world I experience around and through me as 

what I am. If they were not all there, I would be impacted by this, and yet, to my senses, there 

is only the sum total at the limits, the fuzzy openings of horizons at the limits of my feeling of 

my world.  

 

In this sense the horizons of my senses are those of my body in relation to the world and my 

world is the result, with the limits of my sensation and discernment providing the dynamics of 

folding and unfolding within these. It is all summed over, all the molecules beyond me that 

seem to be there when I go to check on them, yet which I cannot perceive all at once, they 

array themselves in regard to those which are closest and furthest from me, their forces upon 

me a function of their proximity or lack thereof, through space and time, and this in fact is 

what perspective means.  

 

Beyond my visual horizons, I see haze and yet there is always more there to see, beyond my 

tactile horizons I feel the vague pressure of the world, all of which is the ambient worlding of 

the world in regard to my shifting place within it. Since I cannot feel it all at once, since my 

body takes upon one aspect within and has limited abilities to discriminate and grasp, I 

experience limited horizons, or put differently, my horizons exhibit patterns of what is beyond 

them that I refer to as locations and entities in the world that seem to exceed my world as the 

world and the world as my world and myself and all and back. I am nevertheless, if mediately 

and in their ways, everything to which I am related in their ways, which is to say, my world and 



the world and everything and more, the cosmos and the Big Bang and all the rest, refracted at 

one aspect within it, the aspect I dynamically am, and vice-versa.   

 

We are the world around twisted outside in to feel itself us-ly, just as we twist this inside out in 

turn to feel ourselves world-ly. My world and I are in this sense extimately twisting refracting: I 

am the entire universe turned outside in and dynamically balanced at the location in 

spacetime which I feel in a me-like way and which I am, and vice-versa. I am the way the 

cosmos feels itself at me, in me, through me, and I feel myself as the cosmos reveals new 

modalities to my feeling of it. I never leave myself, and the world never leaves itself, even as 

we inter-refract in this way. I am of course also quite limited, for I can barely see a hundred 

feet away fro me or hear much further, at least at a level of resolution able to be of much use. 

And yet, I would know quite quickly if a black hole were to swallow the Sun, for my world 

would turn to ice very quickly, and this would make networking as I do quite difficult.  

 

In this sense when I look out into the stars, I see light that touched the Big Bang, and had that 

not been there, neither would I be here to feel its echoes in this way. And as such, we are 

aspects of a differingly proliferating same. After all, if, as scientists tell me, all space, time, 

matter, and energy were once aspects of the singularity which gave rise to the Big 

Bang,dcclxxxviii then I am one of that singularity's feelers, feeling it extimately in a manner not 

unlike how my neural fingers feel the threading neural connections in my brain as well. For if, 

as scientists argue, past and future, near and far, matter and energy, all the cosmos and its 

aspects arose from the singularity, then we have in a sense never left it, we are its aspects. 

The singularity feels itself feeling as we feel it, and as we feel both we and what we feel are 

simply singularity exploring its potentialities.dcclxxxix From such a perspective, everything and 

anything is merely an aspect and nothing is not related to all else in its way, even if the 'in its 



way' is precisely what is at stake when we speak of differing types of experiencing within this. 

 

In this my physical world is just another layer in my experience, a sort of exterior fold or layer 

of my body and my self. Or, to twist this argument yet again, my self and my world are folds 

within in the folding of the world of experience within itself, with my world and all the others as 

means whereby the world comes to feel itself as a self of which all its worlds and selves are 

distributed aspects. If my experience and the world are two sides of the same, and I was 

evolved by the world to have a brain which experiences it, then perhaps all experiencers are 

how the world is slowly groping towards the ability to experience itself in and through its 

experiencers. Perhaps experiencers, and especially humans with our complex brains, are the 

sense organs of the world, and our brains are like the world’s fingers which it runs over its 

surface, similar to the way in which we can run our fingers over a cloth to feel its texture, or 

use patterns of activations to feel the neural pathways in our brains from various sides, just as 

the Internet runs its fingers through our culture, which is becoming more networked by the 

day.  

 

The strangely twisting lensing of this section was made possible by the manner in which 

preceding sections deconstructed the boundaries of between binaries past, particular the firm 

binary between body and self, the former a sort of matter, and the latter used here in ways 

similar to what has often been called mind. When taken to their breaking point, as with all 

concepts, they they deconstruct, for concepts are abstractions which always leave much 

behind which can then be used to unravel it. Concepts are only meaningful or useful partially, 

in situation, and the value of using one over another is likewise a situational concern related 

to the question of projects, desires, and economies of value. For many reasons, some of 

which were sketched in the introduction, this particular set of conceptual lenses, which 



bifurcate the world into mind and body, and perhaps the very sort of binary thinking they 

epitomize, are perhaps best left to the side for other concepts and ways of thinking.    

 

The perspective described in much of this section is one which has much in common with that 

articulated by Baruch Spinoza, in texts such as his Ethics (1641). Spinoza famously argued 

that all is substance, and substance has two aspects, mind and matter. Everything can be 

seen as mind, or as matter, depending on how you look at them, each perspective making 

evident differing aspects of the world of experience. While for Spinoza there are only two such 

lenses, from a networkological perspective, there are likely infinite ones, even if some may 

have more traction and potential in regard to the worlds in which we find ourselves than 

others. For Spinoza, all is a dynamically relational whole, with much in common with what has 

been described here, even including the notion that the mind is the idea of the body.”dccxc 

While the details of this cannot be articulated here, Spinoza worked to produce a counter to 

Cartesianism in his day, and his relational perspective on the world has much to offer our 

present day.dccxci What is presented here also draws extensively on the already mentioned 

work of Bergson, extended by Deleuze, and how they describe experience in a “flat” manner, 

with inner and outer differing aspects, or “imagings,” of a differing same, particularly when 

synthesized with the notion of topologically twisting extimacy as theorized by Jacques Lacan, 

drawing on the work of Hegel and Spinoza, both in their ways.dccxcii   

 

Beyond this, however, the notion of a worldtwist also draws from quantum physics. One way 

to describe the evidences of quantum physics is to describe matter as a particularly tight 

twisting of spacetime, and energy a more dynamic, less tight twisting.dccxciii Space and time do 

not make any sense, of course, other than in relation to matter and energy. In this sense, just 

as relativity science has shown that space and time are aspects of each other, so quantum 



physics, with its deconstruction of distinctions between event-particles and the fields which 

give rise to them, does so in its way with matter and energy. As a result, all we are can be 

seen as as one multiplicitously emergent stuff differencingly twisting and knotting itself within 

the extension of itself within itself, with matter, energy, space, and time as so many aspects of 

these.  

 

The experiencing which twists experiencing as a world can be seen in a similar way. It is 

everything and nothing within its world, in a sense the form and shape that world takes, its 

curvature. One cannot say that a matter is different from its shape nor that it is merely that 

shape, which is to say, the manner in which the forces within and without intertwine as the 

form which it is, rather than they are aspects of each other, the form is an abstract aspect 

description of the symmetries of the forces knotting as a concrete matter. In a similar manner, 

the self which makes a world of experience that self's world is the most abstract aspect of that 

experiencing, and in this sense, the defining symmetry within it. The more abstract an aspect, 

the more distributed it can be, and so with the self. The self can in this sense be seen as all 

experiences within it yet none and beyond the mere aggregate of these, and that is what is 

meant by abstract here, for the self of a world is that world made so abstract as to curve back 

upon itself as the experiencer experiencing which that world extimately feels.  

 

Some may say that what has just been described does not so much do away with subject and 

object, mind and matter, but merely shatters these and makes them multiple, leaving a fractal 

profusion of mini-subjects and objects in their place, fragmenting binaries and distributing 

them without doing away with them. If so, they have a sense of where this is all going. That 

said, if the binaries of mind and matter, and subject and object, are seen as going down into 

the fabric of experience, any traditional notions of these binaries has transformed in the 



process in a quite radical way.  

 

For if these binaries manifest fractally within the very fabric of the world, which is to say, at 

any level of scale, then one cannot localize these notions in any traditional way, for shifting 

level of scale shifts localizations within this. As such, these notions become more like inner 

and outer, and as such, relative and flexible in ways that violate much of the rigidity of binary 

models used to distinguish these notions in the past. For since anything can be seen as inner 

or outer depending on one's perspective, these notions become more like lenses on this 

fabric of experience, able to reveal aspects of this in their way, but not in the mode of rigid 

binaries of old.   

 

Some may of course say that if there are no firm distinctions within experience of the sort 

urged by Descartes and his followers, that it becomes impossible to prove, know, or do 

anything, and yet, I have yet to meet anyone who felt they needed to prove they existed 

before they ate dinner. Rather, one simply eats dinner. If one is a Cartesian, one perhaps then 

retroactively attempts to feel better about how this was possible by proving it was only 

possible because they cannot doubt themselves doubting this, at least, unless God is bad, 

and so God must be good to make sure dinner was really eaten. Luckily, I am not a Cartesian, 

so I have few such worries.   

 

From a networkological perspective, certainty and proof are ex post facto formulations, 

limiting forms of description which tend to lead to more of the same. Likewise with facts, forms 

of description which reify processes of interpretation which themselves are aspects of 

economies of valuation.dccxciv I describe my experiences in certain ways because this this 

helps bring into focus those aspects of the world which I think will help me get closer to my 



goals, all of which echo the ways the networks of my culture and physical evolution have 

produced me as their evaluative interpretory action in turn. So it is likely with the fact and 

proof cravers, even if they reduce their worlds in the process.  

 

Certainty, proof, facts, these are tokens in such reductive games, there are so much more 

interesting and creative games to play, ones with serious stakes which could in fact help 

make our world perhaps a slightly less terrible place. Firm exclusion, whether in terms of 

knowledge or society, always has dangers, particularly if overused, or turned cancerously 

proliferative in the way contemporary capitalism reduces everything to one form. De-rigidifying 

ways of thinking can help derigidify our ways of acting, and while some may fear this may 

make us weak, as Lao Tzu famously argued, “There is nothing more soft and weak than 

water/ Yet, for attacking things that are hard and strong,/ Nothing  surpasses it/ … The weak 

overcomes the strong./ The soft overcomes the hard./ Everybody in the world knows this,/ Still 

nobody makes use of this.”dccxcv 

 

All the abstractions described here are simply that, abstractions from the dynamic networks of 

experience from which they are carved and sliced. Meta-interpretations such as presented 

here are abstractions from the interpretations which permeate our ways of acting in our 

worlds. Such meta-interpretations help us frame our ways of understanding our world, to 

ground our practices in the ways we learn how to interact with our worlds. Our choices of 

descriptions are actions as well, actions which, like all, are practices of interpretation but also 

value.  

 

Why act, and in what ways, toward what ends? What is the bigger picture which grounds the 

values of our interpretations of our actions, and how do we interpret the ways in which we 



ground our values in our actions? What sort of world do we want to see, a world which is not 

only the world in front of us, but also one which can come to be to the extent that we help 

make this happen? By asking these sorts of questions, we engage in the sort of thinking 

which more relational models provoke, no longer relying on simple  unities and binaries to 

think for us, throwing us back on the grounding contexts of intertwining processes in which we 

find ourselves in ways that demand that we think about how we want to relate to these for 

ourselves.  

 

Some may also say that this all simply projects the self upon the world, aggrandizing the self 

in a narcissistic gesture which reduces the world to its image.dccxcvi This is of course true in a 

sense, if only a small part of the picture, for just as the self seen in this manner permeates its 

world, so the reverse is also the case, which is to say, the world also permeates the self. For 

if, as the preceding sections have worked to show, if we go looking for a self, there is no self 

to find, only networks of world. Likewise if one takes the reverse approach, if one goes 

looking for the world, one will only find self. Self and world are both highly reductive 

atomizations of the networking betweenness which can be seen as having these as aspects, 

but hopefully not in the sort of binary, atomizing, and constricting forms of the past, with all the 

limitations that come with these. For there is so much more to experience.  

 

Interfeeling: Or Experience as Self-Differingly Emerging Fabric In and Beyond 

Atomistic Selves 

    "... traditional theories have separated life from nature, mind from organic life,  
    and thereby created mysteries. Restore the connection, and the problem of how 
    a mind can know an external world or even know that there Is such a thing, is  
    like the problem of how an animal eats things external to itself ... ,"  
     - John Dewey, Experience and Nature, (1925).dccxcvii 
 
Let us now synthesize and bring this together. My body is the primary invariance within all my 
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experiences, and as such, it is the standard of reference in regard to which I read other 

experiences. When I move my fingers across a tabletop, my experience of my fingers remains 

the same while the textures of the tabletop change, emerging from one side of my finger tips 

and leaving at the other. When I move my fingertips to run them over the surface of a book, I 

still feel my fingertips within this as the invariance, network of reference, medium, and means 

whereby I experience these others. I read incoming experiences in relation to my body. Even 

when I walk around a tree and the tree remains in place, my perspective upon the tree moves 

with me, and I say that I am moving rather than the tree, even though this is ultimately a 

relative determination. If I see a car passing me while standing on a street corner in the city, 

the only way I know that the car approached me and not vice-versa is by reading the relative 

invariances of the experiences in regard to that of my body and my memory of how it plays 

out in relation to these.  

 

In addition to this there is also my body image, and while this may be symmetrical with my 

body as I experience it in the present, this may not always be the case, even if I often conflate 

these when they do not conflict.dccxcviii I may use this to anchor various memories and 

narratives of my self, including the ways I tend to act differently and in differing situations with 

others, even as there is also the way I act in the present which continually alters this in turn. I 

read incoming experience in relation to my sense of my body and my imaging of it. When I 

walk around a tree and the tree remains in place, my perspective upon the tree moves with 

me, and I say that I am moving rather than the tree, even though this is ultimately a relative 

determination. If I see a car passing me while standing on a street corner in the city, the only 

way I know that the car approached me and not vice-versa is by reading the relative 

invariances of the experiences in regard to that of my body and my memory of how it plays 

out in relation to these.  



 

I can shift my attentional networks within all of this, of course. I can focus on feeling my brains 

internal networks, allowing these tactile experiences to trigger memories and fantasies which 

predominate over these outer experiences. Or I can do the reverse, focusing instead on the 

tactile shifts at my fingertips. I can even focus at the interchange between these, as I often do 

when I am carefully intermodulating how my body relates to what is beyond it. When I try to 

read text that is too small, I will often take conscious control away from the automatic bodily 

systems which focus my eyes, and shift the focusing of my lenses, in the hopes of catching a 

glimpse of some of the letters.  

 

It takes real effort, however, to maintain my awareness at the junction in between inside and 

outside, whether in terms of focusing on experience or action. It seems likely that the reason 

why it is so difficult to focus on experiencing is because it has little immediately practical utility, 

and our brains were likely formed by evolution to emphasize what is the most pragmatic in 

regard to its aims. In most of the tasks necessary for the basic survival tasks that occupied 

evolution during the millennia in which our brains were largely formed, issues such as fleeing 

from predators, hunting, gathering food, and farming were of course essential, and these 

rarely require that we focus directly at the limits of inside and outside.  

 

It should not be thought that there is something mystical going on in regard to attention as 

described here, for it is a physical process. When attention focuses on an experience, a small 

grouping of neurons becomes linked by the thalamo-cortical circuit to a massive set of neural 

resources in the executive workspace of the pre-frontal cortex, which now begin to beat in 

sync with it, and these new networks have all sorts of additional potential connections which 

can be activated in the brain in turn. When I shift my attention, this feels different from within 



because it is literally a highly complex internal action, one which may feel meta-physical, but 

which can nevertheless be understood through physical processes.dccxcix Such complex 

mechanics find precursors of course in simpler ones, such as the ways I can move the 

position of my body in order to bring other sense organs into contact with an experience, 

foreground some aspects over others, etc.  

  

Then there is my inner horizon, the limits of my ability to consciously feel the inside of my 

brain, and at these limits, it feels as if my thoughts, decisions, attentional shifts, volitions, 

wishes, dreams, moods, and other neurally mediated experiences emerge. And yet, this is in 

a sense an empty, groundless, and centerless networking, for it is nothing more than a 

continually recreated pattern of sync between shifting networks of living wires in my brain 

feeling each other. And while the particular set of those which tend to come into sync in 

regard to my memories of my body and experiences grounded thereby are perhaps likely 

some of the most commonly shared in the patterns of sync shiftingly exploring various 

patterns in my brain, any of this could shift, both at the level of neural connections and 

patterns of activation. While this may at times feel like a place or a thing, it is a decentered 

process, if one that does ground my thoughts and feelings from within. As a ground, however, 

it is not graspable in any simplistic way, and any attempt to node it may grasp some of its 

aspects, but these will be grasped in the mode of all grasping by noding it. To grasp it in the 

mode of ground is to grasp it implicitly, as background, which is hardly grasping in the 

common sense of this term, which is foregrounding.  

 

There are also the outer horizons of the limits of my senses, the furthest I can see, touch, 

feel, hear, etc, which feels like the limits of my sense of mineness, even beyond the limit of 

my tactile experiences at the surface of my body. In some senses it feels like I am stretched 



between my inner and outer horizons, from unconscious brain to the limits of my senses, at 

the liminal zone of my body. Also stretching back like a horizon are all the memories which 

saturate my experiences, from the habits of my reflexes which seem barely controllable, to 

the durational threadings of the past which continue into my thickly lived present, to recalled 

memories extracted from different traces of my more distant past, whether these arise bidden 

or otherwise. My path through the world is a part of my world, and my memory developed 

from traces extracted from these, woven into my present experience in a wide variety of ways.  

 

Then there is my name, the word “I,” and how I use these to situate my “self” within the 

networks of others and the cultural webs in which I participate, and all this feeds back into the 

networks in my brain which modulate this in turn. And then there is my world, the manner in 

which the world manifests to me as an aspect of my self. All the sights, sounds, sensations, 

memories, these are all mine if in the manner in which they curve and shift around my actions 

and how my sensations shift in relation to this in turn. Within my world, the trees, stones, 

other people, these are all me, and I them, even if we are less intensely each other as I am 

with my body, memories, etc.  

 

There is also of course my shifting patterns of awareness, the dynamic core of the dominant 

patterns of activation within my brain along with the tendrils of incoming actions and outgoing 

actions which intertwine with what is beyond my body, each making it possible for me to feel 

the world and be felt by it, giving rise to my world in the process, and my body and its 

sensations and awarenesses as aspects of these. Still, each night, this self goes largely 

dormant, with only “the thinnest thread” of awareness to connect it to the world so it can be 

roused, sparking back to activity within the relatively similar if slightly updated maps of neural 

memories, picking up where it feels it left off, even though so much may have changeddccc. 



Whatever centrality there is to awareness at its peak, however, is still composed of so many 

other mini-centerings, many of which live within my body, even if some exceed my control in 

various ways, though I need to be responsible for all of them, a concern which does not 

extend to the centering of the world as my world.  

 

There are so many aspects of all of these which could be considered a self, so many selfings, 

macro and meso and micro-selfings, and all of them intertwining in and through my body in 

relation to my world, and yet within this, nothing can be found which could serve as a nucleus, 

no core self. There is the self that seems to decide, yet I cannot grasp it when I look for it, and 

it seems as likely networkings of deciders as anything else. There is the ego-image I have of 

myself, yet I am so much more, and may I not have many such images for differing 

circumstances? There is my self as conscious awareness, continually shifting over neural 

mappings, but as soon as I try to grasp it, I turn it into an object and it slips away. There is my 

feeling self which seems to porously penetrate and blend with my perceptual and embodied 

selves in strange ways, yet from none of these can it be easily extracted and held like a stone 

I my hand. There is the self of my body, or better yet bodies and sub-bodies, the network of 

feelings of these feeling from within each other and that which is beyond them.  

 

There is also my self extended into the world in and through my perceptions, such that I see 

traces of my memories in the form of anticipations and filterings within my sights and sounds 

and more, so many projections and refractions of the world into my world as part of that 

beyond mere centering which  makes this world mine. There is also the self extended beyond 

this, the pressures of the air and molecules that maintain the body which anchors me in my 

world, and in some ways these are all supports of the relatively centered set of feelings which 

I have come to think of as my self, stretching in their way as far as the limits of the universe 



and backwards to the furthest reaches of the past, as the cutting edge of how these all refract 

within themselves at the site of my body which feels these intertwining at its locus in turn. 

There are also the polyform selves of my shifting memories and anticipations. There is the 

world of which my world, self, body, and brain are mere “tips of the ice-berg,” even if the ice-

berg is simply yet another fold within such manifold interweaving feeling bodies in turn.  

 

My self, or rather, selfing, is all of these in their ways, and all of these have aspects of selves 

of sorts, and yet, the self, at least in any traditional and relatively atomistic sense, is as the 

Buddhists would say when they stage searches for selves, simply “not found.” There is no 

self, only selfings of selfings, processes which mold aspects of the world into those of my 

world and its slices with my experiences of my body and brain experiencing themselves as 

simply the largely invariant medium whereby the others manifest, not all that unlike the screen 

on which a work of cinema is shown. To reduce cinema to a mere still frame, or to section off 

an image within this as the whole film, is to reduce the dynamic complexity of the moving 

image of the cinematic work, a radically between intertwining of light, sound, screen, 

projector, and body, and so it is with our worlds.  

 

To put this otherwise, there are experiencers who experience aspects of their world as 

experiencing others, which is to say, as experiencers, and when they do this, they experience 

these as selfing. But any traditional notion of an isolated, atomized, reified self is only partial, 

local, or as the Buddhists may say when they differentiate between that which appears yet is 

ultimately hollow, it is relative and conventional, even if any attempt to make it manifest as a 

mere thing “is not found” for it “lacks its own being.” What is there however, are 

interconnections, intertwinings, processes of networkings which are only ever noded, reified, 

or grasped in partial and aleatory manners. In this sense, there is no self and so many selves, 



selfings of so many varieties, and yet, only ever partially, and in ways which can overreifyingly 

blind us to the so much more that is so much more interesting, powerful, and ultimately where 

emergence arises in its differing self-intertwining excess.  

 

Is there anything like an “I” here? Even within my conscious awareness, without many of the 

other, smaller “I”s, any central “I” would not be able to do what it does, and this conscious “I” 

is simply a pattern of action between pathways within living wires, more like a vortex than any 

sort of thing like a stone. I would not even be able to show such an “I” to others, except in its 

traces. It is like the eye of a vortex, really, a centerless center that is everywhere but where it 

seems to be, for in the eye of a vortex, there is not even any water, nor movement, but really 

a virtuality around which curves concrete materialities, even as these are in many senses 

similar in their ways as well. In this sense, perhaps the “I” of conscious awareness may be the 

most “I”-like “I” within the networking of “I”s which, for purposes of simplicity and working 

within others, I often call “I,” signify in various ways, and use my name, even if these are 

interpretations, reductions, reifications of the complex processes which I am in the process of 

always becoming.  

 

None of which is to say we should simply stop speaking of anything like a self, such a notion 

is obviously useful. Rather, we just need to keep in mind that it is a short-hand, like all words, 

but not more. For I am myself differently in so many such lenses, so many contexts and 

situations, and while many of these overlap, many do not, or do not always. There are so 

many intertwining selfings of selfings, networks of them, nested, and some more distributed 

than others, some more in concord than others. There are so many selfings within my 

selfings, even as we self relatively in sync most of the time. Many of these selfings may 

overlap to one degree or another in particular situations, but often not completely, and they 



are changing and emerging in various ways. When there is a symmetry between various 

selves of mine, I feel more unified, but when they differ, I feel more at cross-purposes, 

conflicted within myself. I am in this sense a network, or better yet, a networking of selfing 

which is always distributed, in process, relatively determined, and never complete.  

 

Those aspects of my world of experience more invariant, more central, more inward, these 

selfings are likely to feel more intensely in line with what my ego-imaging imagines as mine, 

even if this is always shifting, constricting or expanding, weaving and unweaving, with various 

selves within these networking selves separating out and unifying back in. In many senses, 

the networks I call my self are the conglomeration of the networking ground which weaves my 

my body, including my brain, with those being more intensely myself those which ground the 

others within this. My self of selves ground my world even as the world grounds it, each in 

their way, my body as a worldtwisting where my selfings happen. We twist relatively in sync, 

these twistings of the world centered minely this way, mine-ing the world as my worlding as 

we do.  

 

None of which is to say this is how I normally speak of things, or that anyone necessarily 

should. Everyday speech has many practical uses, and such philosophical poetics as 

presented here do not quite convey what they need to, for language is a reifying tool, one 

suited to help coordinate actions in relatively concrete contexts, and while many abstractions 

have developed within these, there are limits, particularly in using language to loop, 

interpenetrate, blend, and fold back upon itself in waves of feedback which are simple for 

neural networks yet far beyond the sorts of topologies able to be sensibly constructed in 

everyday language and speech. And so, philosophical poetics of the sort employed heredccci 

should not be seen as necessary. One can still speak of a self, and such a notion has many 



practical uses. But it is good to remind ourselves that the term self is a massive reduction of 

the selfings of selfings whereby we self the world as ours and it worlds itself through us as our 

worlds in turn.  

 

In this, I can call myself many things and intend many more, particularly in everyday speech 

and writing, even if the “I” is at stake varies with the context. When I write “I” in a sentence, or 

if I refer to my body as “myself,” or say something like “I will do this myself,” these are all 

reductions, for no matter how much there might even be something like a rather unified 

overlapping of selfings of selfings at a given moment, there is no simple and atomic central “I” 

within this. There is no windowless monad, no billiard ball purity, but rather something far 

more  like a flocking or birds or schooling of fish which, at its tightest and from afar, may even 

appear to give rise to a central void with the solid of relief of a thing, even if closer inspection 

reveals something far more complex and interesting, and with far greater potentials. For what 

within any of this  is not a networkedly distributed and intertwining action feeling itself feeling 

all the way down and in and up and out and back again, one which may centralize and unify 

in varying circumstances, yet need not in others?  

 

One could say of course that this is all the result of language and its limits, or concepts and 

their limits, or the body and its limits, and on and on, and yet, each of these seems to give me 

but one more lens and context in which my world can center in various ways even if my world 

and I, like snakes chasing each other's tails, always end up slipping from grasp even as they 

continually self and world in plain sight. But within all this, there is nothing that could play the 

role of a central or primary self which is not itself a multiplicity of selves selfing. For why 

should my body be more myself than my life-story, when both are relative centering, innering 

invariances within my world which help me navigate it as crucial networks of reference for the 



rest of my experience? Are these not all processes, dancing with each other like molecules of 

water in a vortex in their own incurvingly living way?  

 

What has generally been called something like a self is more like a critical mass of selves 

which collect at the site or locus of my body which serves as their anchor, but which is no 

more nor no less my self than the others. We are all selves within here, and we jostle about 

for priority at particular junctions in regard to how I navigate my world. In some moments the 

more physical aspect of my body are more central to my ability to center and act within my 

world, at other points, while at other moments, the more neural aspects of my body, such as 

the networks in my brain which allow me to experience a particular memory or another, 

become my primary network of reference. Each grounds the others, and while some may 

come to the fore at various moments, and some may even becoming symmetrical with others 

at points, they may then separate out again. I am in and through all of these, and reducible to 

none. This is all of course another way of saying that the notion of a self is a reification, one 

which is only overreified and taken as an atomized “thing” at the risk of radically reducing the 

networked complexities in play. In a sense, “I” only arises as a horizonal effect between, a 

complex networking intermodulation of impacts contributed by my sub-bodies which, much 

like a flock of birds, gives rise to myself as patterns of intertwined feelings.  

 

Within this, parts and wholes come to intermodulate their interfeelings, and in nested levels 

with feelings often rippling across levels of scale in dramatic moments of interresonance 

whereby, for example, the feelings of the nerves at the tips of my toe can be negligible 

contribution to my selfing worldfeeling at one moment, and then in a rapid set of rippling 

transitions come to dominate those of my neural centers, those traditional firing in sync with 

incoming signals from my toe and otherwise, across many levels of scale. My entire 



worldfeeling can converge in an instant upon my toe if my sharply hit it upon something, all 

my networks of interfeeling reorienting upon this feeling like a whirlpool reorienting to a stone 

placed in its path, or a flock of birds responding to encountering a building, if infinitely more 

completely and at massively multiplexly intertwined layers of scale and intertwining.  

 

The intersensitivity presents the potentials for multilevel resonance of this sort is precisely 

what makes more complex types of experiencers, in which intermodulatory self-feeling is 

constant and pervasive, what they are. Aspects of simple physical systems such as stones 

only interfeel each other in regard to relations of contiguity, while in more complex systems, 

such as whirlpools, there is an intermodulatory interfeeling of parts and wholes which is 

continuous, making it possible for the whole system to adapt when one of its parts is 

influenced in a manner which is interfelt by the parts and wholes which continually interfeel in 

relation to it. Even complicated physical systems, such as computers, hardly have the sort of 

intermodulatory interfeeling seen in a simple whirlpool.  

 

Living systems take this to new levels by means of constant interfeeling of differing parts and 

synthetic wholes by means of varied selective long distance chemical messengers which 

leave dynamic regulatory traces, or genetic material, such that together they able to channel 

and reproduce their patterns of processes in ways which can reproduce and regulate the 

relation of parts and wholes in an organism. Nervous systems make it possible to feel not only 

within cells but between them, and when the long distance intermodulatory interfeelers 

otherwise known as nerves intertwine, they give rise to interfeeling brains which can extend 

their tendrils of feeling deep within the organism, rapidly switch between them, promote some 

into awareness over others, and feel the ripples of incoming actions from the wider world in 

ways which leave traces which can feedback past feelings into incoming ones, more 



complexly than simple physical, complex physical, living, organic, or simple neural ones could 

have done.  

 

The patterns of feeling trace the pattern of the body's structures because they are these 

structures as they feel from inside, even as the body and its actions are how this is all felt 

from without. Parts and wholes intermodulate within vast weavings of multi-level and 

intersensitive selfing. And yet this, my selfing feeling my world,  is still but a twisting feeling of 

the interfeeling of the world. Press down upon a pillow or cushion with your finger, and lines of 

force will spread upon the pillow from the indentation. Twist your finger while still pressing, 

and the lines of force will shift. Twist and press further, and a tunneling of the twisting will 

start.  

 

“Curved spacetime” is how scientists tend to describe what gravity/acceleration does to 

space, but curvature in three dimensions is more like a compacting scrunching, with four 

dimensional curving the contraction and expansion along varied lines of force within this. 

Returning to the pattern in the pillow, if you imagine burrowing your finger and its twisting lines 

of force in the cushion deeper, tunneling deep the cushion but carrying the lines of force with 

you, coming out the other side, continuing the twisting lines of force as the tunnel becomes a 

tube, then turning the tube inside out and back upon itself, until it loops back and forms the 

four dimensional non-orientable twisting of inside and outside of the Klein bottle, there is here 

an illustratory analogy of something like the sort of twisting involved in a simple selfing.  

 

The vast intermodulatory interselfings of neural organisms, selfings of selfings of incredibly 

dynamic interfeeling complexity, are woven of the sorts of twistings of which simpler such 

worldtwistings arise. And yet, this intermodulatory intersensitivity is simply the interfeeling of 



life itself,dcccii of the living body from within, a brain feelings its body feeling its world from 

within. Just as the eye of a vortex is the nothing around which the molecules spin, so it is with 

the selfing feeling of the world and action responding to this at the body which is more than 

the mere sum of its parts. We are the world emerging as our worlds and our worlds emerging 

through action intertwining with those of others to emerge as world of which our bodies and 

their feelings are aspects in turn. The actions that ripple towards the most densely and 

enduringly intermodulatory networks within this are those we feel, and those we send out from 

here what we do, and twisting the world of action without into feeling within as all selfings do, 

each in their ways, and in varying complexities.  

 

We experiencers twist world and the world twists at us into worlds and worldslices we then 

twist within us and then out as actions in turn. Experience is in this sense like clay. If you 

stretch one side of a lump of clay, leaving the other side as is, the stretched side will get 

thinner, and if you are careful, you can take that thin strand of clay, still connected to a larger 

lump, and twist it, and then fold this back on itself and the original lump. The thin strand of 

clay and the thicker lump, the fold and the twist, are just as much clay, no matter if thick or 

thin, and whether folded back on itself or not. If clay were able to sense itself from the inside 

as we do, and if there were folds and twists within folds and twists in networks of networks 

such that the twists were more radical than mere physical twists, this would perhaps be what 

a simple form of folding experience would be like. We are hardly anything like clay, of course, 

but the metaphor hopefully helps.  

 

There is nothing in the model described here which resembles a transcendent ground which 

is sectioned off without direct relation to others and based in some other realm. There is no 

need for something like a transcendent soul, a transcendental ego, a radical elsewhere, or 



anything like this. The language of horizons, folding, and twisting in this section has been 

used to displace, fracture, and make multiple and polyform whatever had previously been 

separated into notions such as subject and object. This process has only begun, however, 

and this section is still within the shadow, so to speak, of more traditional notions such as 

subject and object, but as this set of examinations continues, the very terms of this chapter 

will be themselves shown to be more networkedly multiplicitous in turn.  

 

Networks are always more, and there always seem to be more networks. At seemingly 

potentially infinite levels of scale, networks only reveal more networks, heterogeneous and 

homogeneous, inside and out and networking in and between these, abstract and concrete, 

emerging and dissolving in relation to various grounds and folded and twisted in and out and 

on top and through each other. All these are aspects of the more encompassing networks 

which seem to always exceed, for it seems the fabric of experience is emergent, and radically 

so, even if this can only ever be unleashed by means of the ways in which this is differingly  

networked.  

 

My experience has now been redescribed in relation to my body as composed of one 

fundamental stuff. Aspects of prior descriptions of first-person experience which have made 

use of gaps or jumps within experience have been redescribed as strange junctions, aspects 

of experience which fold back upon themselves or twist it. Experience has been recast as one 

fabric, stretched from concrete to abstract and then folded back and twisted multiplicitously 

within itself to give rise to the multiplicity of experience. There are many poles and aspects 

which can be abstracted from experience and networked back upon it in a wide variety of 

ways.  

 



 

KANT STUFF to INTEGRATE 

 

 

 

In order for this to be seen, however, it is necessary to get a bit in to the details of how and 

why this might be, and how the perspective here  can respond to various critics. This section 

will therefore work to address some of the potential criticisms which more traditionally dualist 

thinkers might develop in regard to the relationally networked perspective presented here. 

While this section is likely most of interest to specialists, everything will be described here in 

ways that require no prior knowledge. That said, for those more interested in a more direct 

presentation of the rest of the networked account of experience, it may make sense to skip 

ahead of this section to the one on worldtwisting. 

 

Do we ever experience the world “as it really is”? How can we be sure that we experience the 

world “correctly” or “without bias,” when we know there are differences of perspectives, 

embodiment, psychology, socio-cultural background, and so much more that can influence 

what we experience? Can we ever really experience things “in themselves,” or do we only 

ever get “appearances” or “representations”? Are we cut off from “unmediated” experience of 

the world by our biases, concepts, or even linguistic categories? Can “mind” ever really 

impact or experience “matter” directly, and is it possible for matter to give rise to something as 

seemingly wonderous and ineffable as “mind”? Can any of what is presented here be 

“proven” as “true,” or is this “mere speculation,” in regard to which, the very hope of anything 

like “certainty” vanishes, leaving a world in which “anything goes” in its place? 

 



The relational approach to experience presented in this text is designed, in part, to work 

around such dualist, reductive, binary, atomizing, limited and restrictive more traditional forms 

of thinking and all that is related to these. It is not possible in the limited space of a text such 

as this to speak to all these issues in the depth they deserve, and this will need to wait for 

future texts.dccciii But it is possible to sketch here how the approach presented here addresses 

such concerns.  

 

To use the terms employed by such reductive ways of thinking as mentioned above, it is easy 

to get drawn into the ways of speaking, writing, and thinking to which such tend to lead. This 

is why this text has chosen the term “experience,” or interchangeably, “feeling,” as the terrain 

to address such concerns. As soon as the world is divided into “appearance” versus “reality,” 

for example, one is already playing a dualist game that produces dualisms in whatever it 

touches. Such approaches seem inevitably to run into the same sorts of issues.  

 

Experience and feeling, however, are both terms with no easy opposite. This makes it far 

easier to play less dualist theoretical games with such terms, and thereby avoid getting drawn 

into the same impasses that have haunted the Euro-American dualist traditions and their 

deconstructions, from Descartes to Kant, Husserl to Derrida, and move beyond these. To a 

committed dualist, the approaches described here will likely not satisfy, but this is because 

they assume a dualist perspective on the world from the start. Rather than find itself on terrain 

that does not fit it, this text will work instead to show that it is possible to shift theoretical 

terrain away from dualist approaches, in a manner which is able to account for as much of the 

world and potentially more than such more traditional approaches, and with greater potential 

to foster emergence.  

 



In contrast to more dualist approaches then, this text proposes a relational perspective on the 

world. Proof and certainty are not on the agenda, nor needed. I cannot be certain or prove 

that the floor of my house will support me when I walk across it each day. But I will 

nevertheless make sure it is built well to support me and the sorts of weights it is likely to 

need to bear, based on the best advice from architects, engineers, etc. Likewise, I cannot be 

certain that gravity will keep my feet planted on the ground when I walk outside tomorrow. But 

I have never known it to be otherwise, and so, it makes sense to keep walking as I do, 

keeping in mind that anything could always change unpredictably, no matter how unlikely it 

might seem, but to generally not be too concerned about this when I take daily walks, unless 

there is some reason to think matters are likely to go otherwise than expected.  

 

Such an approach is pragmatic and relativist, but not in the extreme ways that dualists often 

fear. There is nothing like the feared chaos of “anything goes” here, nor a world without the 

security of being able to do anything because “nothing is certain.” There are many reasons to 

think, for reasons addressed earlier in this text, that proof and certainty have never been as 

secure as their proponents would like to think or have us think.dccciv Most people do not worry 

whether or not it is certain or proven that the gravity will still hold their feet to the ground when 

they walk outside tomorrow. Rather, based on past experience, they generalize what seems 

likely to happen, and simply walk.  

 

Likewise, most people do not feel that they need to have a philosopher prove to them that 

“mind” and “matter” can interact. When I feel hungry, I go prepare a meal, eat it, and feel less 

hungry. I can worry about proving how “mind” and “body” interacted afterwards, and perhaps 

the issue here is not finding the right way to do this, as has been a basically intractable issue 

for philosophers for hundreds of years, but in posing the problem differently. Why wrack the 



brain for ways to prove what seems to work quite well in the everyday, all in order to try to fit 

the world into pre-made and pre-assumed categories which seem to be in many senses a 

poor fit?  

 

That is, instead of starting from assumedly “pure” notions such as “mind” or “matter,” “subject” 

or “object,” “subjectivity” or “objectivity,” why not try starting in the middle instead, at  

experience, which for all its messiness, according to terms set by more dualist notions of this 

at least, seems abstracted from quite workable ways of functioning in everyday life? This is 

not a simple argument for “common sense,” however, as it was once taken to be “common 

sense” that the Earth was flat or disc-like, and there is no need to return to that. But rather 

than starting at abstractly dualist extremes which rigidly divide the world up into fundamentally 

different types of stuff, and then be left wondering why it is so difficult to find a way to bring 

things together to describe what evidently works so well in the everyday, there are likely better 

ways.  

 

Theorists who feel the need to “prove” matters, or show that we can “know” the things of the 

world “with certainty,” “beyond biases,” or “objectively” tend to imagine that it might be 

possible to somehow get outside of experience in some way in order to judge it in regard to 

such criteria. To be able to distinguish what has bias from what does not, one needs to be 

able to step outside of one’s own biases – whether these be of one’s embodiment, spatio-

temporal perspective, history, psychology, ways of thinking, language, socio-cultural 

background, etc. – to be able to do so, but how is that possible?  

 

When I look at a tree in the forest when I go outside for a walk, I cannot see the tree except 

for from within and by means of my body, and how this takes up various spatio-temporal 



perspectival relations with the tree. I also cannot put my personal history, upbringing, 

expectations, hopes, fears, culturally local ways of thinking, linguistic categories, or anything 

else to the side in any simplistic or definite way, as these are, like my body, so woven into how 

I experience that it seems impossible to determine where such lenses start and the tree ends.  

 

Some may imagine it is possible to experience the tree as if beyond bias. As generations of 

meditators in many world traditions will likely tell you, it takes years of training to achieve what 

is sometimes called “beginners mind” in regard to something like “seeing a tree,” focusing 

merely on how the tree appears in its relative concrete immediacy here and now, and in a way 

which works to keep the rush of associations, feelings, thoughts, plans, memories, flights of 

fancy, and similar experiences at bay in order to foreground the tree.  

 

What would make us think that the effort of holding all these other experiences that go along 

with “seeing a tree” in the forest at bay is to experience “the tree” in a manner which is more 

“pure,” “raw,” “basic,” “foundational,” or “fundamental” than otherwise? As it takes real labor, 

and in fact, years of practice to look at a tree in a way which backgrounds all the other 

thoughts and feelings that go along with this, might not such a stripped down form of 

experiencing be a modification of more common forms of experiencing, and in this sense 

simply another form of experiencing? What is more, might not such a form of experiencing be, 

to use terms employed by dualists when they criticize others, more derivative, artificially 

constructed, and produced after the fact, than anything like “fundamental,” “natural,” or 

“originary”? 

 

Some of what is likely to have given rise to some of the problems here is that it is quite easy 

to imagine seeing a tree in a forest while walking as if one were seeing it in isolation. When I 



am actually walking through the forest, I do not see an isolated tree. Rather, my experience of 

seeing a tree is a node in a network of other shifting experiences of the soil, grass, other 

trees, and sky around it, and node of the tree in this network is itself a network of nodes of 

sub-experiences, those of leaves, branches, bark, etc., and at multiple levels of scale. I can 

focus my attention on the tree, but the other experiences are still there alongside it, even if my 

attention is focused on the tree.  

 

When I am back inside the house writing, I can remember seeing the tree before, or imagine 

seeing a tree. It takes a degree of effort to background everything else that goes along with 

this, but as there is no physical tree in front of me, it is far easier to background away the soil, 

grass, sky, and other trees around it, and this is in part  because I have seen so many trees I 

in my life, that unless something really important happened at a particular tree, that memories 

of various trees blur and cancel each other out, and I get a sort of general and hazy image of 

a tree, often abstracted from the more concrete details which attend the experience of seeing 

a physical tree before me in a forest on a daily walk.  

 

Sitting at the house thinking of seeing a tree, the haze of maple trees and oaks, tall tree and 

short ones, those with leaves in summer and without in winter, all feel like they jostle for 

prominence in my mind, and it takes an effort to stabilize the hazy feeling of thinking of a tree 

into something that feels concrete and particular enough to imagine what it would be like to 

see a particular tree, rather than have a hazy feeling of seeing a tree in general, even as I 

have to try to keep all the random associations, bits of songs  that mention  trees, the sound 

of the word “tree” in my inner speech, what I need to do later in the day, and whatever else in 

the background, to focus on my attempt to think of what it would be like to see a particular 

tree while walking in the forest.   



 

Neuroscience provides all sorts of help in explaining why all this is. Firstly, while  we have 

many sorts of memory systems in our brains, our “episodic” memory systems recreate 

particular episodes by weaving together bits of micro-features from maps in our sensory 

cortexes. When I think of seeing a tree and imagine the leaves as being green, I am activating 

neural populations in the color maps within my brain, just as when I imagine the texture of the 

bark, my brain dips into its texture maps. These are the same maps the brain uses to 

categorize its experiences of these.  

 

Even if I remember talking to my partner John yesterday while taking a short hike, and looking 

at a particular large beautiful tree, and I try to remember what that particular tree looks looks 

like, my memory is not stored whole somewhere as if it were a gift in a box. Rather, my brain 

has stored instructions on how to reconstruct that experience from the fragmented micro-

features it used to recognize the aspects of that tree in the first place. Unless this particular 

tree is crucially important, it is likely that the instructions on how to reconstruct this tree will 

fade over time into the general instructions I have to construct an inner feeling of trees in 

general.   

 

When I do try to think of trees in general, this is often hazy because, firstly, it is l likely that I 

have more than one  cluster of neural populations which when activated give rise to my 

feeling of imagining a tree, and these likely compete for my attention even as they activate at 

the same time, jostling with each other. What is more, more particular associations are likely 

activated, those of maple and oak trees, small and tall trees, trees with leaves and those 

without, in networks of inter-amplifying and inter-inhibiting inter-feeling inter-acting, as this is 

how neural networks of this sort tend to work.  



 

If I am in a relaxed state and let my thoughts and feelings wander, so to speak, there tend to 

be many and varied associations, while if I am more focused, there are fewer such 

associations. I can even increase my focus by drinking coffee, for example, as this releases 

dopamine, which tends to reduce such “spreading activation” which gives rise to associations 

of this sort. Even in such a focused state, however,  there are networks of associations that 

are part of what it means to imagine a tree, including that trees are not like dogs, nor people, 

nor cars, but the color of their leaves are similar to things like grass, their shape to things that 

are long and thin in the middle but branch outward on top, etc.  

 

The networking of all the amplifications and inhibitions sent out from neural clusters of weak 

associations which come into sync with those which give rise to my imagination of a tree are 

not only crucial to how this happens, but also, likely give rise to what some neuroscientists 

refer to as the “penumbra” of “treeness” which we feel goes along with imagining a tree. This 

hazy ground of the feeling of “treeness” which goes along with imagining a tree tends to be 

vague and contradictory, as all my associations of maple, oak, tall, short, and other sorts of 

trees  are  trying to shove the others out of the way to come to the fore of attention, but as 

they all try to at least partially cancel each other out when I imagine a tree more generally, 

what I feel as “treeness” is more of a general haze of neural interplay, of inter-feeling inter-

acting, which makes my imagination of a tree feel “tree-ish” to me in a way that feels full and 

has a certain weight to it.  

 

This feeling of “fullness” and “weight” is not unrelated to that whereby when I stop to look at a  

particular tree in the forest, my experience of this particular tree seems so vivid and full, with  

a sense of fullness and weight which goes beyond what I can conjure in memory or 



imagination. When I imagine or remember seeing a tree, my brain activates various micro-

featural sensory maps in a top-down sort of way. But when I see  this particular tree in front of 

me, there is a bottom-up activation, in which the tree impacts photons, photons impact the 

retinal receptors in my eye, retinal receptors impact my visual cortexes, and at multiple layers 

of scale, rippling upwards. The more abstract “upper” parts of my brain send anticipatory 

predictions “downward” to meet incoming sensory data. When prediction meets data, there is 

a match, but when there is not, a message is sent upwards to refine the prediction, until a 

match occurs.  

 

And so, if I walk up to a particular tree and look at it, it may seem hazy at first, and I may think  

it is a maple tree, but as I get closer to it, I realize that it is an oak. My brain likely sent general 

prediction of tree downwards at first, and as this matched, it likely tried to refine this with 

maple tree next, but incoming sense data increasingly did not match my memory of what 

maple tree leaves look like, so a new guess was required, so my brain likely sent down the 

prediction that what I was seeing was an oak, and this lead to a match between top-down 

prediction and bottom-up incoming sensation.  

 

When I say that I see this oak tree in the forest, this is because the top-down predictions 

produced in my brain are able to come into sync with patterns of activation which are  arising 

in my visual cortex in a bottom-up kind of way. As sensory and memory populations of 

neurons start pulsing in synchrony, I feel this from within as what I call “seeing this oak tree in 

the forest.” I feel seeing this particular oak tree as far more vivid, full, and weighty than simply 

remembering or imagining a tree in the abstract. 

 

This is likely in part because rather than having oak and maple tree partially cancel each 



other out in a fuzzy haze even as they continue to try to jostle for dominance, incoming 

sensory data cancels out the prediction that what I see is a maple, and comes into sync with 

my prediction that what I am seeing is an oak. I do not feel the jostling for dominance of 

neural populations that remember and are able to imagine seeing trees with leaves and those 

without, as this oak tree in front of me is full of leaves as it is the height of summer, and so, I  

experience top-down abstract and bottom-up sensory neural populations coming into sync at 

many levels of scale. 

 

What is more, there is so much more rich detail which is particular rather than general, if in a 

manner which weaves general and particular together, that there is a concrete vividness in 

regard to which abstract imagination pales in comparison, and there is strong and tight sync 

operating at so many levels, rather than the hazy weak and semi-contradictory sync at only 

more abstract and hardly detailed associational aspects of the brain, that there is a feeling of 

fullness and weight to this.  

 

What I experience, however, is not merely sync within neural populations. Rather, I am feeling  

waves of action which ripple in patterns from the photons bouncing off dynamic patterns in the 

tree towards my retinal receptors in ways which impact this in particular ways, my optic nerve, 

visual cortexes, and so on. When I walk around the tree and see it from different angles, there 

is a dynamic pattern of sync which endures in, through, between, and amongst these 

differencings, as a pattern of symmetry at work between not only my neural patterns coming 

into sync, but these coming into sync with aspects of the world beyond.   

 

Sync plays a crucial role in the networked perspective on the world presented here. Sync is 

neither sameness nor difference, but rather, what occurs when differing aspects of the world 



work together in a way which is more than the mere sum of its aspects, and vice-versa. Sync 

is in this sense another terms for networking and emergence. For example, when a group of 

birds begin to fly as a flock, they are not the same bird but rather many, and they do not fly 

the same way, or even always the same direction, swerve in the same  amount, or anything 

like this. Rather, as each feels and interacts with those around it, when this comes into 

balance with each other in particular ways, these can give rise to a more general interfeeling 

interacting which gives rise to a group behavior which interfeelingly interacts with how each 

does so in regard to what is around it as well. The sync which emerges between the ways in 

which individual birds fly in particular conditions in a manner which gives rise to a flock is a 

form of networking.  

 

Relationally speaking, there is no need to imagine that there is a “thing-in-itself” that is 

somehow “behind” or “beneath” how “things” are able to “appear” to us. Sync can do the work 

of such notions and ways of thinking, but without so many of the limiting implications. For 

example, if I am hiking in the forest with a friend, and we see this particular oak tree, perhaps 

I say to my friend, “that’s a beautiful tree over there, let’s meet at the same tree tomorrow at 

2pm.” I see my friend see the tree, take note of which one, and agree. If she shows up 

tomorrow at 2pm at this tree as  I do, and we  go on another hike, then we were able to come 

into sync here.  

 

We could wonder whether or not each of us experiences the tree “as it really is,” or whether or 

not there really is a tree in the world  “in an ultimate  sense,” but there really is no need for 

this. There is a tree for us, and that is enough for us to be able to come into sync in terms of 

meeting up for a hike tomorrow at 2pm. We might even be able to bring a scientific instrument 

with us, and take readings of some aspect of the tree, and bring this into sync with how 



various scientists have used similar instruments in various ways.  

 

There is no need for “objective truth” or anything like that for us to be able to come into sync 

with each other, or even do scientific work in such ways. While many may speak of the 

findings of scientists in grand sorts of ways, nearly any scientist will tell you that the findings 

of science are relative to the situations in which observations, generalizations, and predictions 

are made. If I take a reading with a scientific instrument which tells me something about this 

tree here and now, I may get a different result later, or with a different tree, or in different 

conditions with a similar type of tree elsewhere in the world.  

 

Even the “laws” of science are simply regularities that pertain to particular conditions. History 

is full of examples in which what scientists thought was a universal rule was found to have 

exceptions. As a classic example, it was once thought that space and time were ultimate and  

uniformly flat, but Einstein’s relativity theory made predictions that in particular circumstances, 

it would be possible to observe situations in which this was not the case. When these 

predictions came into sync with repeated observations of the predicted exceptions, the 

scientists modified their sense of how this all worked. Space and time tend to be flatly uniform 

in most situations we encounter in our everyday lives on Earth, but this is only relatively so, 

and so we should not universalize this lest we fail to come into sync with some less familiar 

aspects of our world.  

 

In a more everyday example, let us say t hat I am visiting a friend, and they offer to make me 

a cup of coffee, and they ask me to hand them the green mug over there. I hand them the 

mug, but they say no, that one needs to be washed, pleased hand me the other one. I hand 

them what I see as a blue mug, which is clean, and they make me some coffee. I forget in this 



case that my friend has what scientists today would call non-standard color vision. That is,  

the retinal sensors in my friends eyes and my own are slightly different, and this leads us to 

see colors slightly differently. My eyes discriminate multiple distinct colors where my friend’s 

do not.  

 

If I did not know that my friend’s eyes and mine differed in such a way, when I handed my 

friend the green mug, I might have said “but I already handed you the green mug.” My friend 

would likely then have said something like, “no, the tall one, my eyes don’t distinguish some 

colors yours do.” I thought our worlds of experience were similar enough that there would be 

no issue bringing all of our actions into sync. When there was a momentary lack of sync 

between our actions, as well as between my expectations and what I experienced next, I 

needed to adjust how I interpret what I am experiencing in order to better come into sync with 

my friend in regard to this.   

 

When I realize that my friend experiences aspects of their world in ways which differ from I 

do, this can be understood as the experience of a world excess. Now I already know that if I 

am standing next to my friend in the forest, and I say “look at that beautiful dragonfly over 

there,” and I point at what I am seeing, they are unlikely to see the chipmunk if it is standing 

still and relatively far away. Rather, I need to adjust for how my friend’s position makes them 

see this differently. I may need to stand right behind my friend, rather than next to them, and 

try to line up my line of sight with theirs. If the chipmunk is at a steep angle between us, my 

pointing will need to compensate pretty substantially to make it possible for them to see the 

dragonfly before it flits away out of sight.  

 

Our brains adjust our experiences for shifts in perspective all the time. Our eyes move 



relatively continuously in little jumps called “saccades,” and to look at how this generally 

happens, one might imagine that our visual experience would feel as jumpy as our 

movements. Even if I try to look rather carefully at a tree without darting my eyes around,  

there are still many tiny saccades, and yet, I experience what I see as a unified visual field 

which does not jerk around constantly as my eyes movements do. According to scientists, this 

is because my brain accounts for this, synthesizing the many micro-views into one more 

coherent experience.  

 

So much of what we experience comes pre-processed and packaged by our nervous system 

and brains in such ways. Our perception in what seems like the here and now is saturated by 

memories and anticipations. We do not even see the blind-spot in the middle of our retinal 

receptors, because our brain “fills-in” what it guesses we should see there, with such 

hallucinatory vividness that  most of us do not even realize that the brain is doing this.  

 

In this sense, there is nothing unmediated about the most seemingly immediate of our 

experiences. Experience is always already threaded through with memory and  anticipation 

by our brains, even as these are the means of our experiencing as we do. Likewise, our 

bodies sculpt how we experience, as do all the networks which impact what we experience in 

their ways.  

 

 

 

To say that “I see a tree in the forest” is in this sense a massive oversimplification. My retinal 

cells feel the impact of the photons, my optic nerve feels the impact of the retinal cells, my 

visual cortexes feel the impact of my optic nerve, and the various layers of the visual cortex 



feel the impact of those below them, rippling upwards in waves of feeling which intertwine with 

those of the impacts of predictive neural pathways flowing downwards.  

 

All of this is an aspect of “seeing a tree.”  Remove any aspect of this, whether the light, the 

Sun  which provides the light,  the tree, or the networking  world  which weaves my body 

together with these as it does, and there would be no seeing of a tree here. And while my 

body continually interfeelingly interacts with itself in a living way, and this is what makes it 

sensitive  and responsive as it is, without the shift within this produced by particular patterns 

of light impacting it from without, there is no seeing of the tree, and so, I am hardly the agent 

here.  

 

My seeing of the tree, in this sense, is between, amongst, and beyond the seeing of any one 

of these, an  emerging network of synced action flowing inward and intertwining with others in 

my body. To imagine that the seeing of the tree “starts” at the boundary of my body is an 

oversimplification, as much as it is to imagine that to say that “I” see the tree is not a s well. 

For who exactly is the “I” that does the seeing? Is it my bodily “I,” or the “I” of my visual 

systems, or my brain, my conscious awareness,  of the neural pattern of activation which I 

imagine when I think of myself, what could be understood as an ego-imaging?  

 

In some ways I am  all of the above, yet also none alone, and when one is in the presence of  

a both and neither sort of situation, it is more likely that there is a need to reformulate the 

approach in a less rigidly binary way for things to sync up without such issues. And in this 

sense, to say “I” see the tree should be taken as a way of speaking, but one which only 

partially accounts for what is occurring here. Even to say that what I experience is a tree, after 

all, is an oversimplification as well.   



 

For as indicated earlier, my brain preprocesses so much of what I experience by means of 

memory and anticipation. But I do not feel disorganized splotches of color, shape, or texture, 

but rather, a tree as a distinct entity, one which “pops out” of my world  as a coherent thing. 

Neurocientists explain that this is because our experience is always already so woven 

through with predictions and anticipations, to the extent that sometimes we think  we see this 

or that, but upon closer inspection, see something quite different.  

 

Our brains over-projected, in a sense, what it expected to see, and only adjusted afterwards. 

What is more, when we do see something, we do so in ways that are so intertwined with 

expectations and anticipations, that we do not experience aspects of our world as anything 

like isolated atoms in otherwise disorganized seas of “neural chatter.” Rather, we our brain’s 

continual attempts at predictive anticipation of potential actions weave attempts to predict how 

we will experience next with what we are likely to do next in regard to this.  

 

And so, if I see a cup  on the table, my brain is already imagining  what it would be like to pick 

this up and drink with it or wash it, to the extent to which that my experience of seeing a cup is 

always already threaded through with my sense of potential actions in regard to this, by 

means of temporary functional neural architectures, or patterns of sync, which neuroscientists 

tend to call “schemas,” which link patterns of experiencing with those of potential actions. To 

feel this from within, it is as if the cup were “calling out to me” in a  sense, through the fabric of 

the world, to pick it up,  drink through it, or wash it, even if this is simply how my brain weaves 

all this for me.  

 

The brain’s pre-processing of this sort occurs unconsciously, however, which is to say, I have 



little awareness of this, nor control over how this occurs.  Rather, I come to the world  always 

already carved into meaningful aspects in such a way, each with various potential values in 

relation to my inner economies, such as those which expend energy to help me eat, drink, 

etc. My experience, in this sense, is never pure, but always already saturated with meanings 

and values, and in ways which problematize any sense in which the “I” doing the seeing can 

be simply understood.  

 

Furthermore, do I really see a “tree”? That is, is the tree that I experience due to how I 

learned the word “tree” as a child,  or is it the neural patterns of activation in sync,  which is  to 

say, a feeling of a neural concept, which I am feeling? Or the pattern of sync between these 

which comes into sync with those in the world? None of these are a tree. I can say that there 

is a tree in my experience for me, and this is why I have described this already by means of 

saying that I experience a tree as an aspect of my world of experience. I do not experience  

splotches of color and shape and texture, but rather I experience seeing a tree in the mode of 

experiencing as.  

 

That is, I experience this aspect of my world as that of the experience of seeing a tree, and 

so, I say that I experience seeing a tree. When I do so, I experience the coming into sync of 

my brain, body, and world, and in ways which are not free of bias, but made possible because 

of how I  am a weaving of my physical body,  its spatio-temporal location an dperspective, my 

history, culture, upbringing, habits of thinking and doing, and so much more, all contracted to 

weave with the world in a  particular way which leads  to me experiencing a tree, in all the 

multiplicitous overdeterminacy of what that could mean.   

 

To say that I experience seeing a “tree” is an oversimplification. I can use such a  verbal 



handle to describe aspects of my experience, and in ways that can potentiate my ability to  

come into sync with aspects of the world to potentiate  emergence in various ways. And so, I  

can say to my friend to meet me a t the tree at 2pm tomorrow, and if they do, then there is 

enough sync here to say that I was likely understood, and that there are likely enough  

similarities between how I experience the world and my friend does in relation to how the 

world gives rise to us as experiencers of it from within it, that we can all come into sync well 

enough in ways that can be understood in such ways without this getting in the way of the 

likelihood of this getting in the way in the future.   

 

The reason I say that our experiences are likely similar is that to say that any aspects of the 

world are ever fully “the same” is wildly reductive. At any given moment,  sub-atomic quantum 

phenomena  flicker and shift within the tree, just as respiratory gases, liquid, water, minerals, 

and photons may arrive or leave the tree.  At a coarse grained level of scale, the tree seems 

similar to what it was before, at more fine grained examination, the tree is  a dynamic 

equilibrium  of  processes, many of which shift and even change radically in ways that escape 

my notice. So it is with my body as well, and the world around us that knits us  together.   

 

If I walk around the tree as I am looking at it, and say that “I see the tree,” I am obscuring the 

shifting perspectives involved. There is a dynamic movement of differing perspectives, all 

shifting as I move, and yet I speak of the tree as one thing, even though my experience is 

shifting and dynamic. Even if I halt this, and I say that I see the tree “here” and “now,” these 

notions are massive oversimplifications as well. To say that times or places are the same 

when our planet is hurtling through space all the time, that any times or places can be firmly 

sectioned off from others in a non-arbitrary way, or that any of these could ever be fully 

identical, is to miss so much of the complexity at play. Now if saying that times and places 



might not be the same, any more than myself or the tree, how much more is it a loss to 

imagine that seeing the tree two different days and remembering these that I am speaking of 

the same thing?   

 

One could then say that there is a tree-ing experiencing in my world which temporarily 

emerges, shiftingly mutates, endures through this, and then disperses at a particular spatio-

temporal weaving within my world. While more fine-grained, this still misses much as well. For 

example, often Puggle, the dog I cohabite with, will smell something I cannot. I will see his 

nose twitch, he will sniff vigorously to get more information, and then will swiftly move in the 

direction of what he smells, sniffing all the way. If I follow him, often I will see what he smelled 

that I could not.  

 

In my olfactory world of scent, there was nothing of note to smell, but Puggle’s actions 

indicated that we had a lack of sync in regard to this. I was able to come into sync with him  

by following his actions. I can speak of this and say that Puggle smelled something I did not, 

and I eventually saw the cause of this. I know that, as a dog, Puggle’s sense of smell can 

discriminate all sorts of odors that my senses do not even note as being there. Does this 

mean that there was nothing there to smell? No, for clearly Puggle smelled something, and I 

later saw this. To say there was nothing there to smell would be to project my experience on 

to Puggle.  

 

If I see a tree in the forest, and Puggle and I walk towards this, and I see him look in that 

direction, I cannot say that he sees a tree.  Even if I see him sniff and walk around the tree, 

while I see his actions, actions which indicate that he sees and feels in ways which lead him 

to walk around what I experience as a tree, to say that he experiences the tree is to project 



my own interpretations of my experience of the world on to how I imagine he experiences. I 

cannot even be sure that Puggle experiences the tree as something unified, discrete, or 

distinct. It does seem he senses some obstacle to his walking, and so swerves, and smells 

something worth sniffing, but whether or not he sees these as anchored to anything like a 

unified or distinct tree is another matter entirely.  

 

Now scientists tell me that to see this tree, photons bounce off of it and impact my retinal 

receptors and the rest of my visual systems. For this to happen, photons need to be on a 

course towards the tree, impact the tree, and be deflected off the tree by repulsive forces 

within the tree so that the photons then bounce back and hit my eyes in ways which lead me 

to feel what I call seeing a tree. This means that the photons were moving along, then they 

were deflected to hit my eye. For this to happen, the photons needed to be impacted by the 

tree. Just as when I look at Puggle’s actions to guess what he likely felt in order to give rise to 

the actions he takes, so I can do this with photons, or any aspects of the world which does 

something.  

 

After all, scientists will often say that when an electron swerves this way or that in its path of 

flight, that it does so because it “feels” the influence of charges in the electrical fields around 

it, and that it is “attracted to” certain charges and “repulsed” by others, and this leads to it 

doing what it does in various ways. We guess at the ways in which living experiencers feel in 

such ways all the time, in regard to our ways of interpreting their actions. Often we look at the 

forms of the bodies of other experiencers to help us do this. Even before I saw Puggle smell 

odors I could not, I knew that as a dog, he had sensory capacities for smell which, due to a 

more developed olfactory nervous system in canines, would give him this ability. Why should 

we speak differently for living organisms in this sense than simpler aspects of our world?  



 

Returning to the issue of seeing the tree, the only reason I see the tree as I do is that photons  

bounced off the tree to impact my eye as they do, and by means of interpreting these actions, 

it makes sense to say that the photons felt the impact of what I experience and call a tree. 

This is not, however, to say that the photons felt a tree, or anything like that, but rather, 

repulsive forces. Even if a snail were to slowly creep along the ground, moving from the soil to 

the root of the tree poking out of the ground and then continuing on its way on the soil ahead, 

it is unlikely that the snail discriminates the root as part of the tree, or even as a distinct thing. 

It may note a change in texture, then a return to a texture more like the preceding one.  

 

To ask whether or not there is “really a tree in the world” as I experience it is to take a 

completely non-relational approach to such concerns. Those who frame things in such ways 

tend to want to ask whether or not there is a tree there for all possible experiencers, or try to 

imagine the tree as if without bias or perspective, as if from anywhere and nowhere, or to 

distinguish the aspects of the experience which supposedly cannot be doubted, such as that 

there is something there, or a unity, or physical extension, or something unified by an essence 

of “treeness,” and distinguish all this from various secondary qualities, accidental features, 

etc.  

 

The only way to be able to do this would if one could experience from anywhere and 

nowhere, or something get behind experience or beyond it, or perhaps experience it from a 

divine perspective or something, even if merely to separate out primary and secondary 

qualities, necessary essence from accidents, or to somehow be sure that what causes the 

experience is one thing rather than many, etc. I have not been able to see actions which 

indicate this is likely possible, even if I have heard many people speak as if they could do so, 



but their ways of describing things from there lead to all sorts of contradictions and 

inconsistencies in ways that this project will seek to avoid.  

 

Now this is not to say that various dualist critics are likely to persuaded by all of this. With 

dualist lenses, the world looks dualist back, and likewise with more relational lenses. Still, 

dualists, are likely to say that, for example, photons bounce off a tree which gives rise to my 

experience of seeing a  tree in the forest, that I am wanting to have this both ways. That is, if I 

say the photons bounce off the tree, and this causes me to see a tree, then the tree shows up 

both within my experience, and as the cause of this, on both sides of the line  between my 

body and the world.  

 

Now it seems unclear to me why the boundary between the limits of my body are seen as  the 

limits of my experience, when clearly I see the tree and it is not inside my body, or why the 

boundary between inside my body and without is the only  one  seen as relevant, when there 

are so many boundaries, such as that between the tree and photons, photons and retinal 

receptors, retinal  receptor and optic nerve, layers of visual cortex, etc. Don’t all these matter 

in their ways? I understand that practically speaking, the boundary between inside and 

outside the body is often important, but if we want to be precise, there are many more 

boundaries at  stake.  

 

Dualists critics may nevertheless feel it makes sense to distinguish between the tree in my 

experience and the aspects of the world which gave rise to this, perhaps labelling the latter  

as the “tree” which gave rise to my experience of seeing a tree. But this leads to all sorts of 

problems. My retinal receptors are part of what gives rise to my experience, and yet, I do not 

experience their impact directly, but only indirectly, as it is with the photons. Should I then 



speak of “retinal receptors”? What of my body? Surely it is both experienced by me  and yet 

also the cause of so many of my experiences, on both sides of the crucial divide so important 

to such dualists. Should I speak of my “body” then? But when should I speak of my body 

versus my body?  

 

What then of the “I” that experiences? My conscious “I” does not experience what the 

unconscious parts of my brain does to prepackage experience, but there seems every reason 

to think the unconscious parts of my brain are part of me in any sensible way of speaking. 

Does it make sense to say I as only my conscious experiencing? But is this my conscious 

experiencing here and now then only? When I remember or imagine experiencing, should I 

then speak of this as “I”? If so, the  notion that there is a unity to subjective experience, so 

beloved by dualists who propose something like a unitary “mind” or “the subject” falls apart as 

much as any hope of that “I” coming to “know” anything, not to mention a unified “thing-in-

itself” of a unified tree. The game with quotation marks here is also just a way of speaking, 

and a problematic one at that that leads to all sorts of infinite regresses.  

 

Now some would say that language is the problem. We never get the world as it really is, they 

say, our ways of speaking and writing about the world only ever reflect the biases of our 

cultural categories, and so speaking and writing about experience never really gets to 

experience, but only more speaking and writing. But this is to fetishize language. One could 

say that language is a filter that cuts us off from direct and unmediated access to the world, all 

our the ways we experience the world are mediations, and there are layers and layers of 

these. Why not say that our socio-economic background cuts us off from the world, or our 

individual psychology, as these mold and inflect how we experience? Or our brains, bodies, 

nervous systems, skin, or that the photons cut us off from the tree?  



 

So many such approaches do not only fetishize language, but individual words, abstracting 

them from the flow of language in use. The issue is not with tree  versus “tree,”  or anything 

like this, for this is to imagine that there is a word, a thing,  an idea, and a  need for 

correspondence between these. But this leads to the sorts of issues described above. Rather, 

more relationally framed, it makes more sense to speak of process of speaking and writing 

which are processes like any other. The same with our processes of thinking.  

 

Some may worry, after all, that the issue is that the word tree differs from the concept of tree 

in the neural networkings of our thinking. When I see a tree, there is a pattern of sync which  

arises between the neural patterns of activation in my brain, which is a form of doing which I 

feel because my body is always interfeeling its modes of interacting.  

 

Ideas and concepts, in this sense, are quite physical forms of action in our brains, and so it is 

with all our forms of thinking. When I see a tree, say to my friend “let’s meet at this tree at 

2pm tomorrow,” and we do, then it is likely that the patterns of activation in our brains were 

similar enough that we were thinking in similar enough ways to do this. Language helped 

potentiate this, such that our ability to internalize the cultural system of our language and use 

it as we did helped potentiate our ability to bring our actions, external and internal  to the 

limtits of our bodies, into sync in such ways.  

 

Worldtwisting 

 

It is now possible to rejoin the main flow of the text, and bring together these many aspects of 

the sketch provided here of a relational account of experience.  



 

Grasping. 

 

 

Experience can of course be divided up, and in some rather extreme ways. Some have tried 

to cut the Gordian knot, so to speak, to try to divide out how we experience our world from 

within, including how we experience the bodies of others and their reports of their 

expereriences in such ways, and how we experience how others experience us, and all that 

arises from this, such as the world of cooperative endeavors, weaving actions together 

around how we report similarities in aspects of our worlds of experiences that help make this 

possible, and the systems such as those of science and language and other aspects of our 

common cultures that we give rise to help us better do this. 

 

From the perspective presented here, experience is not a thing, but a process of opening 

which has aspects which temporarily knot as things which could weave otherwise. The world 

weaves actions, and we experience these because our bodies are sorts of complex actional 

forms of interacting which interfeel their interactions in ways that exceed the sums of their 

parts. Our ability to feel from within how our bodies feel the world as our world of experience 

is an emergence which arises from the world of action. As an emergence, feelings is more 

than the mere sum of its aspects, but remove aspects, and the feeling falls apart. Feeling is 

not something that connects a subject and an object. Rather, relationally speaking, feeling is a 

way of opening networking which emerges from the world in ways that has what is 

experienced as relational aspects.  

 

Now it may seem that when I say something like “I see a tree while I’m walking in the forest,” 



that I am describing something simple and immediate, namely, a subject experiencing an 

object, with a simple form of connection between these. Certainly this is how this has often 

been described, and it can feel this way, at least, if I perform the work of abstracting away and 

keeping at bay all the floods of associations, memories, and other waves of thinking and 

feeling which arise from within, such as occurs in  a practice of meditation, or by imagining 

seeing a tree in an abstract way as I type. But is there something immediate at work when I 

see a tree?  

 

My retinal sensors “see” the tree in their way, my optic nerves in their way in turn, the layers in 

my visual cortex in their one ways still, and the networking patterns of activation in my 

conscious awareness of seeing the tree yet another. One could even go further and argue 

that the pattern of light which bounces off the tree in particular ways to influence my body in 

such ways sees the light in its way as well. For without any of these “seeings,” so to speak, I 

would not see the tree.  

 

So where exactly “is” my seeing? Is it in my self, my awareness, my mind, my body, the world, 

the tree, the light, or any other such places, things, or aspects of the sort which have been 

used to understand such situations more traditionally? If my seeing requires the light from the 

Sun, the tree, my body, the particular perspectival relation I have with the tree in space and 

time, my retinal cells, my optic nerves, the layers of my visual cortex, the patterns of activation 

which bring the result of all this to conscious awareness, and likely far more for me to “see the 

tree” as I do, then why do we so often divide this up into aspects we so often take to be 

ultimate, or fundamentally different?  

 

Rather, relationally speaking, it makes far more sense to say that I see the tree as I do in a 



manner which is beyond, amongst, and between its aspects, which can in fact be seen as 

aspects of the seeing in question. This is not to say that “seeing” is something mystical, non-

physical, or anything like this. Rather, when I see the tree as I do, there are networks of 

networks of micro processes which give rise to meso and macro processes, all of which 

contribute to what I call “seeing the tree” in  such a way.  

 

That is, the networkings in question do not take that between the inside and outside of my 

body as primary, or that between my brain and body as primary, or between living and non-

living systems, or anything like that. Matter simply impacts matter, crossing the boundaries 

between such without as much of a thought as to what categories and binaries it may be 

crossing. There are no primary boundaries of this sort at work here, rather, ripplings of 

impacts whose networkings cross thresholds and tipping point, and give rise to cascades and 

emergences in their ways.  

 

To say that “I see a tree” is in this sense a manner of speaking, a way of simplifying a highly 

complex set of networkings in ways which are highly pragmatically useful. Language tends to 

emphasize what we find useful, but if we abstract from this to develop idealistic concepts, this 

can lead to all sorts of lack of sync with aspects of the world. This is not to say that we need 

to start talking differently about seeing trees in everyday contexts, but rather, that simply, we 

should not take such ways of speaking as capturing something ultimate, or basing idealizing 

conceptual systems, such as those based on subject versus object, on abstractions from 

such. For if we want to be more precise, to say that “I see a tree” is quite reductive.  

 

It may seem strange, to those accustomed to dualist ways of understanding such things, to 

speak in such a way. We are so often used to hearing it said that I experience the appearance 



of the tree, caused by the real tree in the world which only partially corresponds with the tree I 

experience. After all, when my friend arrives, they experience the tree differently, from their 

perspective. We may even experience some of the colors of the tree differently, as we may 

have varying forms of color vision, a not uncommon divergence.  

 

Nevertheless, if I say to my friend “let’s meet up at the same tree tomorrow around 2pm,” and 

they agree, something which is likely to work so long as we do not use colors we see 

differently in order to do this, then it is quite likely we will understand each other. If the next 

day we are both standing at the same tree around 2pm, then this shows that, for the purposes 

of that interaction, we understood each other well enough, such that we were able to 

coordinate our actions in regard to our understandings of our experiences. That is, we were 

able to come into sync.  

 

In place of any notion of a things in the world “as it really is,” the proverbial “thing-in-itself” 

proposed by Immanuel Kant, this text will argue that there is no need for such notions. In 

place of anything like a “thing-in-itself” – an idealizing reification of experience which splits the 

world into appearance and reality, in relation to a highly limiting notion of Truth, and all that 

goes along with such – this text will put in place the notion of “sync.” Sync occurs when 

actions and feelings are able to come intertwiningly network in ways which are emergent, or 

which potentiate this in some way.  

 

When my friend and I meet at the tree at 2pm, there is a tree there for us. This does not mean 

that there is a tree there in any ultimate sense, or for any and all possible experiencers, or 

from any and all perspectives on this. How could we even possibly know such things, or have 

the ability to determine them? If I see a slug slowly crawl over one of the roots of the tree 



sticking out of the soil, does the slug experience a tree? What of a photon bouncing off the 

tree to my eyes as I see the tree? I see the slug coming into contact with the root of the tree 

as it moves from the soil to the root and back to the soil again in its pathway forward. The slug 

must have felt something, perhaps a change in texture. I also see photons, which must have 

bounced off the tree for me to see it. Does that mean either of them sees the tree as I do, 

which is to say, as a tree?  

 

First, as mentioned earlier, to say that I see a tree is an oversimplification and way of 

speaking. This is not to say that there is not experiencing here, nor that my sense that me and 

my friend both see this tree is not part of what makes it possible for us to coordinate a 

meeting in relation to this tree the next day, as this is clearly the case. Words help us grasp 

aspects of the world in various ways, just like our hands and our sense organs also grasp and 

are grasped by aspects of the world in various ways as well. It would make sense if linguistic 

grasping evolved in part by means of abstraction from simpler forms of physical grasping, and 

the ways in which our physical metaphors permeate even highly abstract forms of writing and 

speech indicates there is likely something to such a notion.dcccv  

 

To say that I see a tree is a simplification in so many ways, and yet, this is not to say that we 

should stop saying things of this sort, as clearly it helps potentiate sync. There is even no 

need to modify our ways of speaking to account for the oversimplification. Issues arise, 

however, if we take our ways of speaking for indicating something like “the way the world 

really is,” abstract concepts from these in reifying ways which frame these as if they were 

universal ideals and absolute necessities, seeking the prove the very structures of the 

everyday world in such terms, and becoming perplexed when this does quite work out well.   

 



This does not mean, however, that there is not something to the sort of critique which a 

Kantian would make of what has been presented here so far. They might say something like 

the relational account proposed here is one which “wants to have things both ways,” in that it 

speaks about the tree as an aspect of my world of experience, and how this is produced by 

photons bouncing off the tree, impacting my retinal sensors, which impact my optic nerve, 

which impact my visual cortexes, which give rise to my experience of a tree. A Kantian might 

argue that while I experience the tree in my world of experience when I see it, that my 

explanation of this, involving photons, the tree, nerves, and such, is a sort of cheating. I use 

the term tree to help explain why I experience a tree, such that the tree appears on both sides 

of the line between experience and what causes it.  

 

For a Kantian, it is a mistake to say that a tree causes me to experience seeing a tree. 

Rather, I should say something like a “tree” causes me to experience a tree, with the “tree” 

being a “thing-in-itself” which is ultimately beyond my ability to experience it in a direct way. I 

cannot “go behind the back” of my experience, in a sense, and imagine that I can know the 

tree “as it really is,” for clearly others see things differently sometimes, and to assume that my 

experience is simply caused by what it seems to be would be, in fact, to naively assume that 

my experience is the model in regard to which others should be judged.  

 

This is why Kant would argue that I should say that a tree appears in my experience, even 

though I cannot really experience the tree as any and all possible experiencers could, and 

hence, my experience of a tree is only a limited appearance of the thing-in-itself which is 

beyond my ability to experience directly. And so, I can be in error about its color, shape, 

texture, but not the basics, namely, that it is a tree, located where it is, and that there is 

something very much there that causes me to experience it as it is, at least, as to the basics. 



In such way Kant follows the tradition of distinguishing between what something is and its less 

crucial “secondary” qualities, building in this way on the Ancient distinction between the 

essence or Idea of something which defines it, and  whatever is less crucial yet goes along 

with it, its “accidents.” 

 

That said, Kant can only be certain that he experiences a tree here if he too cheats, imagining 

he can somehow get “behind the back,” as one famous critic argued, not of the appearance of 

the tree, but the “thing-in-itself.” For Kant still wants to think that he can know that there is a 

thing-in-itself which manifests as a tree to me, and that I can be in error as to various 

secondary qualities of that tree, but not that it is a tree, that it takes the basic form it does, or 

that it is in fact a single unified entity. The problem is, he can say none of these things without 

cheating in the way he takes issue with those he criticizes. 

 

This is a problem for Kant, in that he wants to argue that the world of appearance is 

perspectivally subjective and fallible, divided in a radical way from how things really are, and 

yet, we can still have certain knowledge about the basics of the world, such as that there are 

things in themselves in the first place, not to mention all the other things we wants to do in 

such ways.  

 

And so, he argues that there are still some thorny issues needing to be worked out in his 

project, his so called “antinomies of Pure Reason,” even if I would add a few more, and while 

he hopes to solve them later in his work, he seems unable to do so, and even seems to 

soften his position in various ways in some of his later works. This has not stopped his work 

from being some of the most influential in the history of European thinking, not because it was 

self-consistent, but likely because its contradictions, inconsistencies, and incompletions were 



radically dualist and atomistic in a way that came into sync with what so many wished for in a 

worldview at the time, that they were more than willing to overlook such details when dressed 

up in such complicated language.  

 

Kant seems to fall prey to much of what he takes issue with in regard to those he criticizes. 

But putting Kant aside for a moment, the theoretical Kantian-style objection is worth 

addressing. That is, is it not cheating, in a sense, to say that I experience a tree as an aspect 

of my world of experience, due to how photons bounce off the tree and hit my eye? Now 

scientists speak this way all the time, and so do most people, but there is clearly something 

that needs explaining here as to why this is not a form of circular reasoning at best. Before 

moving on, it would be best to clarify how this project seeks to account for this.  

 

This book sees both my description of seeing a tree and photons bouncing off the tree 

causing this as ways of speaking, and in this sense, massive oversimplifications. On the side 

of my experience, to say that that the person who sees the tree is me, for example, is a 

massive oversimplification which leaves out how it would be far more precise to go into all the 

networkings of layers of interaction between the photons, tree, my body, and all their aspects, 

and simply provides the most useful summary of things for my concerns at the moment. I 

could say something similar in regard to the notion of seeing, or that what I see is a tree.  

 

Likewise, on the side of what causes this experience, to say that a tree causes me to 

experience seeing a tree is also a massive oversimplification. The photons do not bounce off 

a tree in the aspect. Rather, each photon bounces off a particular molecule in a leaf, bit of 

bark, etc.. Tree is a general notion, and in a sense, there are not trees, only particular 

networkings of molecules, leaves, branches, bark, soil, air, and while some of these are 



similar to each other, to say that they are all the same thing, a “tree,” is to reduce a particular 

to a general type. There is a lie here, or obfuscation, or loss, or something.   

 

Some might say that the limitations of concepts are the problem here, or the limitations of 

language, and that they unfortunately cut us off from unmediated experience of the world. But 

this is to fetishize these particular media. Media, like all relation, connects by separating and 

separatingly connects, and so, just as my body connects me to what I experience, I only 

experience in ways my body makes possible, and my body molds any experience I can have 

through it. I could say that my body cuts me off from the world, but that would be a bit 

ridiculous, for it is my means of access to the world.  

 

Likewise, language helps me describe and think about the world in linguistic ways, shaping 

how this occurs at the same time. Does that mean it cuts me off from the world? No more so 

than my body which provides me access to the world. Or my personal psychology, the culture 

which shaped me, my socio-economic background, my gender, my corrective lenses, and so 

much else. We tend to focus on some boundaries as more important than others, such as that 

which differentiates inside and outside, or that which is inside language and without.  

 

But there are so many enabling connections, each of which is a boundary as well, that there 

are nearly infinite ways in which we can imagine we have been cut off from experiencing the 

world in an “unmediated” way “as it really is”. After all, I cannot experience seeing a tree 

without the mediation of my retinal cells, nor can my visual cortexes experiencing what my 

retinal receptors do without the mediation of my optic nerves, and yet, we do not say we are 

cut off from the world because of the mediation of these.  

 



We consider these simply part of our selves. But do we mean our consciously aware selves? 

Our bodies? All our cells? All of this could easily take us down a rabbit hole of infinite 

regresses, and philosophers have often tried to use various inconsistencies to push these to 

the side, or cover the incompletenesses or contradictions which tend to be produced by rigid 

systems of various sorts by means of trying to shift terrain in various ways, which has a way 

of moving the issues and making it seem like they are gone even if they have simply been 

pushed out of the way.  

 

With such concerns in mind, what is the more relational approach which this book presents as 

its alternative? From the perspective of a worldview of relational networking emergence, there 

is no need to say that I see a tree because a “tree” is impacted by “photons.” Rather, I can 

say that see a tree because photons bounce off a tree and impact my eyes and such, so long 

as I remember that all of this is a massive oversimplification. My world of experience is a 

result of how my body intertwines with the world as such to give rise to my world of 

experience which is an aspect of this. The world twists as action in and through my body and 

brain, and as I am how this this body and brain feels from within how it feels the world beyond 

it, I feel the world twisting into me as feeling which I twist outwards as action which 

contributes to the weaving of the world in turn.  

 

How is this not cheating? Because at the extremes of this all is a set of multiplicitous twists, 

namely, that of experience as felt by my brain and body, and that of the world which gives rise 

to actions which are felt as this in turn. My body is the pivot in all this, the concentrated twist 

which twists with aspects of the world to concentratedly feel this or that in its way. But at 

either end of this, the ends of my experience and the world, there is a multiplicitous twisting. 

Such a twisting turns the world inside out and back outside in at the extremes.  



 

 

If Puggle, the dog I cohabitate with, comes along with us, and he urinates on the tree, is there 

a tree there for him?  

 

Well, there is clearly something he wants to urinate on, perhaps an odor of another dog. How 

could I know if the way I experience the tree is similar to Puggle? But I see that he does not 

walk into the tree, but rather around it after he urinates on it. If I toss a ball at the tree and 

bounces off, I am able to play a game “with” the tree. I do not think the ball feels a tree, but 

only an impact. But I can play a game between the tree, the ball, my throwing, and gravity, 

and it is likely Puggle may wonder why I am not throwing the ball for him to chase instead.  

 

Do we all experience “the same” thing? Relationally speaking, such a question is part of the 

problem a text such as this seeks to solve. I can play a game with a ball with what I 

experience as a tree, my dog can coordinate with what I experience as a tree, and so can my 

friend. There is enough sync between our actions and feelings to bring this about. I can then 

model and describe this in various ways, and when this works well, such as when my friend 

meets me at the tree at 2pm, there is sync, similar to how there is between my expectations 

that the ball will bounce back at my when I toss it at the right angle towards the tree,  

 

There is no need to imagine an ideal unifying entity here that brings all these experiences 

together. After all, sometimes experiences diverge, and even wildly. If my dog smells and odor 

on the grass and goes to follow it, and I do not, which of us is “right,” whose experience is 

“True”? We both are, in our ways, or neither, for the question is that of the sort this text seeks 

to displace. There seems to be an odor in Puggle’s world of experience, as I can tell by the 



sniffing motions of his nose, and his swift move in a particular direction immediately after 

sniffing. When we arrive at what he was sniffing, I see what it was, and then the source of 

what he smelled enters my world of experience in a visual sense. Does that mean that there 

was always something there, and I merely could not sense it? Relationally speaking, our 

worlds were different. This does not mean that one of us was right and the other wrong in an 

ultimate sense.  

 

Let us say that either my friend or I have non-standard color vision. We may look at 

something, for example, a T-shirt in a store, and disagree about the color. Which of us is 

“correct”? Neither, or both. Rather, our differing bodies see color differently, much as the angle 

of our perception depicts the angle of the T-shirt slightly different. There is no need to imagine 

that one of us is correct and the other incorrect. Each of us experiences in our own ways, and 

to the extent to which we can come into sync, this is enough. If I say to my friend “do you like 

that T-shirt” and point with my finger at it, I do not need to specify the color, and yet, we can 

still coordinate.  

 

So it is with sync and its capacity to displace the need for something like a “thing-in-itself.” 

When experiencers coordinate actions and feelings, there is something in their worlds of 

experience that is similar enough to make this possible. There is every reason to think that 

there is likely some way in which the world of experience which gave rise to their worlds of 

experience gave rise to this. But the world of experience as such is something that is 

experienced most directly by each of us in our worlds of experience in terms of the opening 

excesses of horizons from which new experiences emerge. This is not only seen in at the 

horizons of vision when walking down the street, or the horizon within from which thoughts 

emerge, but also the horizons which are any and all aspects of our experiences.  



 

When experiencers are able to coordinate, there is sync, and sync indicates that there is 

something for them, and the resonances between aspects of their worlds of experience and 

the world as such of which these are aspects make this possible. There is no need to posit 

“things-in-themselves” underneath or behind this, but rather, this can all be seen as networks 

of networking emerging in the varied ways they do. While there is much more to the details of 

such an approach to a highly contested and fraught set of issues, due to issues of space, 

such issues will need to be addressed more fully in forthcoming texts. dcccvi 

 

Just as this project seeks to show that there are pathways beyond anything like a “thing-in-

itself,” so it also works to show there are pathways beyond the dualisms which this often 

serves to anchor. So often we have been told there are two lenses on the world, those which 

experience the world from within and those which experience from without, and they have 

called these subject and object, subjective and objective poles of the world, or mind and 

matter, and yet, where do they feel a split? I for one do not, and yet, others say they have. 

One can of course stay as still as possible, cover one’s eyes, plug up one’s ears, cover 

oneself in soft blankets or float in a sensory deprivation tank. You can try to be a Descartes or 

a Kant if you choose, though at some point, something may shift in your digestive tract, and 

you may realize that you are hungry.  

 

And yet, are not your thoughts and feelings, which seem in such moments to absorb the world 

into them and increase to its scale, simply how you feel your body and brain move their 

aspects within you? Are not your very thoughts the way in which patterns of activation in your 

neural networkings come into sync with each other, not unlike how the actions of our 

cooperative projects with others do likewise? One may scoff, in one’s more meditative flights 



of fancy, that this is mere science, mere matter, and that all is pure awareness or 

consciousness, but is it not your conscious awareness which will not let you quite forget that 

you have a body, and that any feelings you have, even those of consciousness, arise from 

this?  

 

What is more, the thoughts and feelings that occupy your seemingly world expanded interplay 

of consciousness, are they not preoccupied with what your body felt and did, remembered 

and hoped, all your plans and possibilities, and all the recompositions of reworked shards of 

this to give rise to your memories and fantasies? Is not the world of the body and matter still 

there, indirectly, in the very way in which all these thoughts and feelings are shaped, no 

matter how much one tries to screen out the world beyond from within?  

 

Abstract away all thought with content that seems to have ever arisen in relation to one’s 

body and world, and rest on awareness itself, then, abstracted from all else. What remains? 

Then again, it is so difficult to still the mind, so to speak, the brain will not shut up, thinking 

about all these things related to bodies and matters and others and such, but if you spend 

enough years trying, or have a moment of exceptional clarity, you just may be able to rest 

awareness without the continual effort to clear away all the rest. What then?  

 

There is not much to see, when there is no memory, no anticipation, no decision or willing, no 

moods or focusing or dilating of attentions, just letting the clarity ring out in manner, as 

Buddhist meditators are fond of saying, not unlike that whereby a rushing stream stills as a 

pool of water, now able to reflect the moonlight of awareness in its clarity. Where did one 

learn how to abstract away from the body? From others, and so, one must forget that, and in 

fact, forget that one had a body, learned how to abstract away from it, and that one has a 



history, a set of memories, hopes and fears.  

 

But hunger still will want to be heard eventually. Or some one else opens the sensory 

deprivation tank, pulls the blinders off of you, and light flood into your eyes, whether you want 

this or not. And if the body is hurt, or damaged in any way, will one be able to remain in such 

a state? Is this not an artificial state, one which occurs only after strenuous effort to repress all 

else, a state which cannot be maintained without continual effort by the world and others or 

even your own foresight to supply the physical needs to make this possible, even for a period 

of time? This is not to discount the potential massive benefits of doing this, and all the ways in 

which it can impact how one lives when one has emerged from such a state. 

 

But follow the mind to its extreme, and the body and the material world still remain, and have 

a way of stubbornly making themselves known once again. For all one needs to do is stop 

supplying the brain with the food or oxygen needed to sustain the thinking and feeling so 

often described as “mind,” and the seeming freedom of mind from matter swiftly comes to an 

end, despite the often massive efforts to repress how the body is what is felt from within as 

mind. For open one’s eyes again, and there one sees one’s body, and stop repressing all the 

other thoughts and feelings, and the body is where one left it, making the more abstract 

thoughts and feelings possible.  

 

Leaving the world within behind, one can also, on the other hand, immerse in the world 

between, the world of our shared endeavors, leaving so-called subjectivity behind for the so-

called objective world of matter and the science built from this. There is no need, they have 

said, to imagine a “ghost in the machine,” for we are but organic machines, and there is no 

evidence of anything like a soul or spirit. But there is also no evidence of anything like feeling 



or thinking, other than the movements seen from without, but what of the glorious tones and 

colors and textures and unfolding worldness of it all which is how it feels from within? From 

without, it all vanishes, there is nothing there but actions, and yet, from within, these actions 

are felt as tones within the symphonies of symphonies which weave the world of vision with 

that of sound with that of taste and smell and touch at the skin and interfeeling of the body 

from within.  

 

And what of more abstract feelings, such as emotions and moods and shifts in attention and 

thoughts concretely sensual and abstractly conceptual, the scenes we remember and those 

we imagine, and all amongst and in between? Are these not how the body’s aspects move in 

relation to each other, and these nothing but weavings of molecules, but do we not feel all 

these in turn from within? Are we not these from within, and feelingly so? Scientists report that 

we report this, but there is nothing “extra” in the matter that can show them how it feels, for 

there is nothing more than the matter from without. And yet, do they not, each and every one 

of them, learn and do this science from within their own worlds of experience? And in this 

sense, is not my body experienced from without simply an aspect of their world of experience 

from within?  

 

What about subjectivity? Such a notion is related to mind, of course, but if one tries to imagine 

subjectivity without any object, what remains? Is there any notion of a subject that makes 

sense without an object in regard to which it is a subject that somehow experiences or senses 

or thinks or knows this object? Is there any sense to the notion of an object that is not an 

object for some subject? If these are so distinct as to have nothing in common, how can any 

object be experienced or known by a subject? If they have enough in common for this to be 

possible, how can one be sure that they are not rather simply aspects of an experiencing 



which has these as aspects, with the distinction between these being hardly as radical as any 

might want to imagine, at least, if they are committed to the notion that subject and object are 

radically distinct and opposed aspects of our world?  

 

If this were the case, would not the world at least need to be that which they have in common, 

undercutting such a notion? If there were no such world in common, however, how could any 

experience of an object by subject even be possible? The division of the world into subject an 

object, after all, needs a context in regard to which it occurred. What divided the world into 

subject and object, and would not this be somehow before, around, or after this division?  

 

If there is subject and object, after all, they are joined by division. Is there not something that 

does the dividing, and would this not need to be taken into account in some way? Or is this 

division so primordial, that it arose from the world before or along with it, but then would not 

whatever gave rise to the world, or is beyond it, or whatever contexts or processes gave rise 

to our ability to experience it, not be somehow beyond, supporting, and potentially 

transforming the division or capacity for this in such a way? 

 

Follow subjectivity and idealism far enough, and one finds matter and the body have never 

been left behind. Follow objectivity and science far enough, and one finds nothing to account 

for the experiences of worlds of experience we all report experiencing, the very opening on to 

the world whereby we could come to know bodies and matters and science and such.  

 

To divide up the world of experience into such extremes, to abstract poles of purity from it, 

and say these are pure essences, with nothing in common, and then wonder how it is ever 

possible to experience anything that brings these completely opposite aspects of the world 



apart, is an exercise in futility. Those who wish to idealize dominating the world of matter, and 

imagining us as either without individuality or merely this, or who like to imagine that the world 

is full of simple atoms and easy divisions, so easy to bring into sync with various socio-

cultural systems which can themselves easily come into sync with “us versus them” and other 

sorts of “black and white” thinking, however, tend to quite enamored of such approaches.  

 

This is the world as it is conventionally portrayed by those who would divide it up to better 

conquer it, to idealize the current status-quo to make it seem like our world is an 

impoverished version of some idealized version of their systems in dominance, and so try to 

set us all to work to better bring our world into alignment with their reductively atomizing and 

binarizing projects of divide and conquer.  

 

The world is full of such worldviews, and their ways of abstracting out the form of various 

social systems and projecting them on the structure of the world itself, making it seem like 

they are teasing out the structure of the world itself from its pores, but could they not just as 

easily be reinforcing in highly abstract forms the seeming necessities of the social orders 

which gave rise to them, making it seem as if their very form was that of the poetry of the 

world itself?  

 

There are other ways. The world can also be seen as an opening fabric of experiencing which 

always exceeds such reductive carvings and attempts at abstract control. Follow pure mind to 

the extreme and one finds the body. Follow pure matter to the extreme and one finds mind, or 

in terms described here, feeling. But what would make us think that any single aspect of the 

world, whether mind or matter or subject or object anything else were every fully on its own? 

In contrast to this, let us start from the notion that all aspects of the world are relatedly 



opening on to each other, and that a world is a coherence in regard to this in which such a 

coherence is woven around the relatively dispersed opening networking of an experiencer 

experiencing.  

 

An experiencer, in such a sense, would be that which experiences an experience as an 

aspect of a world of experience, an aspect of the world of experience as such, that of which 

the worlds of experiencers of varied sorts are aspects. The experience around which the 

others network will be understood as the experience known as an experiencer’s experience of 

their body, and how they experience shifts in this will indicate how they experience aspects of 

the world beyond this body, which is to say, their world of experience of which this body is an 

aspect, just as these worlds of experiences are experiences by that body of the world of 

which such worlds of experience are aspects. When an experiencer experiences an 

experience which is less common to its experiences of its world than that of its body, this will 

generally be described as an experience, while an experience of its body will be spoken of as 

simply that.  

 

To describe the world in terms of experience is to emphasize how the world manifests here 

and now, emphasizing concrete immediacy to whatever extent possible. There are massive 

limits to this, and a process of massive abstraction needed to even begin this way. While 

some philosophies past have taken the approach that experience is fundamental, and so it 

makes sense to start there, and see everything as based off of this, the approach here is 

more nuanced.  

 

On the one hand, it seems clear experience is one of the most basic ways we encounter the 

world. Conversely, however, nothing is more contrived and artificial than to bracket out history, 



culture, memory, value, and so much more to only emphasize the aspects of our worlds that 

are most concretely basic, immediate, and emphasize the here and now. What is more, there 

are many reasons to think that how we experience is deeply inflected not only by the shape of 

our bodies, but also how we have experienced in the past, how this projects forward in 

memory, with all the cultural biases, expectations, and baggages this brings with it.  

 

There seems every reason to think that we only ever experience our world through such. 

When I look at a cup on my writing desk, I cannot experience the colors in isolation, and more 

than the shapes or textures, nor in a way which does not bring to mind the word “cup,” or 

associations of cups like this, or the feeling within me to see whether I am thirsty, nor the 

embodied sense of imagining what it would be like to pick up or drink from that cup which 

begins as a vague feeling even before I might consciously imagine doing so, or feel out 

whether or not I might really want to do so, or even begin to do so.  

 

To speak of experience is to strip all this away. It is also to strip away all the social values 

which go along with this. This cup was likely shaped as it was due to processes of 

manufacture overseas, linked to economic structures of domination and exploitation, as is the 

case with nearly all forms of manufacture in our world today. Is there any way to speak of 

experience in such a sense in a way which does not do violence simply by stripping all this 

away?  

 

I believe it is still important to speak of experience in the abstract. Various philosophies have 

based their perspective on the world on their accounts of experience. They may have spoken 

of this differently, divided the world up differently, but they have ways of speaking of the world 

in the abstractly immediately concrete here and now, whether as pure mind or subjectivity and 



so on. This text will strategically use the notion of experience instead, as it is particularly well 

suited to getting around many of the binaries which are always already at work when one 

frames such in regard to notions of appearance, manifestation, existence, and so on. Such a 

choice to speak of experience then is, in a sense, strategic.  

 

Much of the reason for speaking of experience in the abstract, however, is to show that one 

can speak in the abstract in ways which are not atomistic, unity, binary, abstractly idealist or 

materialist, and in many senses, more open and openingly than this has been done in the 

past. Many of the models of the past gain their seeming necessity by making claims that 

many of the grounding assumptions they employ are necessary to make any sense of the 

world.dcccvii To show that other ways to describe the world are possible then is crucial to 

moving beyond such.  

 

This is not to say that what is described here should be taken as necessary, but rather, as 

simply presenting other ways of describing the world, gaining much of its value from showing 

the lack of necessity of many more traditional models which would try to position themselves 

as the only way to speak abstractly about the world in such senses. Abstraction has uses, 

after all, and it would be a mistake to cede this ground to those who would do so in 

reductively dangerous ways which are so easy to bring into sync with the social projects of 

various systems in dominance in our world.  

 

This text will show how experience can be spoken about abstractly yet openly. To do so is to 

speak of experience in a manner which is open to the very meanings, values, and so on 

which have been abstracted away to make it possible to speak of experience so abstractly in 

the first place. In this sense, what is presented here is done so in a way which makes space 



for the return of the ways in which experience is saturated with meanings, values, and so on, 

all of which are only kept at bay by a process of abstraction.  

 

Why speak of experience in the abstract at all? This is similar to asking why it makes sense to 

speak of matter in the abstract at all. If one only speaks about ethics and politics and history 

and domination, one will never be able to focus on asking precisely what is meant by matter. 

Now what is meant by matter is of course tied up with all sorts of ethical, political, and other 

sorts of social concerns. Various worldviews and sets of social practices have seen matter as 

debased, what ties us to the world of the flesh and hence sin, or as the source of all certainty 

and hence the highly valued base of varying valued practices, particularly those of science.  

 

There are benefits to speaking abstractly, so long as we do not forget that is what is 

occurring. To speak of matter abstractly, for example, in scientific terms, make it possible to 

distinguish matter from energy, in ways which make it possible to perform various 

experiments. While matter is something concrete, to notion of matter is of course incredibly 

abstract. To abstract away whether a matter is liquid or solid, gold or oxygen, dull shiny, for 

example, is to leave so much behind. But this makes it possible to clarify and make more 

precise the conceptual model of what is understood by matter. And this makes it possible to 

better bring this into sync with aspects of the world, including that of the various projects in 

which we engage with each other in regard to this.  

 

Experience as Concept and Meaning 

 

In the senses described above, experience can be understood as a lens on the world. What is 

meant by this? When a concept is open enough to speak to an entire way of the world 



cohering, it can be understood as a lens on the world. A concept which makes a lensing of the 

world possible in and through it is one which makes it possible to see the world in a particular 

way, from a particular conceptual perspective upon it. The lensing of the world occurs, 

however, when a concept which is open enough to lens the world is built into a networking of 

descriptions which weave this concept into a form of conceptual description of the world 

which is such an opening lensing. By means of such, it becomes possible to understand 

aspects of the world to better anticipate them and their potentials, potentially to better tap into 

these and come into sync with these to potentiate emerging in various ways.  

 

What does it mean to be a concept? Living brains such as those able to read a text like this 

produce patterns of activation which come into sync in various ways. Such actions are 

particularly abstract forms of thinking. Synced patterns of neural activation are of course a 

form of interacting and interfeeling, and to the extent to which they are feeling, they are forms 

of experiencing. But because they occur in complex systems which change how they do and 

feel in relation to others, they are not merely forms of interacting and interfeeling. They are 

also, in relation to these, forms of interpretation and evaluation and thinking.dcccviii  

 

Thinking occurs when dynamic forms of networking abstract from others in ways which feed 

back into more concrete forms thereof in ways which potentiate or have the potential to 

potentiate emergence. When I think of what to make for dinner, I interpret my hunger, value 

relieving the tension produced by that feeling, and consider possible ways to do so. I abstract 

from the concrete immediacy of the feeling, imagine courses of action, then eventually put 

one such plan into action. This is a basic example of what is understood here, in a basic 

sense, by thinking, though there are many other forms.  

 



Thinking, particularly in systems with complex brains, often makes use of concepts. Any 

synced pattern of activation in a brain can be understood as a concept, such that a neural 

concept of this sort can be seen as an example of a concept in a more general sense, 

namely, an abstract pattern of networking which can be seen at work in a wide variety of 

networks. This can be understood as a neural concept in a dynamic sense, but there is also 

the material substrate of this, which is to say, the pattern in the neural networking which gets 

reinforced with various activations of this pattern, which could be understood as the neural 

substrate of such a concept, even if the concept is the pattern of action.  

 

There is also a material substrate in the world, such that our neural concepts potentiate our 

attempts to come into sync with the world when they are able to sync with concepts we 

abstract from the world of our experience, or learn through our culture from those who have 

done so before us, in ways which can hopefully potentiate our potential to come into sync with 

forms of emergence in the world in turn.  

 

When humans learn language, they build memories and memory systems around he social 

systems in which habitual ways of speaking and writing are linked up with patterns of doing 

and feeling in certain conventional, widespread, and coordinately synced ways which endure 

over time as complex cultural networkings that have a sort of life of their own. Children learn 

languages, and learn to speak and write in ways which are related to those of others in regard 

to feelings and ways of doing things, each in their ways of course.  

 

To the extent we do so, we build neural concepts based around this these. The patterns in 

language impact those already developing in young children’s brains, morphing them and 

modulating them in various ways, and vice-versa. There is a continual negotiation and 



interplay between the linguistically conceptual and extra-linguistically conceptual aspects of 

the brain, both of which weave with sensory-motor aspects of the brain directly as well as in 

and through how they weave with each other.  

 

When I think of a dog, for example, I think of the word dog and the meaning of this word, and 

the colors of dogs and shapes of them and personalities in abstract and concrete ways. I may 

see images of dogs or their aspects or hear bits of dogs barking and feel various happy 

associations and others in diffuse, bodily, intellectual, and other ways. Some of my brains 

neural networkings will inter-amplify and others inter-inhibit, and particularly as I am thinking 

of a dog in a rather abstract way, many of these will cancel each other out in a fuzzy haze of 

summed over feeling, that vague sense of “dogness” that gives me a sense that the concept 

and word have a weight in the world.  

 

I can also remember what I did yesterday with the dog I cohabitate with, named Puggle, in a 

particular episode. Now I remember this dog, with this color, this shape of body, doing this 

particular thing in this particular time and place. I am still using an abstract concept of 

dogness, but now filled out with a series of particulars. There are neural networkings likely in 

common to my thinking of the dogness in the first and second instance. Still, there are most 

commonly multiple pathways which accomplish similar tasks in the brain, and so, it is likely 

there are multiple ways in which the concept of dogness can arise in my brain in various 

ways, triggered in various ways, with only a mere “family resemblance” between these 

patterns of activation.  

 

Now some may attempt to argue that when I see a dog, that I am not really seeing a dog at 

all, but rather, splotches of colors and shapes which I unify into a particular sort of dog-like 



shape, and that this is distinct from whatever I may have been culturally taught it is to be a 

dog, or whatever linguistic influences come into play, or whatever personal biases or 

remembrances influence this. Such a perspective attempts to get at something beneath 

cultural and linguistic influences on how we experience, something more primordial or 

originary.dcccix  

 

But this is done by a process of abstraction away from experience, at least any I have come 

to know. I seem unable, after all, to abstract away my cultural or personal associations, or 

various linguistic influences, from how I experience. Whenever I see a dog, my sense of this 

being a dog arrives before I do, within the very way in which I experience this. I recognize a 

dog as a dog in a manner which is suffused with cultural, personal, and linguistic aspects, and 

all the implicit values and seeming biases which these bring. So it is with what I have heard 

reported by other experiencers of the sort likely to be able to read a text of this sort as well.  

 

Now there may be reasons why it makes sense to abstract away aspects of experience, but 

then what is described is more abstract than experience, which is pretty abstract already. 

Whenever I experience, however, what I experience is not separable from how I experience it. 

That is, if I see a dog, I experience not despite my body and its forms, its spatio-temporal 

perspectival relation to this body, my cultural and personal history and memories, my linguistic 

categories and social values, and so much more. If I want to abstract all this away, this does 

not get at something beneath, more fundamental, or prior to experience, or something like a 

more pure experience, but rather, something which seems derived, after, and less experience 

as I experience it in its fullness.  

 

To speak of experience then is to speak of an aspect of the world which is not independent of 



various relations such a way of speaking has with other ways of speaking, but rather, in a 

manner which is related to this. And in this sense, experience can be understood not only as 

what I experience, but also as a concept and word. One could try to separate out experience 

from the concept of experience, or the word “experience,” but this tends to go in circles, lead 

to various paradoxes, and so on.  

 

From such a perspective, everything opens on to everything else in interweavning relation 

which itself opens as emergence. Nothing can cut us off from this, for even if it did, this too 

would be a form of relation which somehow emerged, and is likely to continue to do so in 

some way, making it possible to transform such a situation if we understand how this all came 

about. Language, seen from such a perspective, would simply be one other way we are 

relationally woven with the world.  

 

To take language as fundamental, however, requires a massive assumption, namely, that 

other ways we relate to the world do not cut us off before language gets there. After all, one 

could say that my body is the condition for my experience of the world, and in this sense, I 

never get to experience the world except through the experience of my body. In this sense, I 

never experience the world, only my body. This is similar to how such arguments are made 

with language. One could make the same claim in regard to one’s history, economic situation, 

socio-cultural upbringing, individual psychololgy, unconscious, and so on, as many in fact 

have.  

 

Each such perspective assumes one aspect of the world as more primordial than the others, 

and as all we experience. This text takes an alternate approach. Rather than saying 

experience is the ultimate or only possible approach to experience, this text instead argues 



that all of the world can be lensed as experience, as well as many other ways. The choice of 

foregrounding experience here is simply that, and the goal is to see what this can show us, 

and how this could potentiate a more opening world of networking emergence.dcccx  

 

Rather than see this as proven, necessary, universal, fundamental, or anything like that, it is 

rather seen as possible, and things begin moving from there. And from such a perspective, 

language, words, meanings, concepts, and all such are particular ways of doing things which 

we can then experience as aspects of the world. Let us see where such an approach can 

lead.  

 

When I speak of a concept more generally, a concept such as experience, what does this 

mean? The concept of experience is meant here as a more fuzzy sort of family resemblance, 

that which describes a sort of locus of commonality between neural concepts and cultural 

ways of speaking and writing and the meanings at work within these in regard to forms of 

feeling and doing which are brought into sync by means of the neural concepts and cultural 

meanings in question.  

 

In this sense, the concept of experience is a fuzzy one at best, as are all such concepts. The 

concept of experience is related to the meaning of the word experience. Now humans tend to 

speak in complex utterances, with single words being sometimes complex utterances in 

particular contexts, but usually only abstractions from complex utterances. To think of the 

meaning of any word in the abstract is, from a relational perspective, to abstract it from its 

conditions of varied use.  

 

Rather than see the meaning of a word as anything like its definition then, relationally 



speaking, the meaning of a word is perhaps best understood as the family resemblance which 

describes best how that word tends to be used in practices of speaking and writing complex 

others in various contexts, in regard to how these shift in various circumstances, over time, in 

various cultures and sub-cultures, etc. The meaning of a word is in this sense as fuzzy as a 

concept in the brain, if differently.  

 

When I speak of the meaning of a relatively simple word, such as dog, it is that which is most 

common to the various usages of this word in various contexts. Or at least, that is what I 

mean here by speaking of the meaning of the word “dog.” Now there are dogs in the world, 

and they share various traits in common, and we have developed neural patterns of activation 

in regard to these, and they share various sub-patterns in common. There are likely 

commonalities between the traits that dogs have in the world, and those within our brains, and 

those at work in the concept of dogs in English and various other language, and by speaking 

of the concept of dog, I am speaking of such a fuzzy nexus.  

 

Many will try to make a firm distinction between the concept of dog and the meaning of the 

word “dog,” and thereby distinguish between “dog” and dog or vice-versa, but that is not the 

approach this text will take any further than is necessary to wade into such waters. I know that 

I cannot remember back before I was able to speak my culture’s language, and in this sense, 

the cultural conception of the meaning of the word “dog” have interwoven with any prior 

conceptualizations of dogness which existed there. While it seems clear that pre-linguistic 

infants “have” concepts, it also seems clear that they are often far fuzzier and multidetermined 

than those which they “have” after they learn language.  

 

When I speak of the concept of dogness, then, I mean it in a sense which is neither merely 



that of the meaning of the word dog in a linguistic sense, nor that in a completely neural 

sense, nor that in a completely experiential sense, such as how it feels to think of the 

meaning of dogness in regard to words or otherwise or to recognize dogs or react to dogs in 

various ways, etc. When I speak of the concept of dogness, I mean a concept that is 

abstracted from what these share in common.  

 

Now this is what concepts do, they abstract. One may say that such a kludge of neural and 

experiential and physical and cultural and living is far too much of a hodgepodge to serve as 

the site of a proper abstraction, whatever that would mean. To abstract is simply to separate 

off some things from others, such as when my lungs abstract air from my environment when I 

breathe. A conceptual abstraction is one which is based in more abstract forms of thinking in 

regard to aspects of experience that share various aspects of experience in common.  

 

Now I cannot be sure that what I find in common between things is what my readers will, but 

to whatever extent we can come into sync in regard to how we find aspects of our experience 

to have certain traits in common in regard to various ways of speaking about this will let us be 

able to coordinate actions in regard to these, including our neural actions, bodily actions 

beyond this, and even those particular sorts of these we call speaking and/or writing. To the 

extent to which we do this, seems the extent to which there is a coherence to our concepts.  

 

And then, it is a simple matter of abstracting what all of these have in common, and we are 

speaking of a concept in the abstract. Now we may disagree as to what a word means or 

should mean, and in this, we are arguing that perhaps our way of speaking/writing about how 

we speak/write is out of sync with how most people do this. We may argue that we should 

speak/write differently in regard to a particular word or grouping of these in regard to others, 



or in regard to various aspects of the world.  

 

When we try to describe and influence how we use language, this will be understood then as 

discussions about the meaning of words, while when we try to describe and influence how we 

use language in regard to the aspects of the world beyond language, this will be understood 

as discussions about concepts in a more general sense. In what follows, when experience is 

discussed, this will be understood as a discussion of a concept in such a sense.  

 

Now of course, some may say there is no value to speaking in such ways, and it seems clear 

that we speak and write as we do because of how economies of value unfold in and through 

us in regard to how we incarnate evaluations and evaluate aspects of our world in turn. Our 

languages and their meanings sediment various cultural evaluations, just as each time we 

speak or write one way rather than another, we express values in such ways.  

 

By speaking as it does, and presenting descriptions and arguments designed to foster this, 

this text seeks to encourage others to do so as well. This is because of the values expressed 

in such a way. I believe there is value in speaking in such ways, which is to say, I value 

speaking in such a way and I do this, and I can come up with arguments for why I think it 

makes sense to speak, write, and feel as I do in regard to these ways of doing things, with the 

action of writing a book such as this as an example of this.  

 

Experience is everything and anything and more. A concept with no simple or clear opposite, 

experience is in this sense a lens on the world. This is not to say that experience is the world, 

for the world is more than experience, and particularly, more than mere experience. But 

experience is also more in its way. For as the world is always more than any aspect of the 



world, so experience is more than any experience, which is to say, any aspect of experience. 

The world is more, and experience is a lensing of this.  

 

What does it mean to be a lens on the world? A lensing of the world is a way of conceptualing 

the world. Lenses make possible forms of description of everything and anything and more in 

their ways. A concept which has no simple or clear opposite is able to lens the world openly 

and openingly in its way, so long as it is not used in a way which seeks to describe fully the 

more of excess of the world by means of such a lensing. Concepts with not simple or clear 

opposite are more difficult to link up with opposites or contraries which would likewise be used 

in ways which would seek to contain the excess of the more, in terms of the more of 

experiencing beyond any particular experience, or the more of the world and the more of 

which the world it itself an aspect.  

 

 

 

 

Experiencing with Others 

 

Do we ever experience the world of which our worlds of experience are aspects? All of our 

experiences are experiences of the world in their ways, and yet, we only experience the world 

as such as this or that sort of determined experience, for the world as such is opening, which 

is to say, emergence. All experiences are openings, for they are how aspects of the world 

open on to what is unfolding in and through and amongst and beyond them. The world as 

such manifests in experience as the opening which is beyond any particular experience, even 

if all experiences are aspects of this as experiences, including that of experiencers 

experiencing.   

 



For any experience is only ever an aspect of experience, which is an aspect of the world of 

experience, which is an aspect of the world, which is an aspect of emergence, or at least, that 

is how this will all be framed here. From such a perspective, the world is opening, and more 

determinate aspects of the world are simply that. Can we experience anything like opening, 

which manifests in the world of experience as opening horizons in the world of experience, in 

a more direct way than in the unfolding of particular experiencings?  

 

We likely only realize that our world of experience is not the same as the world of experience 

as such by encountering other experiencers, and how their experiences differ from ours. It is 

likely, in fact, that we only come to see ourselves as experiencing worlds and bodies and 

selves in relation to how we experience others as experiencing and having worlds as well in 

turn.   

 

To put this otherwise, some of the experiences of our world are less easy to predict than 

others. If I see a stone, it always does the same sort of stone-like things. But people are much 

more complex and harder to predict. We all follow patterns, of course, but far more complex 

patterns, and with all sorts of nuances that are unlike the way a stone tends to just lie there 

unless something moves it. People, however, move around. While any aspect of the world 

can function as a horizon, for example, if I use a microscope or telescope, and some seem 

particularly horizonal, such as the limits of my vision, the bodies of other experiencers are 

some of the most interesting horizons. For they are openings on to other complex forms of 

experiencing. 

 

That is, some aspect of our world seem to have experiences of their own, or at least, they do 

what they do in ways which indicate that they likely feel aspects of the world in a manner 



analogous and yet also different to my own ability to feel, and generally in a manner such that 

the more similar our brains and bodies and physical perspective on the world, at least as this 

seems to be from one of our perspectives, the more likely our experiences and worlds of 

experience are likely to be similar as well.  

 

In such a way, we come to learn about the dynamic horizons in our world of the bodies of 

other experiencers. We thereby come to realize that there are experiences of the world 

beyond our own, entire worlds of experience, in fact, and in this sense, that our world of 

experience is merely that, a world, and not the world of experience as such, which is in 

excess even to the excesses within our worlds of experience. We also come to realize that 

our central experiences are not merely that, but also bodies which can be experienced from 

without, and in such a manner do we come to realize that our experiences are simply how we 

feel our brains feeling our bodies feeling our the world as our world of experience from the 

inside.  

 

Most of us come to realize this as young children, learning that experiences within our bodies 

are “our” experiences, that those within other bodies are “theirs,” and that “the world” is what 

we all experience similarly enough to speak of as if we experienced it in common. The 

situation is far more complex, of course, but this is how we are often taught to understand 

things, even if at first more bodily than linguistically, even if this tends to be retroactively 

reworked along the way as well.dcccxi  

 

For our experiences to be meaningful, we need to have memories, produced by complex 

memory systems, which compare the relative variances and invariances in our experiences, 

which is to say, the patterns of symmetry and balance and lack of this, and abstract further 



patternings from this and apply these back to new forms of experience, often in regard to 

particular evaluative economies which seek to attain various states in regard to systems of 

tension and release of unfoldings of potentials of various sorts. All of this is far beyond 

experience in a more direct sense, but it should not be forgotten that such concerns and 

structures lurk in the background even when experience is being foregrounded in various 

ways to describe it.  

 

This includes the ways in which various experiences within a world of experience often seem 

to have their own worlds of experience. These worlds of other experiencers may be similar in 

some ways but different from others in regard to those of other experiencers. Each 

experiencer in such a case is an aspect, or experience, of the world of the experience of                 

the other.  

 

By interpreting the ways in which the aspects of one’s world of experience change,   it 

becomes possible to interpretively model how others experience, and even get a sense of 

how their worlds are similar and yet also different from one’s own. In such ways, it becomes 

possible to bring actions into sync in regard to various modelings of what others might 

experience, communicative action between experiencers, and all the forms of coordination 

which can arise in such a way.  

 

We cannot be sure which aspects of our world experience, or that they do, but when we 

predict the actions of others as if they likely experience in ways similar to our own, at least to 

the extent that they share similarities of bodies, this can often lead to various actions which 

support our interpretative modelings of the possible experiences of others. There is great 

utility to trying to model the possible experiences of others and the worlds of which these are 



aspects, of course.  

   

It is easy to be seduced to imagine that we can be certain our models are able to know what 

others experience and what their worlds are like, but since we have different bodies, and 

different ways of weaving with the world, at minimum due to differing locations within the 

world, at least, in regard to our experiences of this, then there seems no reason to think such 

would ever be possible. There is then every reason to guard against the attempt to reduce the 

experiences of others to our attempts to model and predict these, and a crucial ethics and 

politics of leaving room for such differences in our attempts to model the world in relation to 

our own.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Opening Experience Beyond, Or From Feeling to Action 

 

Experience is not, however, all there is to the world. Before getting into some of the details, as 

well as some of the science which can be seen in support of the perspective taken here, and 

at the risk of some slightly hyperbolic conceptual poetry, here is a sketch of some of where 

this is all going, to give a flavor of what is to come. With such concerns in mind, let me start to 

describe a bit what it is like to experience my world in a relational sense, and what it would be 

like to try to more relationally model how my world of experience can be understood in 

relation to that of others.  



 

When I walk down the street, I see people walking towards me, as cars drive in the opposite 

direction, the landscape unfolding, sights and sounds unfolding as I approach them and 

folding within each other as I walk away, and all of these are woven aspects of aspects of 

networks of networks of the world of my experience.  

 

My world of experience is not the only such world of experience of course, for others seem to 

have their own worlds of experience, and while much of how we experience the world seems 

to have a lot in common, such that we are able to come into sync in various ways, there is 

often much that is different as well. And if aspects of our world as different as the Internet, 

cutting edge artificial intelligence, and a walk down the street can be seen as opening 

networkings of networking, why not the very stuff of the physical world itself, and all that this is 

woven to give rise to, including experiencing and beyond?   

 

When I experience seeing a tree as I walk down my street, this is because patterns in the light 

which influences the receptors in my retinas give rise to patterns in my nervous system which, 

when conveyed to my visual cortexes, are able to come into sync with the predictions my 

brain produces by means of patterns of networks within its circuits that give rise to a form of 

sync between these, which I feel as the experience of recognizing seeing a tree. In doing so, 

my experience of this weaves how I feel the physical material networkings of my brain and 

body feeling aspects of the physical world beyond itself, if in regard to how my body interfeels 

its physical networkings in particularly dynamic ways termed living. The process of 

recognition, however, also weaves cultural understandings of what is occurring, in regard to 

how these have sculpted by neural memory systems, in ways which give rise to a networking 

of physical, living, neural, and cultural forms of networking.  



 

Each and every experience of mine weaves such forms of networking, intertwining physical, 

living, neural, and cultural worlds of networkings of which I am a dynamically networking 

aspect, one which, as I feel my brain and body feeling from within how they feel the world of 

physical networking in and beyond them, I help give rise to, as my actions weave with those 

of others to produce the world which I can then experience as my world of experience and its 

aspects in regard to how my body interweaves with aspects of the world to give rise to my 

world of experience in the process. The weavings of experience in more complex ways, giving 

rise to systems of interpretations, evaluations, and abstract conceptualizations of these, all of 

which can influence how I do what I do, then makes it possible for the actions which arise in 

my body to arise in forms which are more complex than those of simpler systems, with 

potentials to complexify the world of which I am an aspect in turn.  

 

In regard to the concerns described above, all the worlds of experience can be seen as 

aspects of the world of experience of such of which these are aspects, and as we feel our 

worlds of feeling, which is to say, of experience – for in what follows feeling and experience 

will be understood as different ways of saying each other – this often gives rise to actions, 

actions which weave with those of others, and this gives rise to the world of actions, which is 

to say, the world as such. And as our bodies are networks of actions, and our feelings the way 

actions within our bodies are impacted by those without, we feel from within how our bodies 

feel the world without, and the result is our worlds of experience, with the feeling actions of 

the bodies we are as the primary action feelings which anchor us in our worlds, and which, in 

the way they contribute to the making of the world and feel themselves feeling the world from 

within, give rise to our worlds of experience and action, aspects of the world as such, in the 

process.  



 

What would it mean to say that we live in a world of experience of the actions of 

experiencers? Experience, or feeling, can in fact be seen as the very stuff of the world itself. 

Electrons “feel” charge and are how they feel charge, falling bodies “feel” gravity and matter is 

such a feeling which impacts others in turn. If hold a stick over my leg, and put pressure on it, 

slowing increasing the pressure until the stick snaps, do I not see the stick “feel” the pressure 

of my leg in varying ways, and “decide” to break in one place rather than another? Is not this 

decision because of how the stick as a whole “feels” the way its aspects “feel” the various 

lines of force of the pressures put upon it?dcccxii 

 

It may seem strange to take such an approach, but there are powerful reasons to support 

such an approach, and many benefits to doing so. Firstly, we already do something like this. If 

my friend tells me they are hungry, I do not feel their hunger as I would my own. Rather, I read 

their actions, and infer likely feeling states in turn. If my friend tells me they are hungry, or I 

hear their stomach growl, I may infer that they are hungry, just as when the dog I live with, 

named Puggle, uses his foot to move his food bowl, he is trying to signal to me that he would 

like some food. In either case, I infer feeling states by means of actions which seem 

reasonable to interpret as caused by feelings. This is particularly bolstered by the 

commonalities in our bodies, such that, for example, I know what it is like to feel hungry 

myself, from the inside, and so it is that I can infer that when Puggle steps on his bowl, he is 

experiencing something similar.  

 

Likewise, when I see a plant start to wither from lack of water, I can make an analogy, despite 

rather different body type, between the plant needing water, and what it is like when I feel in 

need of water. When I jump in the air, I feel gravity pull me. I can infer that when matter is 



pulled down towards the Earth when thrown up in the air, then, that it too feels gravity. After 

all, feeling, as described earlier, is experience, which is to say, opening. If I throw a stone up 

in the air, it will not fall back down if it is not open to the pull of gravitational forces upon it. 

This opening of feeling is in fact part of what it means for a stone to be a stone at all, and in 

fact, any matter.  

 

It may seem strange to see stones and other non-living matters as feeling or experiencing, of 

course. But why would we apply one standard and procedure for inferring feeling to living 

organisms, and another to non-living ones? That is, why do we say that a dog feels the pull of 

gravity when it falls up in the air, but when we say that a stone feels the pull of gravity, we 

take this to be only a metaphor or way of speaking? To do so assumes that matter cannot 

feel. But if matter does not and cannot feel, then how do living organisms, composed of 

matter, come to feel as they do? There is a long history of assuming that living matters feel, 

and non-living matters do not, and that there needs to be a firm boundary between these.  

 

This is, however, a holdover from theological ways of thinking which saw humans and at 

times animals as endowed with souls by God, by not inert matters such as stones. God 

decides what get souls, so the story goes, and what does not. But if we see this as barely 

secularized theology, what would a more immanent, relational, and in fact scientific approach 

be? It would be to see the potentials for complex sorts of feeling of the sort seen in humans 

and other complex experiencers such as animals as arising from simpler forms in simpler 

matters. The more complex the system, the more complex the sort of feeling, while the 

simpler the system, the simpler the sort of feeling.  

 

After all, when the notion of a soul or deity is no longer in play, making some systems 



exceptions to the seemingly theological rule that only that which has a soul gets to feel, where 

could one draw the line between what feels and what does not? If humans feel, and humans 

are matter, and nothing seems to arise from nowhere, then the capacity of humans to feel as 

they do needs to come from somewhere, somewhere related to where humans themselves 

came from. As humans evolved from simpler organisms, and simpler organisms from basic 

forms of life, and life from simpler forms of matter, then unless the capacity to feel somehow 

arises from outside the cosmos, by some “act of God,” then it would seem that it arises from 

matter itself.  

 

What makes humans different from other sorts of matter? The complexity of how the matters 

in our bodies weave. What makes life different from simpler material systems? The same. The 

more complex a system, the more it is able to feel what is around it. This can be seen, for 

example, with a whirlpool. A whirlpool is a classic example of what scientists refer to as a 

complex adaptive system. Whirlpools emerge relatively sponateously in particular conditions. 

They do this as a way of relieving tension in particular ways, due to how the balance of forces 

within and without come to “decide” that the best way to relieve the most tension upon them, 

according to various physical concerns – particularly the principle of least action which can be 

seen as that which describes physical action in systems in a general way – is to form a 

whirlpool.dcccxiii  

 

If one places a stone in the path of a whirlpool, it swirls around it, “trying” to continue to swirl 

by adapting. So it is with a school of fish or flock of birds, and while the fish and birds are 

living systems, their schools and flocks are not. All of these are complex adaptive systems, 

which is to say, systems with life-like aspects, but which are not strictly considered alive. In 

many senses, complex adaptive systems show how matter is able to become dynamically 



sensitive, and how that sensitivity can be seen as stretching down from complex living 

organisms in a continuum to simpler material systems.  

 

While it seems clear that animals feel, if more simply than humans do, what of plants? What 

of single celled organisms? Such organisms, after all, are known to recoil and move when 

poked, even though they lack anything like a nervous system. For in fact, they have systems 

of microtubules and cellular fluids which, along with other basic systems, produce a sort of 

basic sensitivity which is a precursor to more complex forms which evolved from these.dcccxiv  

 

We evolved from simpler organisms, which emerged from matter, and while centuries of 

religious thinking may have lead us to see our selves as radically different from the world of 

matter, if we can begin to see the continuities rather than merely the differences between our 

experiences and the ways in which actions and reactions are processed by bodies which 

“feel” them in the physical world, there are so many ways in which such a perspective can 

help us see the networks all around us, and in ways that can help us contextualize how our 

world is increasingly networked in all sorts of new ways around us.  

 

For such an approach to experience, one which does not see human forms of sensitivity as 

radically different from that at work in the rest of the world, but rather sees our ways of feeling 

as complexifications of those simpler forms at work in the basic physical world, is one which 

does not cut us off from this world, and which does not frame us as exceptional or 

fundamentally and problematically unique. This is simply a more relational approach to such 

concerns, as well as one which is supported by science.  

 

Such an approach to the notions of “experience” and “world” is of course quite an unusual 



one. It is, however, one which is increasingly supported by developments in a various cutting- 

edge branches of science, such as complex systems science, the “new” neuroscience and 

cognitive science, various interpretations of quantum physics, post-foundational mathematics 

of category and sheaf theory, etc. This book will work to show that if we start to link up these 

developments, and reframed some of them in ways which go beyond the manner in which 

pressures of finance and technologically driven industry tend to give rise to restricted notions 

of science and culture more generally, that new ways of thinking about so much of our world 

become possible. 

 

What is more, in times such as ours, on the cusp of redefining the boundaries of the human 

and so much of everything, in which everything feels shattered and more separated even as 

everything seems to connect ever faster, such a perspective on the world help us prepare to 

develop new paradigms to help us deal with post-human forms of feeling which are likely to 

arise sooner than we might want to think, whether from artificial intelligence, life, mobotics, or 

genetic engineering, or more.  

 

From such a perspective, it is now possible to step back and describe what experience will be 

understood to be like in such an expanded sense. In what follows, all matter will be seen as 

having the capacity to feel, if simply and in its way. This is not to say that matter feels in ways 

which are human-like, or even life-like, but rather, in ways that are far simpler. Humans, after 

all, feel at such incredibly complex levels of recursion, with layers upon layers of complex 

meta-feelings, that we understand and know that we feel various feelings. We have entire 

systems of neurons within our bodies and brains which integrate the feelings of other aspects 

of the body, and then integrate how they feel about such feelings to pass these on to yet more 

complex integrative systems in turn.  



 

Living systems do something similar, if far more simply. The genetic networks in the nucleus 

of living cells are dynamic weavings of processes in patterns of feedback with each other and 

various aspects of cellular function. In many senses, the nucleus of a cell and its genetic 

material functions as a proto-brain of sorts. Life, in this sense, is a sort of system-wide meta-

feeling by a cell of all the feelings which arise within it.dcccxv  

 

That is, life is an interfeeling interacting which is so pervasive, and continuously occurs at so 

many levels of scale, in regard to internal and external contexts, and in layers macro, meso, 

and micro, in ways which weave together to give rise to a system-wide meta-feeling that is 

more than the mere sum of any of the feelings which compose its aspects, that life itself can 

be seen as how an organism feels all these feelings which it integrates in such a way that it 

extends these into actions in turn.  

 

In this sense, the life of a cell can be seen as how it dynamically feels its matters in relation to 

those around it in such a way that actions arise in these in ways which it feels in turn. Life is a 

feeling doing, which is to say, a mode of experiencing doing, or put otherwise, a dynamic 

networking of matters which give rise to new sorts of feelings which are more complex than 

the feelings of these matters in turn. But what of the matters themselves?  

 

A molecule of water, for example, is generally not understood to be alive. Put this molecule 

within a living cell, however, and all of a sudden, it is part of a living organism. If one extracted 

all the material aspects of a living cells and separated these out, one would have a pile of 

oxygen molecules, hydrogen, nitrogen, carbon, and some phosphorus, sulfur, and a few other 

sorts of others. But they would not be alive. The life is in how they feel each other interacting 



with each other in ways that are, like a whirlpool, complexly adaptive and, like a whirlpool, 

which “want” to relieve tension without dissolving, “dissipating” energy in ways which produce 

structure and dynamics which make it possible to do more of this.dcccxvi  

 

The principle of least action in physical systems in such a way can complexify, in particular 

circumstances of course, giving rise to the emergence and evolution of life. The principle of 

least action, after all, is a principle of selection which arises in material physical systems, and 

the principles of natural selection are complexifications of this which arise in particular sorts of 

systems in turn. There is nothing here that needs to be mysterious. Rather, everything can be 

seen as a continuum of emerging complexification of the basic building blocks of the material 

world.  

 

What of matter, then? An electron swerves this way or that because it feels charges push and 

pull it. It does not understand or know this, because it lacks a nervous system or brain, 

dynamic genetic networkings, or even the swirling pattern of a whirlpool. Scientists argue that 

electrons are indistinguishable, and seem to have no parts which can be ascertained. Now as 

quantum phenomena, the ways in which physics itself plays out is different than in 

macroscopic entities such as cells or stones or plants or such. What then of an electron 

swerving?  

 

Relatoinally speaking, the swerve of an electron to or from a charge will be seen as a basic 

feeling, and in fact, one of the most basic feelings known in our world. What is an electron, 

then? It can be understood as a form of feeling itself. That is, an electron is how various 

quantum fields interfeelingly interact with each other in an electron like way, and when 

aspects of these fields shift in relation to each other, the electron feels this in a way which 



manifests without as its swerve.  

 

The electron is a feeling, and its movement how the feeling of the electron feels the changes 

around and within it in such a way. Now, in quantum contexts, even relatively determined 

boundaries tend to blur in various ways, and in this sense, to even say that the electron is 

distinct from its swerve, its feeling from its action, its feeling of itself from its contexts, and so 

on, is in many senses a simplification, based on analogies to the sorts of macroscopic sorts of 

experiences of our everyday lives. So long as this is kept in mind, however, the basic 

description is sufficient enough to make its point.  

 

It is worth stressing again that the electron has no way of knowing or grasping that it is 

feeling. This would require the ability to feel how it feels, or meta-feel, as is seen in complex 

systems such as those which have nuclei, nervous systems, etc. The electron incarnates how 

it feels its contexts, but it does not know or understand this. Then again, something similar 

could be said about individual nerve cells in a living system. Just as individual molecules in 

living systems are not alive on their own, but only in dynamic relation to a living system, so 

nerve cells do not think, understand, or know anything on their own.  

 

Nerve cells simply pulse faster when stimulated by other such cells in sync, and this can lead 

nerve cells to pulse in sync with each other in a sort of interfeeling interacting, which is to say, 

a dynamic networking, one which can be seen as having feeling and doing as aspects. 

Neurons pulse faster and come into sync in such ways because they feel the impact of the 

other neurons around them, and they express this feeling by means of the action of pulsing 

faster.dcccxvii Just as molecules of water feel the influence of others around them shifting due to 

shifts in pressures which arise when a drain is opened in an otherwise static pool of water, so 



neurons feel the influence of each other. When these influences interfeelingly interact in ways 

which intermodulate, giving rise to patterns of balance between these, something like a 

whirlpool is able to arise.  

 

So it is with living brains. The patterns of neural pulsation come into sync in living brains, and 

we feel this as an aspect of our thinking. No individual neuron can think the color green, but in 

the color maps in our visual cortex, populations of neurons pulsing in sync in a body such as 

ours can feel this pulsing in a manner which we feel as green. Just as no individual water 

molecule can whirlpool, so it is that no nerve cell can think greenly. But a population of neural 

pulsing in particular regions of the brain can, in relation to the rest of the body and world in 

question. All the sorts of interfeeling interacting described here, such as living, thinking, 

whirlpooling, or even an electron swerving, are emergences. They are system effects, which 

is to say, they are ways in which inner and outer forms of feeling knottingly weave the 

networking of feeling-doing which they are.  

 

Why speak of feeling-doing? The world is composed of actions, which is to say, ways of doing 

things. These are integrated by various aspects of the world as the feelings of the world which 

they incarnate as the body they are. The stability and symmetry in how the cosmos feels itself 

in a manner which continues to open its prior forms of feeling towards new ones, unfolding 

potentials in various ways, is the feeling of a body, that which feels the contexts around which 

feelingly give rise to it and which it is able to feel shifts in these in turn. Some such feelings 

can be so powerful as to dissolve such a feeling, and when this happens, a body dissolves. 

When a body shifts, this is because actions within and without shift, in ways which make it 

such t hat the body remains a body, but changes. Actions, at the level of scale of a body in 

question, are movements that leave a body, while feelings are those which occur within, 



whether caused from within or without.  

 

The boundaries of all of these, however, are relatively determined. What is a body, which is to 

say, a relatively coherent networking, for me may not be a body for you. Each of us has 

worlds of experience which we feel in various ways, and these feelings are the aspects of 

these worlds. A physical matter in a world of experience – a basic body, in this sense – is thus 

a type of experience for an experiencer. When I see a stone, this is a physical experience, an 

aspect of my world of experience. It is a physical experience because it is tends to follow very 

basic rules, has a very simple body, etc. Living experiences are aspects of my world of 

experience which have qualities of living organisms, and some of these have nervous 

systems and even brains, and these are neural types of experiences.  

 

If I toss a stone to my friend and they catch it, we are able to bring aspects of our world of 

experience into sync. My experience of the stone is able to come into sync with my 

experience of my friend catching it, and if they toss the stone back to me, I am able to bring 

my experience of seeing the stone approach into sync with that of the actions my body 

unfolds through my hands, to the point at which I am able to catch the stone. My friend can 

even say “catch!” before all of this, and I can take this as a cue to get ready to catch the stone 

about to be tossed. We cannot know or be sure that anything in our worlds of experience lines 

up, but to the extent to which we are able to bring our actions into sync in such ways, that is 

all that is needed for us to be able to come into sync in various ways, and even potentiate 

emergence thereby.  

 

On the one hand, one could say that the worlds of all other experiencers are simply aspects 

of my world of experience. On the other hand, one could also say the reverse, that my world 



of experience is an aspect, along with all other such worlds, of each and every other 

experiencer. Each experiencer has and is an aspect of its world of experience, which is the 

result of worlds of action which weave with those of the body of the experiencer to give rise to 

its world of experience. Each world of experience is the way in which that experiencer feels 

from within its body feeling the world to give rise to the world of experience of that 

experiencer, a world which is an extension, in a sense, of the world feeling the experiencer 

and the experiencer feeling the world.  

 

The world of an experiencer, in a sense, is a networking, an interfeeling, if also an interacting. 

The world is composed of the actions of agents, and each of these does what it does in 

regard to how it feels shifts in its world of experience. Actions without and feelings within, the 

world as such and the worlds of experiencers which become actions which are felt as aspects 

of the world of experiencers of the world of experience in turn. 

 

Worldtwisting 

 

Experiencing the World of Networking Without Ultimate “Things” 

 

But are there “things” in the world then, which form the bases of our experiences? For 

example, earlier I described an example in which I toss a stone back and forth with e friend. 

Does the stone “really exist” as we experience it, in the world “as it really is”? There is a 

reason why this text has not used terms such as “real” or “existence” in its descriptions. For 

what is articulated in the preceding few sentences are hardly relational questions nor ways of 

framing things, and everything described in the preceding chapters in a more relational 

manner has worked to show that it is not necessary to speak in more restricted ways about 



such things, or frame such concerns in ways which predispose us to thinking in such 

reductive ways.  

 

These more reductive approaches, however, nevertheless have a long history in philosophy, 

one which is often anchored to notions such as “primary” versus “secondary” qualities of 

objects, the names Plato, Descartes, and Husserl, but likely most influentially, in and through 

the notion that there is a “thing-in-itself” (Ding-an-sich, German), that which anchors all the 

varied experiences of an object in and through our shifting experiences of it, and which is the 

same for any and all potential experiencers of such an object, as theorized by Immanuel 

Kant.dcccxviii  

 

This section will speak to concerns which tend to be largely be those of specialists, and yet it 

will still seek to do so in a way which can be understand by more general readers. Those who 

wish to simply get ahead to where the networked model of experience goes, however, can 

skip ahead to the start of the next chapter. I must say that I have never experienced anything 

pure, purely ideal, anything like a pure self or object, except in regard to forms of abstraction 

from the contextual flow of networking experience. While it is possible to speak about  

experience in all sorts of ways, there are many reasons why I feel that doing so in terms of 

rigid binaries, idealized essences, atomizing notions of the self, ultimate notions of objects, 

“correspondence” theories of Truth  or even Truth as something to approached asymptotically 

are all reifying approaches with enormous drawbacks.  

 

The critique of many of these can be seen as related to that which can be made of an 

approach to see experiences of the world as mere appearances of a deeper reality populated 

by “things-in-themselves”. This text shows how it is not necessary to presume that the world 



as such is divided up into things-in-themselves, in relation to fixed or fixing essences or 

otherwise, or anything like this, and how it is quite possible to describe the world without such 

notions, or the drawbacks this brings.  

 

And so, if I toss a stone to my friend, and we are able to come into sync to do so, this is 

enough. There is a stone in my world of experience, and if I ask my friend if there is in theirs 

and they say “yes,” there seems every reason to think that, as their actions implied, that there 

is something similar enough in their world of experience to come into sync with mine. It can 

be said that there is a stone for both of us then, and that we both work to come into sync with 

this. If we bring a scientific instrument into this situation, we can both come into sync with the 

fact that a scale, for example, can tell us the weight of the stone.  

 

The scale moves in relation to the stone’s mass, and this gives rise to it indicating a particular 

weight, and we can come into sync with this in regard to projects with the stone in various 

ways. There is no need to question whether or not there is a stone “for the scale” or “for all 

possible experiencers.” It is unlikely that anyone will have come into contact with all possible 

experiencers, and they could lie about their experiences, and so on. The scale is designed to 

perform actions which indicate weight, and not stoneness. An electron interacting with the 

stone may feel an increase of gradient of charges when hitting the stone, but it seems only 

able to feel charge and not stones.  

 

A snail moving slowly across the stone when it is sticking out of the ground may notice shifts 

in texture or hardness, but does it recognize a single entity, or even a stone? If the stone is 

large enough, it is likely that the snail only experiences moving from moist soil to rough stone 

as like crossing a gradient or boundary, such as I encounter at the shore of an ocean, and in 



this sense, the snail likely does not so much register the stone as a unified thing as much as a 

new terrain it has entered.  

 

Now it may seem strange to think of electrons as experiencers, or the perspective of a snail or 

fruitfly or electron as being just as valid as ours in making determinations as to what 

constitutes a thing, its boundaries, its qualities, its origin, transformations, and potential 

dissolutions, locations in space and time, how it is distinguished in type or particular from 

others around it or otherwise related to it, etc.  

 

But if the notion of experience is reworked to expand in ways articulated here, it makes sense 

to do so, and there are many advantages, as articulated and show here, which come from 

this, not the least of which is that we no longer have to think of the world as having “things-in-

themselves” or anything like this, due to all the baggages which attend such notions and 

related reifying ways of thinking and doing, the specifics of which are beyond the scope of this 

text. For now, however, suffice it to say that when people speak of the way the world “really 

is,” this tends to serve the interests of those who seek to fix their descriptions of the world into 

what is understood to be the very structure of reality. Whatever is in accord with this is seen 

as Truth, whatever is not is seen as error, fantasy, distortion, bias, etc.  

 

This is a large part of why this text has used experience as it has. In such a sense, there are 

as many ways of experience the world as there are experiencers. And as all physical matters 

are understood in this text to experience in their ways, this is a wide bevy of potential ways of 

carving up the world of experience indeed. There may be something like my experience of a 

stone in many of these other experiencer’s experiences, but likely only some. Most of the 

universe likely cannot even distinguish the Earth and the forces it gives off from what is 



around it from their perspective on it, nor have the sorts of complex memory systems needed 

to be able to distinguish much of anything other than feeling the push and pull of some basic 

forces within and without, never mind discriminating, comparing, or recognizing these in 

complex ways.  

 

From such a perspective, it makes no sense to speak of the stone as being an aspect of the 

world of experience as such, but rather, only as being an aspect of some of these, and we 

can only determine this in regard to the actions of the experiencer in question, and even then, 

as this manifests in our experience. When I see a scale indicate the weight of a stone, I can 

interpret my world of experience as indicating that the scale registered the weight of the stone 

in a particular way. If my friend sees a similar reading on the scale, then we are able to bring 

aspects of our worlds of experience, including those of our actions, which include our ways of 

speaking, into sync in ways which indicate this through our ability to tightly network aspects of 

our experiencing and doing together in regard to particular aspects of our world.  

 

If my friend confirms the weight of the stone as read on the scale to me, then it makes sense 

to say that we have been able to come into sync in regard to this reading, and that this implies 

that there is enough commonality in our experiences, in regard to our experiences of our 

actions, to indicate that this is likely the case, for there is a process of feedback between 

experience and action which makes coordination and even cooperation possible. It is even 

possible to see two other friends of ours measure the weight of a stone, and see their actions 

come into sync with the scale’s reading of the stone in such a way.  

 

None of this requires postulating any thing like “ultimate” entities at play here. Now I may see 

something on the ground, and think it was a beetle, but on closer inspection, realize it was a 



stone, and say that I didn’t see correctly at first. This is, however, a way of speaking. It is not 

possible to experience incorrectly, but rather, to interpret experience in a way that was not 

confirmed later. Now our brains infuse our experience with interpretations all the time, in ways 

that influence what we experience, but these are aspects of our experience still. If I see 

something that looks like a beetle butt later looks like a stone, this is likely because my brain 

tried to recognize what it saw and guessed a beetle, saturating my experience with its guess, 

even if later I came to see this as  a stone.  

 

My experience evolved in such a way, as does my conscious interpretation of this, while my 

unconscious interpretation seems to have shifted.  As I am how I feel all my experiencers 

experiencing from within, which is to say, all those which contribute to my ways of 

experiencing, it makes sense to say that it seems the unconscious parts of my brain 

experienced one thing, and my conscious experience evolved in turn, and in this sense, that 

my experience shifted. There is no experience which is not always already saturated with 

interpretation, not only of the unconscious aspects of my brain, and how they ”pre-process” 

experiences, but the influence of my sense organs, the shape of my body, etc. Experience is 

interpretative, in this sense, and as will become clear in what follows, interpretation is 

evaluative as well.  

 

To say that my experience evolved is in this sense a short-hand for all the complex ways in 

which the experiencers which contributed to this influenced what I experience in a relatively 

unified way. We often need to speak in such oversimplifying ways, as it is pragmatic in regard 

to particular contexts. Our forms of conceptual and physical grasping of aspects of the world 

predispose us to this, and without the ability to grasp, focus, attend, sense, or otherwise limit, 

it would not be possible to say, do, think, understand, or even feel much of anything at all. Any 



determinate aspect of our cosmos is a limitation of the whole, a differencing, one which is 

then able to network with what is around it from there in its way, in a manner which 

potentiates emergence in such ways, even if such a differencing gains in determinacy what it 

loses in comprehensiveness. Abstraction has uses and disuses, in this sense, not only in 

physical senses, but in terms of ways of speaking as well. Often it is simply not possible to 

include all the caveats and contextualizations at play.  

 

But to simply argue that these simplifiying reifications are “the way things really are,” rather 

than gross over-simplifications which potentiate networking in particular limited contexts, is 

another thing entirely. Relationally speaking, then, there is the world as such. If we examine 

our world of experience, and the openings and horizons within this, including that of the 

bodies of other experiencers which tend to experience in ways different from us, even when 

we try to account for issues of spatial perspective, it makes sense to interpret our experience 

as one of a world which has the worlds of multiple experiencers as aspects. Likewise, it 

makes sense to interpret our experience as arising from how our bodies feel the world from 

within in ways similar to how it seems other do, and take scientific approaches into this into 

account in terms of our brains as well.  

 

It also makes sense to interpret the simplest aspects of our world as physical experiencers, 

interpreting their actions in regard to how they feel the world simply, with our interpretations 

guided by how their bodies seem structured to feel and do in certain ways. In all this we look 

for patterns of symmetry, balance, and invariaince, and compare these with those which are 

more varied, and build from there, often learning to do so first, however, in ways valued by our 

culture, even if we  can eventually abstract ourselves away from this and try to question 

these.  



 

Relationally speaking, it seems best to argue that our worlds of experience arrive precarved 

up into aspects of relatively stable structures and relatively invariant openings due to how we 

experience the world. Our worlds of experience arise from how our bodies experience the 

world, and the spatio-temporally perspectivally modulated intertwining of the aspects of the 

world and those of our body give rise to the always already pre-carved world of our 

experience.  

 

Now it would seem, in this sense, that there is a peculiar doubling going on here. There is my 

body as I experience it as an aspect of my world, and the ways in which my body intertwines 

with aspects of the world which give rise to how I experience my world, including my body. So 

it is with all aspects of my world. There is the stone which is an aspect of my world of 

experience, and a stone in the world of my friend who experiences it in a way which is able to 

come into sync with how I experience the stone.  

 

One could even distinguish these by saying the former is my body and the latter “my body,” 

the former is the stone and the latter “the stone,” etc. And then one could argue that there is 

no way to be able to determine the difference between these, and hence, that what is 

presented here is incoherent and contradictory, oscillating between ways of speaking without 

being able to present a unified approach to bringing these together. This is, at least, how a 

Kantian or those influenced by them would likely work to critique what is presented here.  

 

The Kantian-style objection of this sort becomes less of an issue, however, if I speak of the 

stone in my world of experience, whether I am interpreting how it impacts me or my friend as I 

toss if around with them, as produced by “the aspects of the world which give rise to what I in 



my world of experience (and others as they are experienced in this world of experience as 

well) experience as a stone.” Now there is the stone in my world of experience, and the 

amorphous aspects of the world which give rise to it, such that I speak of it, long-windedly, as 

if agnostic to how the world gives rise to what I experience as a stone.  

 

But this has problems with it as well, because I know quite well that I experience my friend 

calling this a stone as well, and scientists too as they describe how and why my body 

experiences this stone as I do, and the whole point of coming up with a new and less dualist 

philosophy is precisely to avoid getting caught in jams such as this in which either I am cut off 

from the world, it is cut off from me, and yet we are still always feeling and doing and such, 

and what a mess dualism leads to.  

 

Furthermore, I know that a stone can break into pebble and become ground down into soil, 

and this can happen, such as when stones are in a driveway used frequently by cars, even as 

rapidly as in a year’s time. And so, when I experience a stone here and now, there are 

aspects of the world which gave rise to this here and now, but many of these may separate 

out, disperse and shift, weave with other aspects of the world, and so, while there may be a 

single and unified set of aspects of the world which lead me to experience a stone here and 

now, this is likely hardly the case even shortly thereafter, and as the molecules and quantum 

phenomena all shift, to even speak of the aspects of the world that I experience as a stone, or 

even the stone in my experience from one moment to the next, is a massive set of 

oversimplifications.  

 

Perhaps then one could speak of the stone in my experience at time 1 and the aspects of the 

world of my experience which give rise to this at time 1 as a pair of sorts, and then at later 



times as a pair at time 2, etc. But causes more problems than it solves, for whose standard of 

time are we using here? My own, that of my friend, or some standard of absolute time? Since 

Einsteinian relativity the last option is suspect, but what of my own time or that of my friend? If 

we use a clock to tell this time, there are our own readings of this, which both need to be 

divided up and time stamped as well, leading to an infinite regress of such doublings and 

time-stampings.  

 

If we do not use a clock, however, then there is the issue of how I can tell time internally 

without a clock, and I know that not only is my sense of lived time hardly anything like the time 

of clocks which could artificially fix something as a time 1, imposing boundaries on this, when 

my lived time is more fluid, fuzzy, multiplicitous, and opening. To say “time 1” is to speak of 

clock time, but lived time is quite different. And how do I read this, and in particular, in ways 

that do not themselves give rise to infinite regresses?   

 

Now to make matters worse, from whose perspective are we talking about the aspects of the 

world which give rise to what I experience as a stone? If we are talking about my own 

perspective on this, then we can separate out the stone in my experience and the “stone” that 

gives rise to this in the world, projection or otherwise, with caveats or otherwise, as much as 

we like, but we are still within my world of experience.  

 

But if, instead, we describe this from outside, from the experience of others, we are ultimately 

within theirs, and if scientists, we are talking about descriptions that we all experience in our 

own worlds. Can we ever sensibly speak about the world as such at all? Or what any other 

experiencer experiences at all? But if we need to remain silent about this, how can we ever 

hope to coordinate in any way at all?  



 

This would seem a massive loss, and a ridiculous one at that. There are many practical 

benefits to speaking about what causes various experiences, and developing science in 

regard to this. In fact, hardly any human endeavor would ever be possible if we simply 

stopped talking about what we think gives rise to our experiences. Even the caveat of keeping 

our descriptions of this amorphous, such that rather than speak of the stone, photons, and 

retinal cells causing my experience of them, and instead speaking of the amorphous aspects 

of the world which do so, lands us ultimately in such ridiculous terrain.  

 

After all, when I say that I see a stone as an aspect of my experience, to be more accurate, 

perhaps I should say I see aspects of my world that appear to me as a stone, though I cannot 

be sure of whether or not there is ultimately anything like a stone in the first place. Now we 

are speaking like a Kantian after all!  

 

Now, on the contrary, if instead of speaking as if from the perspective of others, we imagine 

that since we are dealing with the “world as such” we need to speak as if from no perspective 

yet all possible and potential perspectives, well, I do not know what that would be like or if it is 

even possible, not to mention what it would be like to experience, or describe from such a 

perspective in addition.  

 

Such an approach creates more problems than it solves, even though this has often not 

stopped Kantians and the like from trying to describe what “any possible experiencer” would 

need to experience. Now if that is the same as any or all possible and potential experiencers, 

or Reason or God or whatever, I am not sure how I could even experience any of that, never 

mind determine that my experience of such is not merely how this manifests to me in my 



world of experience, and rather, accords somehow with the world as such. Nothing is solves 

in this way, the issues merely recur in new forms.  

 

To make matters worse still, as mentioned earlier, some have argued that I do not experience 

a stone at all, but rather, splotches of this and that, which my brain and body and even culture 

or language help sculpt into what I experience as a stone, even though I do not experience a 

stone at all, but splotches of color and shape, upon which I impose the filter of “stone.” This 

too lands us in yet another version of a similarly dualist place.  

 

 

 

From many such versions of a Kantianly dualist perspective, we are cut off from the world, 

and/or vice-versa, and yet it seems quite clear that quite many of us feel worlds, navigate 

them sensibly, interact with others likewise, and that our descriptions for ourselves and others 

help make this possible, and without all the issues which arise, the infinite regresses of 

spiraling dualisms, which would cut us off from whatever we  might imagine we are openingly 

related to, and fractally and holographically and  maddeningly so, at seemingly every turn.  

 

Clearly this is not how any of this feels in everyday life, nor as this is generally reported by 

those other than committed Kantians and such. This is not to advocate for “common sense,” 

itself a fraught issues, nor is it to say that the Kantians are “wrong,” but rather, that perhaps 

the issue here is more to do with how Kantians and those influenced by them are describing 

all of this than it is with the world itself, and that there are other ways of describing this with 

more benefits and fewer issues, particular if potentiating the ability to coordinate with others, 

and even potentiating emergence, is the hope.  



 

For there seems reason to think that the problem here is neither with the world or our ways of 

feeling and doing in relation to it. Rather, it is with the dualist presuppositions at work in 

Kantian-style descriptions, and how they give rise to seeming paradoxes which they then 

project into the world. This is a common feature of dualist thinking, it is simply how dualist 

thinking tends to operate, and even to defend oneself against dualist style criticisms, it is 

difficult to not at least in part get sucked into some of their ways of thinking in the very 

process.  

 

Now from a dualist perspective, there is “True” versus “False,” “Real” versus “Non-Real” 

(varyingly described as “Ilusion,” “Error,” “Fantasy,” “Appearance,” “Nothingness,” “Non-

Existence,” etc.), “Proven” versus “Unproven/Disproven,” etc. Dualist, reifying, atomistic 

approaches to the world lens the world in ways which lead to such results, and the 

descriptions presented here are designed precisely to show that other ways are possible. So 

let us step back for a moment, then, to do this.  

 

And so, when I say that I see a stone laying on the ground, and that this is because the 

photons bounce off the stone, impacting my retinal sensors, optic nerve, visual cortexes, etc., 

it would be a mistake to separate out in my descriptions, via quotes or a massively lengthy set 

of verbal caveats, the stone in my world of experience from the stone in my description of how 

I experience this, the doubling of which so troubles a Kantian influenced dualist thinker. The 

reason for this is that both the stone and “stone” (as they would have it), whether in my 

description of my experience of this from within or my description of what I believe causes this 

from without, are themselves both aspects of my world of experience, and caused by aspects 

of the world as such which gives rise to this.   



 

What is more, there is no way I can describe my world of experience without describing its 

opening horizons which open on to a world as such, nor a world as such without my world of 

experience as that which opens this on to my experiencing. Neither stands on their own. 

Likewise, neither does the stone as I experience it, nor the stone as others, including 

scientists, experience it, and opening on to how all other possible and potential experiencers 

could experience the aspects of the world which give rise to my experience of the stone here 

and now but from all perspectives in space and time as well.  

 

Now another issue with such approaches, if one needs yet more, is that they do something 

quite similar to that which they criticize  in others. While a Kantian might say that two people 

experience the “same” stone each in their own different ways, can we ever be sure we 

experience “the same” anything, or that any experience is fully “the same” as any other? If I 

see “the same” tree today and yesterday, the tree has grown and changed, even if I cannot 

tell the difference, and I have likely changed as well even if I cannot notice this, and so, the 

experience is not “the same” either. The time of day in which I see the tree may be different, 

the lighting may have changed because of a different angle of the sun, and yet I may say that 

the tree looks “the same,” but this is only ever relatively so.  

 

Even if I say, as Gertrude Stein famously did, that a “rose is a rose is a rose,” these are 

neither “the same” rose, word, experience of reading this word, or anything like this. If you are 

reading this on the page, then there is a different set of splotches of ink at different locations 

on the page, and you read them one after the other at different times. You have changed in 

innumerable ways during this time.  

 



Each likely feels different as you read due to the memory of the prior word that was similar to 

it, perhaps a sense of boredom or repetition in reading so many similar words such as this in 

a row, with the reading of each and the thoughts and feelings which attend these melding with 

the incoming recognition of “rose” in ways which are often reported by readers as something 

like a growing annoyance by the end of reading such a  sentence. The annoyance is much of 

Stein’s point. For its very presence is an argument for what she is indicating, namely, that 

while many aspects of our world are similar, to say they are the same is only ever a massive 

oversimplification. If the experience of reading that word were really the same, the final 

reading would not be different from the first one, and there would be no annoyance.  

 

To even say that I am the same I that sees the stone over time, or that my body is the same, 

or that the seeing is the same, all of these are massive oversimplifications. One could argue 

that one might be best to separate out the I that feels right now from the “I” that felt previously, 

of course, but this lands us right back in the same situation as that between tree and “tree” 

which lead us down this road in the first place.  

 

Some critics have applied such an argument to Descartes’ famous “proof” that he exists, “I 

think, therefore I am,” arguing that the first and second “I” here are hardly the same, 

particularly as the second one grasps the first, and differs if at least in such a way, and then, 

whatever unifies these, who or what is that, and does it exist, or think, both, or neither? Kant’s 

issues are in many senses an extension of those Descartes’ in new form, as Kant’s whole 

endeavor was to restore, extend, and develop the Cartesian project, even if in many ways, he 

simply transformed it, and the Cartesian issues followed him in new forms.  

 

Both Descartes and Kant divide the world up radically, then seek to show that it is still 



possible to feel and do as they do in everyday life. Either the divide is not as radical as they 

want to imagine it is, and hence, in terms of the preceding discussion, the ability to distinguish 

a stone from a “stone” is not as clear cut as parentheses might make it seem, or it is simply 

not possible to feel and do and speak about it in any sensible way as they would like to while  

being certain about it as they want.  

 

The problem is that both Descartes and Kant want to have things both ways. They want to, 

like Husserl and others similarly who followed what I have elsewhere called a atomistico-

binary uni-dualist path, to be able to have radical binary divisions, with all the pretensions to 

proof, certainty, universality, necessity, and soon to which they feel this gives rise, and then be 

able to speak of feeling and doing in the world in a way which accords with the far messier, 

multiplicitous, supra-dualist, supra-atomistic world that even they tend to admit they encounter 

in their everyday lives.  

 

It is for precisely such reasons that Descartes had to use God to solve all his problems, 

though later he tried his famously wonky notion of the “pineal gland,” while Kant spoke of his 

antinomies and later his far less dualist notion of the sublime, and Husserl also found similar 

issues arise in his earlier work in regard to passive synthesis, leading him to his eventually 

less dualist work in his later work on time.  

 

One could say that similar issues pertain to Derrida, and his use of such binaries, but Derrida 

uses them to deconstruct themselves. To the extent to which he feels that such 

deconstruction is necessary, is the extent to which he takes them far too seriously, and to the 

extent to which he does not, is the extent to which he sees the possibilities of less dualist 

ways, though he does not construct these himself, rather, he simply repeats the 



deconstructionist gesture as if dualism were an iron-clad cage with no way out, a gesture of 

skepticism which, for all its critical capacity to weaken the argument made by dualists for the 

necessity of their claims, does little to help us describe our world, better come into sync with 

it, produce new models, etc. The older models tend to return, like ghosts, less able to assert 

the certainty of their proclamations, but otherwise much the same. To the extent to which 

Derrida does not show that there are other, less dualist ways, is the extent to which he too is 

far too Kantianly pious than he might want to seem.  

 

Even a more contemporary thinker such as Meillassoux falls into such traps. In his search for 

what goes beyond the “correlation” of inner subjective experience and an outer objective 

world of objects, he makes recourse to mathematics as that which can step beyond our 

Kantianly limited ability to ever grasp the world “as it really is.” Math is not subjective, after all, 

and it can impersonally come into sync with the objective world in ways we can subjectively 

understand. The problem, however, is that he buys the Kantian argument that we can never 

experience anything “True” beyond our own subjective experience in the first place, such that 

our experience is mere appearance cut off from the world “as it really is” (my phrasing here). 

Framing mathematics as a way out is his attempt to restore access to yet also shore up the 

very notion that a True as such exists, and that there really is a world as it really is to which 

we can gain access, all in an attempt to save the very notion  that the True and objective 

really exist in the first place, without questioning these notions or whether there might not be 

better ways.  

 

Now Meillassoux would refer to what I am doing here as “absolutizing the correlation,” and in 

his terms, this is clearly the case. That is, I am arguing that there is no “objective” “Truth” of 

the world, or world which can be known “objectively” in “Truth” at all (phrasing mine). That is 



clearly the case. I find such notions problematic. I also find problematic, however, his notion 

that I am absolutizing the correlation, or that others who have influenced what I am doing here 

do likewise.  

 

For Meillassoux, as a good Kantian, if one dispenses with the notion of objectivity, then one 

takes one’s subjective experience, one’s personal correlation of subjective experience and the 

world, and absolutizes this. That is, one project’s one’s own experience on to the world, and 

the result is perhaps something like solipsism, the theoretical equivalent of psychosis, or the 

like. But what is described here is clearly not that, I describe relations with others, projects in 

common, our capacity to coordinate, and in ways which are able to take into account wildly 

different sorts of experiencers and their experiences and our potentials for sync in regards to 

these. Meillassoux does none of this.  

 

Furthermore, while he assumes that mathematics is objectively true, to the extent to which it 

can even describe how radio-carbon dating makes sense of the cosmos far beyond humans 

even evolved, showing that mathematics has a truth to it far beyond humans and our ways of 

knowing, there are quite many assumptions here as well which in their Kantianism hardly hold 

up on their own terms as well.  

 

For to be able to determine whether or not mathematics were objectively true, even in its 

ability to describe scientific artifacts which predate the emergence of life on this planet and 

our limited ways of knowing, he has to himself imagine that he can step outside the limits of 

his own experience to determine that mathematics and its scientific supports is able to play 

this role. That is, Meillassoux argues that mathematics can get us beyond mere subjectivity, 

but he makes this claim from his own subjective perspective. To establish his claim 



objectively, he would need to be able to step outside of this subjectivity, lest he be limited by 

this, and yet, even if it were possible to do this, how could he then verify that this accounts for 

the world as he experiences it subjectively, or as experienced by any other experiencer?  

 

The sleight of hand here is that employed by most Kantians. Mathematics, for Meillasoux, 

allows him to switch terrain from that divided by Kant into subjective appearance and the 

objective world “as it really is.” Since mathematics can come into sync with both yet is neither, 

it gives the appearance of solving the issues while making it possible to retain the overall 

binary frame. Now Kant does something similar with his transcendental deductions and such. 

Kant argues that he is speaking on terms of “Pure Reason” when describing the ways in 

which any experiencer must necessary experience things, even if he always follows or 

precedes such descriptions with caveats of the sort “at least, if experience is to mean 

anything at all.”  

 

And it is in such admissions that we see Kant’s game. He describes experience in a 

particularly abstract way, and then argues that he proves that this is how experience really 

needs to be understood, at least, if there is to be any sense to experience at all. But his very 

notion of sense, and his very abstract descriptions of experience, presume each other. That 

is, for him, only absolute certainty about an objectively knowable world makes sense, and in 

fact, a world without this, epitomized by the more pragmatic relativism of David Hume, 

horrifies him. Kant seeks to save the notion that objective Certainty and Truth are possible, 

even though he knows that subjectivity is radically limited, perspectival, etc.  

 

And so, Kant sets out to prove that objective certainty is possible, despite the limits of 

subjectivity. But by setting up the world to be divided in such terms, he cannot prove the 



objective certainty of his approach without stepping outside his own subjectivity, any more 

than he can show accord between whatever he assumes objectively proven and his 

subjective experience without leaving such certainty behind.  

 

Kant wants to have it both ways, and in more ways than one. That is, he wants a world 

radically divided between inside and out, one which is justified as if beyond such division, 

both from inside and without, and in a way that shows the accord of these with each other, all 

while maintaining such a division, and in fact, proving its necessity. Such an approach is 

circular, self-contradictory, and full of infinite regresses which leave it woefully incomplete, to 

say the least, at least, according to the very standards to which it holds other philosophies it 

seeks to critique.  

 

The reason why this does not appear so clearly while reading Kant, however, is that he shifts 

terrain. He speaks of the “what must be the case for any and all possible experiencers,” and 

in doing so, finds a way to absolutize his own experience in a way that seems beyond his 

subjectivity, and able to mediate between subjectivity and objectivity. He thereby claims to 

have proven, if we are to be able to say anything certain about the world at all, that this or that 

aspects of his systems coheres out of necessity, even as he admits, of course, with his 

antinomies and such, that there are still a few loose ends he needs to work through, and in 

ways that he arguably loosens up a bit in his later works.  [CAN SHOW examples in  KANT if 

wanted] 

 

 

Now one approach to such issues is that taken by various German Idealist philosophers who 

criticized Kant’s approach. Holderlin’s approach to such concerns is likely the earliest, and 



most helpful formulation of this, as it likely had an influence on Schelling and Hegel who 

reformulated such notions with greater influence. To paraphrase and ever so slightly reframe 

to fit the concerns at play here, Holderlin argues that if the world is divided into this and that, 

something  must have done the dividing, must maintain the dividing, and could potentially 

transform it. That is, if the world is divided into subject and object, for example, or 

“appearance” and that which causes this in “reality,” then this division must have come from 

somewhere, some origin, which gave rise to the process of division, maintains it, and could 

transform it in turn.  

 

That which originates, maintains, and could potentially transform any and all such divisions 

precedes such divisions, is their foundation, support, reason for being, condition, and ground, 

and cannot be fully grasped by them without them going beyond their limits and in such way 

ceasing to be divided as they are. The context and process of dividing has the division as its 

aspects, and attempts to grasp the dividing by means of the division can only be done at the 

cost of changing and  at least in part dissolving the division being divided in the sense it was.  

 

The argument here is that if we use a strict  binary to grasp the conditions of that binary, 

which is to say, its conditions, grounds, contexts, and the processes which gave rise to it, that 

in order to be able to do this, it needs to cease being binary in a strict way. Such an argument  

seems as sound as any I have encountered, at least, if one  wants to argue in such a binary 

sort of way.  

 

This text, however, does not, and sees real limits to such approaches. There are times, 

however, when one needs to fight fire with fire, and while it is one thing to show that there are 

ways beyond and around binaries, it is also helpful at times to enter into such terrain to show 



how, on their own terms, binary/dualist ways of thinking, and the unitary-atomist analogs of 

these, hardly cohere on their own terms, such that when they try to criticize other approaches, 

they simply need to be made to play their own game on their own terms to see the real 

drawbacks of such approaches.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When I say that I experience a tree due to how my body experiences the world and they give 

rise to the tree in my world of experience, it is true that the notion of my body shows up on 

both sides of this, as an aspect of my world of experience, and an aspect of the world beyond 

this. The second use here is an extension of how I would speak about this in regard to 

another. When I say to my friend “meet me at the same tree we met at yesterday,” and they 

do, this indicates that the tree I experience as outside their bodies gave rise to what they 

understood as a tree, and we were able to give rise to a form of sync through this. One could 

even say that there is a difference between the tree my friend experiences and their linguistic 

experience of this, perhaps by distinguishing between the felt tree and the “tree” in language, 

but this just repeats the same set of issues.  

 

There is no need to see second use here as saying that there is something like a tree “in-

itself” in the world as such, but rather, only how I imagine an other experiencer would 

understand this. My very notion of my self, after all, that which supposedly “does” and “feels” 



all of this, was likely produced by internalizing my imaginations of how others interpret me in 

relation to how I interpret them. Such was abstracted from quite different bodies and ways of 

experiencing in turn.  

 

Whenever we speak of our experiencing, we produce interpretative descriptions. All of these, 

like all uses of language, and all forms of experiencing which ground these, are forms of 

grasping the world, of selecting and being selected by some aspects over others. Each, in this 

sense, is a networking. My hand networks with a stone, and I grasp the stone with my hand.  I 

see a tree in the distance, and incoming light and my eye network with each other, and my 

visual cortexes process this as seeing a tree rather than hearing a  tree rather than anything 

else.  

 

Relationally speaking, any networking foregrounds some aspects of the world over others. 

Some aspects of the world are networked with in particular ways and others not, and some 

aspects of the world are there to be networked with in that they are produced by networks in 

various ways and others are not. When our hands, or concepts, or words, or descriptions 

grasp aspects of the world, they do so by forms of networking which are partial, mediations, 

and means.  

 

To imagine “pure” experience without mediations, without particular spatiotemporal 

locatedness, embodiment, culture, language, is to imagine from everywhere and nowhere, 

and yet there seems no way of experiencing in such a way, perhaps other than in imagination. 

I have never seen nor heard reported any experiencer that was experienced  in such a way, 

other than in dreams of divinities, but I have never heard of anyone experiencing these in 

ways similar to how my friend and I can experience tossing around a stone, or science giving 



rise to theories which seem useful for multiple communities of experiencers in various ways.  

 

Relationally speaking, however, these are all just ways of speaking, all oversimplifications, as 

it is with all graspings of the world. There is a stone for me, I toss it to a friend, and I see that 

there is a stone for them as an aspect of how they arise in the world as it manifests to me. 

One can divide all of this up in terms of stone versus “stone,” or for me or for them, or “in 

reality” and “subjectively” as much as one wants. What is the benefit of this?  

 

The benefit, it seems, is likely in upholding a notion of Objective Reality, Truth, and other such 

dangerous fictions. These notions are easily coopted by systems of domination. This is not to 

say that anything goes, however, and that anything can be interpreted any which way, at 

least, if one wants to get any traction on the world, produce any sort of sync, or give rise to 

anything which potentiates emergence. Such an extreme relativism tends to support power 

plays made by cynical conservatives anyway, such as seen in much contemporary Right-wing 

media, in which they start with “this just my interpretation,” and this quickly moves to 

something like “I can therefore impose my interpretation on others by fiat, no one can prove 

me wrong, might makes right and might makes reality.”dcccxix  

 

To say that therefore no coherent interpretation is possible, for example, in regard to 

something like Derridean deconstruction, can lead to something like skepticism, and this can 

lead to stasis, quietistic resignation, or a sort of getting stuck deconstructing without getting 

anywhere. This often has a way of playing into to the hands of cynical opportunism to impose 

one’s interpretation on others for short-term gain, or fanaticist projects to believe various 

things about the world regardless of potential for sync with the world in various ways, potential 

consequences or costs, etc.  



 

Beyond fanaticism, cynicism, deconstruction, and traditional binary dualist, binary, or atomistic 

approaches, this text has taken a more relationally networked approach based in emergence. 

This is not because its sees its intepretations as truer or more certain than others, but rather, 

because it values emergence, seeks to foster this in the world, and feels that producing 

descriptions of this sort is not only able to help potentiate emergence in the world, but can do 

so in ways which are able to potentially get more rather than traction in the physical, 

biological,  neural, and cultural worlds in which it finds itself.  

 

Much of this is because, relationally speaking, interpretation is suffused by values, just as 

experience is suffused by interpretation. We never experience except in and through these, 

and experience is interpretative and evaluative down to its fabric. The very idea that we could 

interpret “beneath” interpretation and value is itself simply an interpretative abstraction from 

experience as lived in its interpretative and evaluative fullness, and in this sense, rather than 

argue that any sort of abstract way of experiencing can be beyond any meaning and value, as 

so many Kantians, Cartesians, and those influenced by them might argue,  the question 

would, more relationally framed, be what sort of interpretation of experience is likely best to 

potentiate emergence.   

 

Such a way of interpreting would need to be able to come into sync with as much of the world 

as possible, including physical and cultural aspect of the world, yet in ways which help us get 

closer to a better world in the process, foregrounding  the opportunities for fostering 

interpretations and evaluations which promote what is valued, which in this case, is the 

potential for emergence. This text argues this openly, rather than seeking to describe what it 

is doing as unbiased or “the way things really are,” or even that “anything goes, therefore, my 



approach will be imposed on others.” Both approaches are dangerous, easily come into sync 

with oppressive social structures, tend to undermine potentials for emergence, and hence, 

this project has sought to show it is possible to interpret the world otherwise, in sync with its 

values of fostering emergence.   

 

 

 

 

 

LANGUAGE/DESCONSTRUCTION STUFF 

 

 

This is not to say that the word “experience” is identical to the concept or experience itself. All 

these are ways of speaking, writing, doing, thinking, and to the extent to which we are able to 

bring these into sync in various ways, then we have done so, and this can potentiate more 

such emerges in turn in various ways if they are able to come into sync with others. To 

assume that we can say nothing about the world of experience because the word 

“experience” gets there before we do, cutting us off from experience, such that we only ever 

speak of “experience” and never experience, is to assume that language’s words and 

meaning are somehow more primordial and pure and fundmanetal than experience itself and 

able to cut us off from it in such ways.dcccxx  

 

Now I am rather skeptical of anything fundamental or primordial or pure, as I have yet to 

encounter anything like this. But I have encountered experience, and in my experience, when 

words are taken as how language is used, this tends to mistake the handle for the handling. 

That is, we use handles to help us get a grasp on the world, and our ways of speaking and 

writing are part of how we do this. Our bodies grasp aspects of the world of our experience, 

and our language others. We rarely use isolated words when we use language, such as seen 



here on this page. Rather, we use systems of utterances. To the extent to which my writing 

here resonates with my experience and that of others, it is able to come into sync with 

aspects of this in ways which can give rise to more, and that is the hope at play here.  

 

To imagine that “experience” is an isolated term which can cut us off from an isolated thing is 

to presupposed a particular sense of what language means and how language works. This is 

far from experience or even language as it tends to be used. Such an approach divides up 

language into words, and sees language as assemblies of these, rather than processes of 

speaking and writing, just as to see experience in such ways is to carve it up into atoms 

based on language in such a sense.  

 

One can do this, of course, there is nothing incoherent about it, it all hangs together. Carving 

the world up into thing-like segments produces a thing-like image of the world, even when this 

is done with language rather than other means. The question is not whether or not one can do 

this, but rather why one might want to, and where one hopes to get with this. Thinkers that do 

so often seek to produce proofs of some sort that language cuts us off from the world, can 

only ever speak about itself, and yet, the very notions they argue for in such ways are 

produced in language, and depend on such very notions, such that one tends to not only go in 

circles, but produce some very coherent forms of incoherence and vice-versa.  

 

Now all lensings of the world seem to foreground some aspects of the world over others, 

giving rise to coherences and incoherences, completions and incompletions, consistencies 

and inconsistencies, and in ways which seem to have a consistency and coherence to them, 

and perhaps an opening sort of incompletion, if one wants to phrase things in such a way, as 

well. And so, the question seems less whether or not one wants this, but what sort one wants. 



Atomizing approaches to the world tend to produce very defined and localized paradoxes. 

These are only paradoxes, however, if one assumes an atomizing perspective on the 

world.dcccxxi  

 

This text prefers instead to speak of opening. For not only is it possible to bring such an 

approach into sync with so many aspects of the world, but it becomes possible to link this up 

with complex systems science, emergence, as well as various forms of anti-oppressive 

politics in the ways this text seeks to do. Now, opening can be seen as paradoxical in its way, 

at least, if one has a particularly closed perspective on the world. But if one seeks to come 

into seek with opening, for example, in the form of emergence, such issues become less of a 

problem. In fact, they cease to be issues at all, but rather, potentiating conditions of coming 

into sync with the opening aspects of an emerging world. This is the approach this text prefers 

to take.  

 

 

 

More Stuff needing a home  - on the thingified world:  

 

 

For as the new technologies cannot be altered in a bottom-up sort of way, as their 

mechanisms are controlled by Big Tech from behind the scenes, selling their services to the 

highest bidder, so our world is rapidly reworking itself around the images which Big Tech and 

those that pay for their services want us to see. And what do they want us to see? As Marshal 

McLuhan famously observed early in the televisual age, “the medium is the message,” which 

is to say, whatever content is promoted by Big Tech for those who pay their bills, Big Tech 

always sells itself along the way.  

 

The message of Big Tech, after all, is always the same, namely, “view!,” “look!,” “watch!,” or 



the equivalent.dcccxxii The more we become addicted to the services the images provide, the 

more we do everything and anything in and through our screens and their images, the more 

Big Tech can sell its services to those who pay their bills. And in such ways, Big Tech 

becomes the media monopoly which controls what we see, and those who control what we 

see are able to have those images seep into how we think and feel, and in such ways, what 

we do, remaking a world ever more on the terms implicit in the forms of the images 

themselves, and how they are connected according to grammars always already determined 

by codes and networks off-screen.  

 

For unlike the images of days past, our images today, for all their seeming interactivity, are 

controlled at a deeper layer underneath by code. They are, as Villem Flusser has described 

them, “techno-images,” for they are images of code and networkings rather than merely paint 

or ink.dcccxxiii Images always have grammars to them, which is to say, ways of being structures, 

such as linear perspective, which become so common that we often forget they are part of 

what makes it possible to make sense of them. Some are due to physics, others biology, 

others social structures of various sorts. In the past, each and every person could produce 

images which could negotiate with the dominant codes in various ways.  

 

With the rise of mass media, it required massive amounts of capital to do so. But today, it also 

requires the ability to know how to write computer code, and the access passwords to be able 

to “go under the hood,” so to speak, to be able to adjust the code “underneath” the images we 

see, to morph the platforms which provide the grammars of the images presented to us. And 

as today’s images are not merely static, but moving and interactive, providing all sorts of 

portals and windows on to others, entire virtual realities of interfaces and so much more, with 

ties to various systems around the world, by manipulating how we interact with the images we 



are shown on our screens, it is now possible to move money between accounts, stream 

video, make a purchase, find love, or order drone strikes, often on the other side of the globe 

and nearly instantaneously.  

 

But to do so, you need to play by the rules the system provides. Interacting with the image 

based interfaces in ways different from what the codes underneath require, and they do not 

do what the codes underneath will allow you do on their terms. And as the screens, images, 

and services are provided either for free or at first at a major loss due to massively reduced 

price, we should know that there is a catch, and of course there is. The more we use such 

systems, the more they have our attention, and the more they have our attention, the more 

this can be subtly molded, and the ability to mold this attention sold. 

 

It is our attention, after all, that the screens and platforms want, which is to say, our eyeballs 

and their views.dcccxxiv They do not want us, but our clicks and likes, our reviews and 

comments, our time and choices. The systems have no interest in us as individuals, but only 

as “dividuals,” which is to say, they only want us for the bits and pieces which they have 

shattered of us to connect and reassemble on their terms.dcccxxv  

 

In such ways, we get trends online without instigators, agencies seemingly without agents, 

and the world becomes more confusing and volatile due to the influence of new trans-

personally impersonal agencies which seem to arise from anywhere and nowhere, but with 

world-moving powers, composed of reworked fragments of us, our likes and views, but only 

ever according to systems created by Big Tech according to terms kept out of sight and out of 

control.  

 



The world thereby becomes the perpetual moving image of Big Tech’s algorithms, and those 

who originally paid the bills of Big Tech now become their functionaries and vassals, and we 

all “labor in the image” for Big Tech “for free.”dcccxxvi For without our views, the systems would 

not know what “people like us” tend to view, tend to click, tend to like, tend to say, tend to 

want, or tend to do.  

 

The algorithms underneath study our every move, in one of the most radical and 

encompassing social studies ever produced. All the data we produce is mined, correlated, 

and studied such that statistically, it becomes possible to say that someone who does this or 

that online tends to want to be shown this or that. The more data we provide the systems, the 

more accurate their predictive algorithms become. And as they can now study our emails, and 

their microphones and cameras can study what we say and do as we carry these screened 

devices everywhere and anywhere we go, we provide them all the data they need, and then 

some.  

 

In such ways, Big Tech has gotten ever better at even guessing what “someone like us” would 

want to see even faster than we know ourselves. Those who like Football and Nascar and 

listen to Country Music also tend to vote Republican after all, so if you can sell the list of those 

who tend to view those things online to those who advertise for Republicans, they can micro-

target their ad-buys, and in such ways, make them more likely to reach those they want to 

reach.  

 

And in such ways, the screens around us promote this or that set of ads, but not only ads. 

The results of our searches, the suggestions provided for movies to watch, the news stories 

we are shown, our social media walls, all of these sculpt themselves around what those who 



provide them think “someone like us” will want to see next. In such ways, our screens show 

us an increasingly customized version of the world, cut to the imaging of what the systems 

think that “someone like us” will want to see next, and as the systems get more powerful, they 

get not only more useful, but also more addicting, and become more like echo-chambers and 

self-fulfilling prophecies which show us a world that is molded around what Big Tech knows it 

is able to seduce us into wanting.dcccxxvii  

 

For by mixing just enough of what we really desire with what the systems want us to desire, 

we are taught and encouraged to desire in ways that the screens provide. Everything and 

anything is feels more exciting and real to us these days if it is imaged on our screens today, 

after all, and in such ways, we find our futures call to us from the screens that increasingly call 

to us as if by name. But even more powerfully than by name, the screens call to us by 

presenting an image of the world that, statistically, “those like us” -  those who view, click, like, 

say, buy, and otherwise do online similar things – tend to want to see.  

 

The world thereby becomes reworked and reimaged by our screens to produce forms of 

narcissistic gratification, an imaging of the world which reflects us back to us, with powers of 

which previous generations of manipulators could barely dream. In the past it was celebrities 

who were presented idealized images of the selves we were taught to want to be, such that 

they could sell us lifestyles and products and cinematized stories which could sell us more of 

these. Now it is an entire world that presents us what we want to see from it, a set of contents 

designed to ever more fascinate us so that all we do is spend our time connected to our 

screens, using them for everything and anything, to provide them more data to better addict 

and mold us to their desires in such ways.  

 



It is through the screens, then, that we are sold a world of massive speed, mutation, and 

connection, a world which is also paradoxically frozen, petrified, and radically limited. While 

everything seems decentralized, such that anyone can post anything everywhere from nearly 

anywhere, the very form of the codes, their forms of networking, and the profit incentive which 

structures all of these in turn, gives rise to a curiously decentralized form of overcentralization.  

 

Everything revolves around the production of more money for those who already have it, and 

images and platforms are the primary way in which we are sold everything else, up to and 

including our vision of the world. If you can sell people the world, after all, then you have 

already sold them a version of themselves which is an aspect of this world, and if you can sell 

them both of these, you can sell them anything else indeed.  

 

For all the speed, for all the connection, our world is in this sense a world has become more 

than ever before, if in radically new ways, a “thing-ified” world. The processes and contexts 

which divide up the world are hidden from sight, and the images tell us which aspects of our 

world are “things,” how they can be connected, and control how we are allowed to do so, 

“thing-ifying” us and our world in the process. This is all done with such ubiquity and 

saturation that it comes to seem as if there could hardly be any other way.  

 

This has always to some extent been the case. The models we use to understand the world 

around us are abstracted from the things and systems of these around us. As these reflect the 

status-quo of whatever system dominates the world and thereby gave rise to such things and 

systems, the ways we understand our world tend to reinforce the status-quo of the system in 

dominance, no matter the sort.  

 



In such ways, the norms of interpretation and categorization and the values and ways of 

valuing, along with ways of thinking and doing, of whatever group benefits most from the 

systems which dominate the world, tend to become the abstract ideals which become 

idealized in the images we use to understand so much of the world around us. In a system 

based on money, after all, we become predisposed to seeing everything in terms of its ability 

to become monetized and make more money. And in a system in which money makes money, 

it is easy for those who already have it to game the system, and rig the conditions whereby 

money is made so that those who already have it have an easier time making more of it.  

 

In such ways, the curvature of social space-time, so to speak, bends to the gravity of those 

who already have wealth and power in ways which tend to rerproduce it. Just as gravity 

bends space time around heavy objects so that everything becomes predisposed to fall 

towards them, so it is in our world system today, in which everything “just seems” to fall to 

those who already have money, as well as less immediately quantified forms of power over 

others, as described by the ways in which those in power “just seem” to be predominantly 

white, male, heterosexual, standardly bodied, of Northern European descent, etc.  

 

Images have a way of becoming self-fulfilling prophecies, as in their abstraction, they easily 

become ideals. It is easy to see our world as lacking in regard to such ideals, and to try to 

sculpt our world to become more like idealized versions of the present. But as the present is 

the result of whatever system has come to dominate it, we end up working ever harder in 

such ways to intensify whatever form of dominance is already dominant.  

 

All we need to do to do this is to take the “things” of the world around us as their own ideals. 

By such means, the systems of connection between these simply intensify themselves, and 



the world becomes ever more like the abstract ideals which benefit whichever system is 

currently in dominance.  

 

The world and our very selves are made to seem lacking in regard to the ideals of such a 

system, and in such ways, the world and our selves become “thing-ified” in a sense as well, 

for we mold ourselves around ideals which are abstracted from things that we work harder 

and harder to produce more and more of for their own self-perpetuating sake, as us and the 

world become judged according to our ability to do so in turn.  

 

And so, in a world in which money makes money which “makes the world go round,” so to 

speak, we are provided with screens whose imagings provide the standards of interpretation 

and value we project on to the world’s things, and yet, as these are provided only by for-profit 

systems, the imagings are predisposed to making us interpret and value in terms which make 

more money for those who already have it. Our views become the commodities bought and 

sold by the systems in dominance, and the images the means whereby these are captured 

and modulated, manipulated and controlled.  

 

In such ways, we become thing-fied, which is to say, we become moving images of the thing-

ifying processes which produce the things of the world, including thing-ifying images, in and 

through us, and in such ways, we produce ourselves as thing-ified as well. For which of us is 

not now raised by screens and images as much as parents and educators? We are taught 

how to categorize and recognize experiences this way or that, how to value some over others, 

how to want to be like and want to obtain and become, and in such ways, the systems 

reproduce themselves in and through us.  

 



We are, as Maurizio Lazzarato, following Felix Guattari famously argued, the most important 

product of our world-system today.dcccxxviii What the world system produces more than any 

thing else, more than any commodity or image thereof, is subjects, which is to say, us. We are 

produced to labor and desire in particular ways, and increasingly, by means of images which 

teach us to desire to be like this, and to want to have and become that, and in such ways, 

images become money and money become images and the entire image of the world 

becomes warped around the gravity of the ways in which money which makes money, that 

which Marx famously described as “capital,” controls the world through its image regimes.  

 

We are produced by our screens and their images, and increasingly so, to see the world and 

our selves and capacities for action according to the terms the images on our screens 

provide. No matter how much the images are increasingly produced by everyone and anyone 

who can upload a video, the logics of recommendation, selection, the terms and conditions for 

uploading, and the very parameters which make it possible to adjust some aspects of the 

platforms over others, are all kept out of sight and user modification. Until the image platforms 

are all hacked, liberated, made open-source, made multiple, made user-determined, and de-

linked from systems in which those who enter with the most money get more say, the images 

will not be free.  

 

And as those who have more surplus money to invest beyond their needs and few 

compensatory luxuries tend to have inherited that money, until the systems of inheritance are 

hacked, and the ways in which social structures such as the “best” schools and police that 

money can buy “just seem” to arise in areas which inherit such wealth, the money which rigs 

the games in our society, which buys politicians and laws and regulations and so much more, 

will always already have a white, male, heterosexual, Northern European face.  



 

This face is that which was forged by colonialism, slavery, patriarchy, and their legacies, and 

now imposed as an idealized mask on all of us, whether we want this or not and no matter 

who wields the cash, for this is the face worn by money. One only needs to look at the face on 

most of the world’s money, and certainly the most powerful currencies, to see whose face and 

interests money tends to represent.  

 

If we want to make our world one which does not predispose everything and anything to 

perpetuate white supremacy, male and heterosexual domination, neo-colonialism and 

persecution of the “undocumented” migrant laborers, and various forms of xenophobia and 

normativization of the values of the dominant classes, we need to learn to struggle to wrest 

control of the platforms which provide the images to us away from Big Tech and their profit 

incentives.  

 

How can change come about in such situations? We stop. We stop viewing. We go on “vision 

strike.” We unionize our eyes and our attention. We use the decentralized means of 

controlling centralization to turn the tables against them, and use the systems whereby we 

have been taught to see ourselves as free on terms which dominate us as the very means of 

our liberation. We produce new alternatives that democratize the means of producing the 

platforms which control the grammars of the images, and with give them our views instead. In 

such ways, we can starve Big Tech of the attention it craves, and by which it dominates us. 

And as Big Tech crumbles, and Open Tech begins to thrive, the manufacturers of the 

hardware will begin to need to play on the terms that Open Tech requires.  

 

The time has come to organize and liberate our vision, and the means whereby we are 



produced to see our world in terms which predispose us to produce and reproduce only 

intensified versions of the exploitative and oppressive world we live in in simply faster and 

more damaging ways. We need to learn to see differently, to be able to see through, beyond, 

around, and between the images on our screens, and how they present the world as if a more 

intense version of the status-quo were all that were possible.  

 

For we produce the value in such systems by providing the data by viewing their images. The 

systems which create the image regimes that dominate the world today want us to think 

otherwise, for there is great danger to the insight that it is our vision that produces their value. 

Big Tech mines our vision for the data it can derive from this, and yet, our vision is the labor 

which provides their surplus. As unions of old learned long ago, there is power not when 

withholds labor, but many, and if today we “labor in the image,” the time for vision strike is 

now.  

 

But we are in debt to them, some might say, we are in debt to the creditors from whom we 

had to borrow to pay for our education, to pay for our cars, our homes, our government 

services, they loaned us the money, and it is our moral responsibility to pay them back. Such 

thinking is precisely of the sort they have sold us. For the money they loaned, in often highly 

predatory ways, was invested in banks by corporations which exploit us all for the increased 

profit of shareholders, and who are they?  

 

In a world in which labor makes value but money makes money and the potential to make 

more of it, those who have enough money to invest rarely have that money due to labor. If 

labor was what made money in our world, then those who clean the toilets and cook the food 

and pick the crops and work in factories and tend to the health of the poor would be the 



richest amongst us, for they labor the most and do the most difficult jobs.  

 

Labor makes the value from that provided by the physical and biological world, but the value 

is mined by those who stole surpluses in the past, bound them up hoards of gold, cash, and 

now digits which represent such, and use these to control everything and anything that can be 

seen by producing the images which teach us to see the world in some ways rather than 

others.  

 

And so we come to believe the fiction that money is the source of value, rather than the world 

itself, and the labor of those of us who sculpt its various aspects to become more valuable to 

us. The images teach us to respect money and respect property, and to pay back the loans of 

those who already have them. But the banks that make the loans are merely front 

organizations for those who inherited wealth from systems of exploitation in the past, based in 

racist forms of slavery and colonialization, unpaid domestic labor of women made to tend only 

to the production of more laborers, persecution of women and queer folks who do not fit into 

the “family values” needed to keep such systems of domination in place, and other related 

violences.  

 

Such systems value the perpetuation of whatever gave rise to them. And as such systems 

have been those of white Northern European heterosexual male Protestants, those who were 

able to use the profits from the Crusades, routed though banking systems seeking safe haven 

from local lords, to fund voyages of exploration that lead to slavery and colonialism, the profits 

from which made the industrial and technological revolutions that made the rest of world 

domination possible, the money tends to be in the hands of those who inherited it from such 

sources. Even to this day, the boards of directors of the majority of the world’s most powerful 



corporations resemble such faces.dcccxxix 

 

Without education, without homes and vehicles and computers and teachers and healthcare, 

we could not produce and reproduce value for those who make profits off of this. We are the 

source of their value, and if they have lent us money to become valuable on the terms of the 

system, a system which actively keeps us from being able to have the means to determine 

such things ourselves, then they do so in conditions of perpetual theft that they call 

opportunity and freedom.  

 

The very systems which reproduce us as laborers for such a system are sold to us before we 

have any ability to pay, and as they are the conditions of access to our ability to labor, we are 

then taxed on our labor by the debt we slowly pay back through this labor. The debt makes it 

such that we are not free to take the jobs or pursue the careers or make other life choices as 

we would otherwise. We need to keep our payments to the creditors flowing. By accepting 

loans, we are forced to make choices which benefit our creditors more than anything else, 

and in doing so, we tend to be unable to make the choices we would want until we are 

already quite old.  

 

The problem is that by the time we reach such age, we have already spent years and years 

laboring in a system. The actions we have taken during this time have shaped us as well as 

what we have produced, and we become in such ways more like what the system wants us to 

be. We come to think and value in terms of the system which has produced us in its image, 

and such habits become so ingrained in us that they are difficult to change.  

 

What is more, because we are often laboring in ways we would not have chosen, our labor 



loses meaning for us. It becomes “just a job” to pay off bills “for the man,” our work is unable 

to become a journey of creation of our selves and the world which we want to contribute to 

come into being. Often we do not even understand what we are doing, and the systems in 

dominance are best able to dominate us when we are mystified as to how everything holds 

together. When everything seems too complicated, we are encouraged to let the “experts” 

handle everything, the “experts” hired of course to make sure that nothing changes except to 

produce more intense versions of the exploitative same.  

 

When our work ceases to be meaningful, we detach from it even as we do it. It still shapes us 

in its image, and yet, our hopes and dreams necessarily go elsewhere. But where? To the 

screens. To the distractions, entertainments, spectacles, games, and other small 

recompenses we are given for selling our futures to the systems which control what lies 

behind the screens. For such alienating labor, we deserve a few escapist stories, we are 

encouraged to feel, and yet, the stories all present,  even in dystopic forms, imagings of the 

world that sculpt us to value values that intensify the system.  

 

By such means, we come to value what the system values. We imagine that rewards wait for 

those who labor, or the lucky few “exceptions to the rule” whose business takes off, or who 

win the lottery, or become famous “simply for being who they are,” or such other exceptions 

which in fact help keep the rules in place for us, as they capture our hopes and dreams and 

chain them to the systems which keep us ruled and in place.  

 

Such a system charges us entry fees, and those are the debt which we are sold as prices for 

entry. But just as we can stop viewing, go on strike, unionize, turn the tables on the systems, 

and use their very tools of domination against them, so it is with debt. The chains of debt and 



vision can be turned into radical weapons for social change. All we need to do is learn to see 

them differently, and then, so much can follow.  

 

Those who pay debt payments support the system that exploits them. Any individual who 

stops paying will be crushed, of course, by credit rating systems and the enforcers who do the 

bidding of Big Credit. But if the student debtors, the housing debtors, the car debtors, the 

consumer debtors, the nations indebted to “wealthier ones,” all the groups of debtors and the 

groups of groups of debtors, all learned their power, they could bring the systems in 

dominance to their knees, and make negotiate conditions for a new world.  

 

For if debtors unionize, then it is they who will have the power to set the terms under which 

the international economy, so intertwined through networks of credit in a massive variety of 

ways, will restart. Any sector of debtors at this point could create such change. All that is 

needed is the lenses to see this, and enough to join in, and the oppressed of the world, those 

who tend to be the most indebted, can set the terms going forward, and require that those 

who have traditionally had all the power begin to distribute the very means whereby they 

maintain this.  

 

But unless we begin to see that we are not free, nothing will change. The images they show 

us seep into our ways of seeing, and our ways of seeing influence what we see as our 

potentials for action. Our collective actions with each other can change the world, and yet, 

when we come to believe otherwise, everything can be taken away from us, and the cage be 

sold back to us as the image of our very freedom.  

 

We are given the freedom, of course, to view and buy anything our small leftover earnings will 



allow. And to the extent to which we accept this as our freedom, we become easy to 

dominate, for those who believe they are already free do not feel the need to dream of 

change.  

 

We need to learn to see how the systems dominate us, and how to turn the tables. And as the 

systems rely on networks and networking to produce the images which sculpt our sense of 

what is possible, we need to start understanding how networks do what they do, and how 

they could do this differently. To do this, however, we need to start to be able to see through, 

around, between, and beyond the images and systems of images of the world which they 

have sold us.  

 

And this starts by no longer seeing the world as composed of things according to the ways in 

which the world is imaged. If I see designer sunglasses as “what makes me look like this 

celebrity,” I have bought into the image of this celebrity that thingifies this glass and plastic 

according to the terms the system provides. If, on the contrary, I begin to see the sunglasses 

as “the ways in which images of celebrities are used to manipulate us to buy cheap products 

that are produce by exploitatively underpaid labor under conditions justified because they 

occur across national borders,” then we start to see the weaving of contexts and processes at 

work which make such things possible. And with such a change in perspective, we begin to 

see new possibilities for doing things differently, with all the potentials for worldchanging 

which can arise in such ways.  

 

 

 

 

Now even if we imagine the world beyond how we tend to “thingify” our ways of 



understanding it, it is of course easy to get caught up in habits of thinking and doing, and in 

such ways, forget that our repeated ways of weaving tend to give rise to a world which seems 

composed of “things,” but which could, if we worked to change our ways of thinking and 

doing, which is to say, if we change how we weave our actions with those of the world around 

us, could unravel all the things, recompose the systems and structures, and make so much of 

the world differently.  

 

Such a notion  - that the world is a weaving of processes, and that we contribute to this in 

ways which produce and reproduce so much of the world and its seemingly necessary ways 

of thinking and doing, and all the “things” we give rise to in such ways, even in regard to how 

we often “thing-ify” our very selves – is a radical one indeed. The systems which dominate our 

world today would do well to keep us seeing the world in terms of things, and keeping us 

thinking that everything starts from things, everything derives from things, that things connect 

and interrelate in systems, and the world is a set of things and what we make of these.  

 

When one starts from things, and tries to classify these, abstract ideals from these, try to 

understand how they do or can be connected, one only ever starts from the way things 

currently are. When the world takes on the weight of things, when it is understood in thing-like 

ways as composed fundamentally of “things,” we take the dominant ways of understanding 

such things, the categories of the world we inherited as “common sense,” for granted. 

Common sense, however, is only ever a mirror for what is deemed normal by the status-quo, 

and the status-quo only ever reflects how the world has been, not how it could change.  

 

When we start with the world as it currently is, and seek to understand the world as a whole in 

terms derived from this, we predispose our ways of thinking and doing to take forms which 



extend the conditions of the here and now, the way the world currently is, to everything else, 

including the future. Now the way the world currently is has nearly always been, in the history 

of the world throughout many cultures, one in which those with power and wealth dominate 

those who do not.  

 

If we see the world in terms of the categories and ways of doing things we abstract from such 

a world, it becomes difficult to imagine or even recognize that which is otherwise. To whatever 

extent we idealize the categories of the world we find in front of us, is the extent to which we 

freeze the world into an image of the forms of domination which have shaped us to see the 

world in their image reflected back at them, and in such ways, as our habits become 

extensions of those of the systems which have made the world this way, we and our ways of 

thinking and doing become extensions of such systems.  

 

We thereby come to see a world which reflects the dominant perspectives back at us, and this 

all takes on such a weight, it comes to feel like the way the world is. Often history itself 

becomes read into justifying such a perspective. And in such ways, dominant ways come to 

seem like the grammar of the world itself, like the rules of play of a game that has always 

been going on, indistinguishable from how the world itself works. Our world becomes a world 

of domination, and in such a manner that the domination often seems all but invisible, even to 

those who do the dominating,  

 

For their systems do their work for them, designed as they are to project the values of 

whatever dominant group and social form is at the top today, erasing, obscuring, and coopting 

the rest in various ways. In such a way, the inevitability of the continuance of the world we 

have come to know, no matter how oppressive, seems to arise from the very stuff of the 



world, as if coming everywhere and anywhere, the past and future through the present, 

making it seem like all of this is simply normal and necessary, unavoidable and immutable, as 

if the world could hardly be any other way.  

 

Our world becomes in such a way frozen, petrified, and our present moment empty, static, 

immobile, and lifeless – no matter how fast it moves and mutates, such as in our time, in 

which breakneck speed and compulsive mutation are the order of the day – everything only 

ever running in circles to reproduce new versions of the same old exploitations and 

oppressions, in channels and ways predetermined to reproduce a dominant social order and 

its values no matter the cost.  

 

That which a system values seeps into the ways it forms meanings, as economies of value 

sediment into forms of interpretation, and in such ways, dominant values seep into into the 

way we are formed as selves and groups of selves. The way the world is divided up into 

things and connections between these pre-casts all of these in ways which predispose us to 

see “what” a thing is in ways which have intended uses, meanings, and values built into them, 

like lenses on the world which curve all we see around what the dominant social orders want 

us to see.  

 

And in such ways, these lenses become self-fulfilling prophecies. The more we see the world 

in terms of the meanings and values of the dominant social order, the more our actions 

produce and reproduce the world to resemble these meanings and values. In such a way, the 

meanings and values of the dominant social orders take on the weight of seeming necessity, 

and it becomes difficult to imagine that the world could ever be different.  

 



The very grammars and vocabularies of systems of domination and exploitation, in ways 

ways, become our own, and often when we think we are going beyond these, we are 

predisposed to thinking and doing in ways which make this all but impossible, particularly if 

we only think differently in terms of the content of our thinking, and not in terms of the ways in 

which dominant ways of thinking and doing have shaped us and our ways of thinking and 

doing down to their very forms.   

 

And so the status-quo of various systems of domination perpetuate themselves in and 

through us, often despite our intentions, and in ways which saturate not only to how we think 

about values, develop interpretations, but how we even categorize our experiences of the 

world in terms of how they relate to this or that sort of “thing.” We encounter our world as 

children, and those around teach us  how to divide the world up and describe and label its 

aspects, and in such ways, we come to take on the dominant ways of thinking and doing 

which shaped those which shape ours in turn.  

 

To see the world in terms of “things” is to take the here and now in its concrete determinacy, 

as “this” or “that,” with all the qualities and potentials we have come to know as associated 

with this by means of “common sense,” for granted. For thousands of years, philosophers and 

theorists have tried to classify and categorize the world of such “things,” without generally 

thinking about how, no matter how non-political their categorizations might seem, they still 

reflect the society which gave rise to the ways of thinking which categorized these things in 

ways which fostered ways of doing which produced the status-quo of the systems in 

dominance as they have.  

 

When we simply accept the terms of the world of the world around us at “face value,” we can 



only ever give rise to a world with values the same as that around us, and as this is a world 

which has nearly always been formed by those in dominance in ways which seek to 

perpetuate this, the “common sense” view of things of the world is saturated with the values of 

those who got to set the terms of the past as it molds the present. The systems in dominance 

reward those who describe the world in ways which reinforce what they value, and who do 

things in ways which reinforce the systems in dominance.  

 

Books, systems of “education,” markets, images, advice for childrearing, and other such 

social formations in this ways are rewarded by those with money and power when they 

accord with a worldview which favors them. One can say whatever one wants, so long as 

everything tilts towards the reproduction of whatever system reinforces the likelihood of 

dominant groups staying dominant, and so long as that is the case, the dominant systems will 

reward one. Such is a self-perpetuating cycle of social production and reproduction.  

 

Philosophers and theorists have of course often taken the world of “things” as they encounter 

it, and as it is never perfect, try to imagine what it would be like to perfect it. They abstract the 

categories which seem to best classify the “things” they encounter, and take these as ideals 

which can be held up as a mirror to a world, one which, in regard to such ideals, comes to 

seem wanting or lacking. Either things were closer to these ideals in the past, or were not be 

seem to be tending that way in the future, or some combination of these. Either way, by 

means of such idealization, it often is made to seem like the world is in a preordained sort of 

motion, to either return to a lost idealized state, or building towards redemption through this, 

or some more complex intertwining of these.  

 

Now some might imagine that science would be immune from such concerns, or the evidence 



of our senses in their most basic forms, and yet, all of these express the values of what gave 

rise to them. Even those who study the world in its most concretely physical manifestations 

need to choose which aspects they consider important or meaningful or how to investigate 

them by means of which procedures and towards what goals and who sets all these 

agendas? Those who pay the bills of the scientists, in regard to which the scientists sculpt 

their work in ways which often come to seem as if they were their own notions in the first 

place, and so it has always been. And how do we come to learn about our most concrete and 

immediate experiences, and to interpret and value aspects of these in some ways rather than 

others, except by means of how we are taught by caretakers, who were themselves taught by 

a society which only ever expresses the world in regard to its models and values as well?  

 

Some might argue that if we get good enough at how we do learn about “things” and do 

“things,” we will learn to overcome our biases, and yet, it seems that taking up a perspective 

on the world is hardly something we could do away with, at least, if we have bodies, or live in 

societies. Rather than treat values and modes of interpretation as “things” best when 

removed, and the bodies and societies which anchor these best when abstracted away as if 

“things” in need of getting out of the way, perhaps it would be better if we could start to 

approach the world in terms of the varied sorts of weavings which could arise, and less in 

regard to ways of thinking which seek to “purify” the world and our ways of relating to it as if 

the world were simply full of things which were at fault for not living up to impossibly idealized 

versions of these. Such ways of thinking have only ever served to reproduce the status-quo of 

“thing”-ifying ways of thinking and doing, if often in more subtle ways.  

 

How can we even begin to see the world differently, if we are always already shaped by the 

world around us to think and do on its terms, in ways which seep down into the very form and 



grammar of how we see our world as carved up into aspects, including that of our very self? 

When the very things of the world are divided up and categorized in terms which mirror that of 

ways of thinking and doing which benefit a powerful few, how do we give rise to forms of 

thinking and doing, from within the world we find ourselves, which do not always already 

predispose us to see the world and its potentials for change in terms which only ever show us 

the options which would benefit the perpetuation of the systems in dominance in our world, or 

at best, simply adjust and adapt them to the conditions of our times?  

 

When we see the world as composed of “things,” we will only ever see the world in a way 

which values the here and now more than anything else, and in a way which seeks to extend 

this here and now beyond itself, to absorb the past and present into its image of itself. In such 

ways the past becomes interpreted as having only been able to give rise to the present as if 

unfurling an inevitable destiny, one which culminates in a present which could revive or even 

go beyond the best parts of the past if we work to make it this way, even if the notion of the 

“best” aspects of the past are, when we interpret the world in ways which value the concrete 

here and now over others, only those which are like idealized and perfected forms of 

whatever is valued by the forms of the present which dominate the world in which we find 

ourselves.  

 

But what are the alternatives? If we do not see the world in terms of “things,” and do not focus 

on concrete immediacy, we are often lead to question how the “things” got this way, and the 

more we investigate this – so long as we do not remain fixated on forms of thinking which are 

as “thing-ifying” in form as the “thing-like” aspects of our present, which try to give our present 

moment the solidity of a “thing” itself – the more we are likely to encounter the ways in which 

the very boundaries of things, their qualities, the divisions between these, and so on, were 



often quite different in the past, and would perhaps have been understood at such times as 

likely leading up to different potential futures than the one which seems to inevitable today.  

 

Rather than a series of ordered stages always already leading up to a presumed set of 

conclusions, or a set of battles which, as is so often depicted in fiction, it is prophecized that 

one must eventually win, the past opens up into a series of weavings, all of which could have 

woven our present differently, and which could weave differently in the future. The past is in 

this way liberated, and by means of this, the future, from merely reproducing a perpetually 

frozen image of the present.  

 

Likewise, as we learn of other cultures and perspectives on the world, we are likely to see the 

lack of necessity of those which dominate our here and now. The “here” as much as the 

“now,” borrowed from the concreteness of “thing-ifying” our ways of thinking of the world from 

its seeming “things,” both lend a hand in producing and reproducing the seeming weight of 

the “things” of our world and all that is associated with these. When we begin to see the 

“things” of our world as simply one way of seeing the world, a world which is often divided up, 

seemingly down to its very fabric, to give rise to “things” and ways of thinking and doing which 

weave these all differently, then it becomes easier to see how no matter how solid the “things” 

of the world around one might seem, that they are simply one way of carving up the stuff of 

the world.  

 

But what carves up the world into things? What weaves the world in ways which produce and 

reproduce such carvings? We do, of course. Our actions intertwine with those which are 

around us, whether others like us or more varied types of agencies in our environments, and 

the world is produced and reproduced in such a way. If we get stuck in habits, we will produce 



and reproduce the world largely as it has been, or often, with minimal adaptation to changing 

circumstances. Our ways of thinking will seek to keep the world static, stable, knowable, 

concrete, controllable, dominatable, and like a “thing,” something inert, graspable by the 

hand, manipulable, predictable, and largely just a mirror of what we have already come to 

know.  

 

Matter is much like this. Physical, material things, they rarely surprise, cause gives rise to 

effect in a relatively mechanical way, and this is part of what is meant by saying that these are 

“things.” Living beings, however, have the ability to surprise, they carry around memories of 

the past in various ways, and these provide not only the means of recognizing aspects of the 

present to predict the future so it does not surprise. For memories of the past, when shattered 

and reworked, can be assembled in new ways to give rise to ways of thinking previously 

unknown. Imagination, creativity, and all the ways of thinking to which these give rise, make it 

possible to see the world differently, and in such ways, how we understand “things,” even 

down to their boundaries, and the very notion of what constitutes a “thing,” can become up for 

grabs.  

 

When we simply reproduce the same ways of thinking and doing, our world becomes 

petrified, frozen, “thing”-like. We become less like the living organisms we are, and more like 

the material substrate, with all the inertia which goes with this, from which these derive. The 

more “thing”-like we are, the less free we are, the easier to manipulate, for we become in 

such ways more and more like matter, and so, while animate, we function more like machines 

than living organisms.  

 

But it can all be different if we do things differently. We give rise to so much of the action 



which makes this world the way it is and continually comes to be. If we do what we do 

differently in ways that weave with others that also stop doing things as they had, it is possible 

for “things” to change. When “things” become stuck, however, when it is difficult to even see 

ways of doing “things” otherwise, then we need to learn to see the world differently. We need 

in such cases new lenses on the world, new ways of thinking which saturate down to our very 

ways of seeing things. When this becomes possible, we begin to see how we could do things 

differently, and if enough begin to do things differently with us, then so much of our world can 

change, and radically so.  

 

But how to start? Perhaps the starting place is simply the very notion that “things” can be 

different if we work to make them this way with others, and that “things” could be understood 

differently, and forms of thinking and doing which intertwine in such a way could help reinforce 

each other to give rise to new ways of making and remaking aspects of the world around us. 

Often the “things” around us seem so heavy, so necessary, so as if they could not be 

otherwise, that it seems impossible to imagine anything could be different.  

 

All the tired old exploitations, violences, oppressions, they seem to recur with such steady 

rapidity, when even the tiniest variation arises, that they can often seem to take on the weight 

of iron-clad laws of nature which, in their very seeming naturalness, seem all but universal, 

certain, and necessary as “the way things are” and “the way of the world” that their logics 

come to seem the logic of the very world itself. The True, the Good, the Beautiful, and Reality, 

which is to say, “the world as it really is, beyond appearances,” in such ways comes to mirror 

whatever the system in dominance has formed us to see as such, molding society and its 

ways of producing us in their own images, and the world thereby.  

 



In such ways, the systems in dominance take on the form of a self-fulfilling prophecy. But 

more than just the dominants can play games in such ways. Once we know that things can be 

different, and once such a conviction shakes us to our core, this becomes a self-fulfilling 

prophecy as well. The conviction that things can be different encourages us to see things 

differently, to do things differently, perhaps at first in ways that are small, perhaps in other 

ways large. But slowly but surely, change begins to seem possible again, not only for us, but 

those around us influenced by how they experience us, and in such ways, a few flakes of 

snow can become a snowball rolling down hill, which can become an avalanche in turn.  

 

In such ways, the world itself can change, and radically so. Everything can start with realizing 

that the world is not made up of “things,” and to learn to see how “thing”-ifying ways of 

thinking and doing, those which project the determinately concrete forms of the here and now 

into other domains, extending in this way the status-quo of whatever systems dominate our 

world today, make it so that the world can often seem “stuck” and “thingified” in various ways.  

 

It is easy to get caught back up in “thing”-like ways of thinking and doing. Such ways have 

been those which have dominated nearly any and all societies, and while there have been 

times in which people came to realize they could change things, so often the systems in 

dominance, or the ways of thinking and doing which become so ingrained in us, lead to the 

reformation of various sorts of systems in dominance not all that unlike those of the past. 

Often this was because systems of change began to take change itself as a good “thing,” or 

because they came to see themselves as good “things,” or their own ways of thinking and 

doing as good “things,” and so such cycles began again in simply new forms. The forms of 

“thing”-ifying thinking are hard to change, after all.  

 



But what if it were possible to see our world not as composed of “things” at all, whether new 

or old or different or this or that, but rather, as not being fundamentally about “things”? The 

word “thing” in Old English, after all, meant “gathering,” as in a group of people, and to this 

day, the parliament of Iceland is called the Althing.dcccxxx What if we began to see “things” not 

so much as unities, as entities so fundamental that even their parts are merely broken off 

aspects of some ideal which links matter and form as this “thing” and not another, but rather 

as repeated patterns of weavings? In such a sense, “things” would become derivative aspects 

of our world, and in this sense, “thing”-ifying thinking would be turned on its head, so to 

speak.  

 

When things are seen as weavings of relations between contexts and processes which give 

rise to them, then none of these need to be the way they are. Everything and anything can be 

different, at least, if we woven differently by the processes to which we contribute and are 

aspects, which give rise to weavings which can stabilize into contexts and relations with 

things as their in-between forms of connection. The thing of the world are in this sense merely 

the residues of processes, the sedimentation of their workings, the least interesting, 

important, or powerful aspects of our world.  

 

By foregrounding weaving, we foreground process, which is to say, dynamic forms of change. 

Rather than focus on the mere here and now, we focus on how this was produced in the past, 

how the past could have been different, and how the future could be different still in turn, 

depending on how we interpret the past. Instead of simply reproducing the values of the past, 

we can begin to question how our ways of interpreting and valuing are produced by the 

systems of actions which give rise to the very contexts of our world whose relations weave 

into knottings which could be knotted differently, with all the potentials to which this gives rise.  



 

In such ways, we can begin to ask ourselves how we want to do what we do, how we want to 

think in relation to all of this, what sorts of values we want to have, how we want to interpret 

our forms of interpretation, and what sorts of actions are most likely to give rise to the sorts of 

better worlds we might want to shape us in the future to help bring into being by means of 

how we and our world change thereby.  

 

For many, so much choice is frightening, and so, it is easier to simply let the powers that be 

decide such things for them, and the powers that be have a way of letting the systems that be 

do the work for them while they simply benefit. In such a way, the world takes on an intertia, 

one which ultimately perpetuates whatever systems currently dominate “things,” and as these 

have nearly always been exploitative and oppressive – and how could they not, as they tend 

to treat any and all but those with wealth and power more like “things” than otherwise - the 

world takes on an inertia towards something like a conservatively semi-stable maximal form of 

oppression with the least change necessary.  

 

So our world has lurched from being dominated by monarchies to high-tech capitalism, but 

how much has really changed? We still “thing”-ify each other, chase after “thing”-ifying images 

and try to possess all the “things” we can, and become made in the images of such “things” in 

this way, as our world becomes reduced to one of things thereby. This book is written in the 

hope and conviction that there are other ways.  

 

To see the world not as composed of “things,” but rather, as forms of weaving of processes 

and contexts and relations, with what seemed like things merely the “knottings” which arise 

when we get stuck in habits of thinking and doing, is a lensing of the world which is always 



possible. It is a lensing which does not value change for its own sake nor the status-quo for its 

own sake. Rather, it is a perspective on the world which frames it relationally, as forms of 

weaving, which is to say, as intertwining and interconnected forms of networking to which we 

all contribute, and in regard to which we are all, and the very future with us, at stake.   

 

Such a perspective throws the question of what sort of world we want squarely back on us, if 

in a way which makes it possible to question the limits which the past seeks to impose on us 

by means of the present, and in ways which have radical potential to open the future, not 

merely for the benefit of the few, but towards forms of opening which could benefit any and 

all. The ability to see the world not as composed of “things,” or connections or systems linking 

these, or categories and concepts derived from these, but rather, as knottings of weavings all 

of which could weave differently, is what this book, and the networked perspective on the 

world which it seeks to articulate, will work to provide.  

 

 

 

From a radically relational perspective on the world taken by a philosophy of emergence such 

as this, there is no such “outside” of the world from which one could theorize the world as if 

one’s theories, and the place from which one theorizes them, is not an aspect. That is, if 

everything is related, then everything, including any philosophical worldview, or any person or 

culture which might produce one, is relative in turn. Radical relativity of this sort is one which 

does away with all absolute Truth, including any sense in which relativity could be understood 

as such.  

 



The philosophy of emergence described here is thus a descriptive philosophy. It does not 

present the world “as it really is,” or aim at grasped “the Truth.” Rather, it seeks to produce a 

description of the world, one which aims to speak from and to a particular socio-historical 

moment, namely, in this case, the age of networks. The descriptions it produces are simply 

that, produced towards a goal of giving rise to descriptions which are developed towards a 

goal of potentiating emergence. If the descriptions produced here are able to potentiate 

emergence, then even if they are merely “useful fictions,” then at least they are that.  

 

Philosophical worldviews may often speak as if from anywhere and nowhere, aiming for the 

True beyond context, taking up the “God-trick” in various ways. But they end up producing yet 

more of what Friedrich Nietzsche famously called “unconscious autobiographies of their 

creators,” but not merely that, but also, of the culture of these creators. As Harraway rightly 

points out, this is a trick that is as old as the hills. Take one’s own biases, present them in the 

guise of eternity, and in this way, one’s own particular biases take on the garb of universal 

necessity. What is more, to the extent to which one’s worldview is abstracted from those of 

the dominant groups in society and their worldviews, then the greater is the extent to which 

one has managed to take the status-quo of the system in dominance, and given it the 

trapping of eternity and universal necessity as well, making it all the more likely that one’s 

philosophy will become taken up as justification and proof of why such a system is best and 

most deserving of support by and all in the world for all times.  

 

This text takes an alternate approach. The philosophy of emergence presented here is the 

result of my biases, and that of the culture which produced me. These enabling conditions 

also limit what is shown. The result is a particular lensing of the world, one which brings some 

aspects into focus over others, making it more likely for those who use this to interpret the 



world in particular ways, influencing in this sense how they do, feel, interpret, value, and think 

as the selves in relation to worlds as they do in the process. The reason I have produced this 

worldlensing is strategic, namely, to potentiate emergence, a valuation of emergence which 

saturates the interpretative models presented here in a manner which is openly admitted and 

embraced, and which is grounded in an interpretation of the world as one of emergence, in 

such a manner that the interpretation and valuation show how they are aspects of thinking 

which has these as aspects.  

 

Rather than see any of this as beyond time and place, or anything like this, the goals are far 

more limited and local. My interpretations, and those of the culture which provides the 

contexts for this, are merely that, and need to be seen as such. Philosophical worldviews are 

like abstract excretions of cultures, full of the values they express, even if they do not openly 

proclaim this. It is questionable, of course, whether or not the values that a text openly 

proclaims is in fact that which it incarnates in what it does as much as what it says it does, but 

the extent to which this text truly potentiates emergence is something which of course can 

only be determined retroactively, when it goes out into the world. Still, the potential is there, 

even if it remains unactualized, and so, the question then is the extent to which this text is 

able to come into sync with its openly stated valuation of emergence in a manner which has 

the greatest potential to potentiate emergence in the wider world, even if this remains 

unactualized for long-afterwards.  

 

There is no way to produce a philosophy of emergence for all places and times, after all. Even 

to call it this is merely a way of speaking, as is the attempt to frame this relationally by means 

of the technology of our day, namely, networks. Now this is not to say that networks do not 

have a great deal to offer a philosophy of emergence, or a philosophy of opening, or whatever 



one chooses to call what this text does. For what this text says, when reduced to a soundbite 

or label, which is to say, this or that reification, is quite different from the complex weaving a 

text or way of thinking gives rise to in a way which is more than the mere sum of its aspects, 

but rather, a process of emergence.  

 

What is presented here is in this sense to be taken as a local intervention, a description which 

it is hoped is able to potentiate emergence. Just as relativism cannot become absolute Truth 

without ceasing to be relative, so it is with the sort of relativism which arises from how 

relationalism deals with the issue of what, in many other worldviews, is described as Truth. 

Rather than see absolute Truth as absolutely not existing, or something like this, the 

perspective put forth here is that notions such as “absolute Truth” or “the way things really 

are” are some of the least likely to potentiate emergence in our socio-cultural moment, and 

hence, should be cast aside. A more relational perspective is that a philosophy of emergence 

is one which values other descriptions over these, these finds these as descriptions of the 

world which undermine the sorts of descriptions which it values in the world, and all to which 

this leads, more than nearly any other.  

 

 

 

 

So to help describe the sort of twisting that is at stake here, a small anecdote can be helpful, 

but it is not a simple anecdote either. Feel free to skip ahead to “the reason for this anecdote” 

if it gets confusing. Imagine you find yourself lost in an unknown landscape, surrounded by 

dense fog. You have a lantern, but you are only able to see a short way in any direction 

because the fog is so dense. Luckily there is a pathway stretching in front and behind you, 



which does not seem to curve from side to side. In an attempt to stay oriented in order to get 

home, and to make sure you don’t cross your own path, you find a walking stick on the 

ground, and dragging it behind you as you go, draw a path to mark where you’ve been. The 

path seems to continue straight ahead without curving to either side or meeting any other, 

even though you do feel sometimes that you are walking uphill, and at other times downhill.  

 

As you continue, however, you start to feel a bit closed in, and slowly begin to realize that you 

are in fact not in an open landscape at all, and perhaps never were, but rather a tunnel of 

sorts, for you are slowly able to make out a ceiling and walls around you. Likely you were 

unable to tell this before because the walls and ceiling were far away from you, but now they 

have gotten closer, and it is easier to see these. The walls and ceiling stop closing in at a safe 

distance, and the pathway continues through the tunnel, so you continue walking and 

dragging your stick through the dirt floor behind you as you go along. Eventually you see the 

walls and ceiling of the tunnel get further away a bit, and you surmise that though you can’t 

see too far in any direction, that you have now emerged from the tunnel above ground. 

Hopefully the fog will soon lift, and you will be able to make sense of where you are. But soon 

you find you must have missed something again, and you are in another tunnel, which once 

again opens on to a landscape.  

 

Then the strangest thing happens. Continuing to walk down the path, you see the start of a 

line in the dirt going forwards ahead of you, and footprints that match you own. How can that 

be? You never veered to the side, simply went up and down in some tunnels. You somehow 

must have walked in a circle, but how? This time you get another, longer walking stick, and 

you use it to mark out overlapping straight lines on the path as you go, so this time you will 

know if the path turned to the side. As you start to panic, trying to think through what is going 



wrong, you wake from your dream, to find a book of mathematical topology at your side, open 

to the page for the strange figure known as a “Klein bottle.” 

 

Now the anxiety dream described in the paragraphs above is luckily only that. For the voyage  

described here is only possible if space and in fact time, as the journey does take time after 

all, curves around your journey as you go, turning outside-in and inside-out back around on 

your pathway through it. A landscape that turns into a tunnel which opens on to a landscape 

which goes into the same tunnel, all without  turning to left or right or leaving a straight-line 

path is only possible, according to mathematicians, if spacetime wraps around you by twisting 

inside-out and outside-in around you in such a way 

 

In the anecdote above, you likely did not notice how strange the goings on were around you 

due to the fog. But if you could see, it would be like taking a rubber tube, of the sort that you 

see inside a bicycle tire, and turning it inside-out and then outside-in around you as walked a 

pathway across it. You’d finally end up in the place you started, but the crafty person turning 

the bicycle tire inside-out and outside-in around you would need to cut and reconnect the tube 

around you as it turned it all inside-out and outside-in around you, in a way which only would 

seem even somewhat normal if you couldn’t much other than the pathway.  

 

A simpler version of what is described above can be seen in the case of a Moebius strip. Start 

with long and thin strip of paper. Curve it back on itself, as if you were going to connects its 

two ends to make a ring, of the sort that could be worn as a bracelet. Before connecting the 

ends, however, twist one end of the strip of paper. Now connect it to the other end of the 

paper. You will end up with a ring of a strip of paper, but with a twist within it that cannot be 

removed without cutting the ring.  



 

If you now place a pen on one side of the strip, and draw a line by pulling the paper 

underneath the pen, the line you draw will eventually reach a point at  which the paper has 

twisted itself around the pen, such that the starting point of the line is on the other side of the 

paper from where the pen is currently placed. If you continue pulling the paper beyond this 

point, however, the line will end by eventually coming “full circle,” in a sense, by meeting up 

with its own starting place. This is why mathematicians refer to a Moebius strip as a “non-

orientable” figure in three-dimensions, and as a single sided surface. 

 

For even though we can make a Moebius strip out of paper, and see that the paper has two 

sides,  as one can make a continuous line on the  paper without lifting one’s pen, the surface 

fits the mathematical definition of having only one  side. What makes this possible is the 

twisting, which makes the shape non-orientable. What this does, in a sense, is twist the space 

of the surface around place where the pen meets the paper to draw the line, something it 

does twice: first when the pen is on the opposite side from where the line  began, and once 

more when it the line ends up where it started, running around both “semi-sides” of the 

Moebius strip to make one complete trip around its single “full” side. 

 

As a single line is able to make this trip, even though  a sheet of paper is a two-dimensional 

surface, a Moebius strip is only categorized by mathematicians as a one-dimensional surface, 

precisely because a one-dimensional line can make a single trip across it. If you glue two 

Moebius strips together edge to edge, and end to end, including the single twist of the 

Moebius strip, now doubled by two such strips. You end up with a Klein bottle, with one tiny 

problem. That is, at some point, the tunnel intersects itself, and any attempt to draw a 

continuous pathway through the tunnel-landscape-tunnel-landscape system will eventually 



have to “jumps through itself,” in a sense, going through its own boundary at some point, even 

if it shouldn’t quite be able to  as this would break the continuousness of the line being traced. 

It is for this reason that mathematicians say that a Klein bottle can’t be fully “embedded” in 

three-dimensional space, only four, hence why I described this as a journey, with time 

functioning as a fourth dimension  of sorts  to make the explanation work.    

 

Now let us say that you have the same anxiety dream as last time, but this time the fog starts 

to lift as you are going around through the strange landscape-tunnel-landscape-tunnel 

system. You would likely notice a few more features of the strange system in question. Since 

you can see further now, you realize that while the path does not veer to the left or right, that 

the ground curves downwards on the left-right axis to either side of you, though gently enough 

so you did not notice the ground curvature on the pathway as you went, as locally, it seemed 

flat enough and escaped your notice.  

 

But now that you can see further, you realize that what you thought to be a landscape is in 

fact not. Rather, it is the exterior of tube of sorts, and as you now remember reading about 

Klein bottles, likely the outside of the very tunnel you were in before. In fact, you leave the 

forward moving path to run to the  left, dragging the stick behind you so you can make a line 

in the dirt beneath your feet to keep track of where you’ve already been, you will arrive back 

at the path again, but from the right, making a full circle around the tube-like enclosure of the 

tunnel, but from the outside.  

 

Furthermore, when you enter the second tunnel, if you look above you, you will see on the 

ceiling of the tunnel the very line you drew when you entered the tunnel the first time. Thank 

goodness gravity keeps your feet planted on the ground in this world. Now if the tunnel were 



made of glass, you’d see even more strange things, such that you’d realize you could see 

your own path through the floor in various directions a few times as well. You have been 

looping around yourself four times, in fact, with the spacetime around you turning itself inside-

out, then outside-in again around you to make this possible.  

 

The very idea of spacetime turning itself inside-out and outside-in is of course nearly 

impossible for us to visualize in brains that are used to visualizing issues of space in three 

dimensions. It is not unlike, however, taking a rubber bicycle tire, cutting the inner tube so it 

opens like a tunnel, and stretchingly turning the inside of the tunnel back on itself at one end.  

Now what was inside is outside, folding back on itself. If you do that at both ends of the inner-

tube, and try to connected the ends, you will find you can’t quite get it to work unless you 

“cheat” and make a hole in the tube to let it pass through itself, and that is something that our 

traveler in the dream does not see.  

 

The reason for this is that the “cheat” described above is not technically part of a Klein bottle 

in a mathematical sense. In a Klein bottle as understood by a mathematician, there is a 

smooth transition from walking on a tube, to walking inside a tube, to walking on the other 

side of the tube than one was at first, to walking inside the other side of the tube one was 

walking in at first, to ending up back where one started. With no fog, you would see the world 

curving up and back and around one, and in ways that would violate the laws of three-

dimensional space. Locally, however, everything would still work in three-dimenional space, 

just not globally, but if you add time as the fourth dimension, three local dimensions and time 

add up to four, and everything works as a Klein bottle should. This is why the fog helps things 

out in the description.  

 



Psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan argues that the human experience of subjectivity in time is like 

this in relation to the process of understanding the unconscious in psychoanalysis. One is 

conscious of various things, but there are symptoms which indicate that something is 

bothering one unconsciously. As the therapy progresses, you are eventually able to put into 

words that which was previously unconscious, but now something else seems to have taken 

its place in the unconscious as needing to be chased down in such a way. You are never able 

to “catch” you unconscious fully because whenever you catch some bit of what was 

unconscious, the unconscious itself has somehow run ahead of you. No matter how fast you 

run, you will be a half twist out of sync with your own unconscious, in and through the process 

of continually working to make what was unconscious conscious.  

 

At first Lacan describes this as due to the twist of the Moebius band. But humans don’t live on 

Moebius strips, they live in three dimensional space, but with time as well. And time is 

paradoxical, at least to spatial conceptions of things. The future we are chasing continually 

becomes the past, and yet, we are still chasing the future which runs ahead of us, and that is 

because time is non-orientable in spatial dimensions, such that spacetime is out of sync with 

itself, in a sense. We find ourselves back where we started, even as we have done nothing 

but chase the future as it has become the past and yet it is still always ahead of us once 

again. Lacan uses his analogies to describe aspects of lived time and how it can seem 

paradoxical when we try to understand it in more reifying spatializing sorts of ways.  

 

The reason for this anecdote was to illustrate the sort of complex twisting that is meant by the 
notion of worldtwisting in this text. 
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Introduction: A Networked Self for a Networked Age 

- Is the Self a Myth?  

- The Self-Made-World of the Web, and the Fragmented Self Underneath 

- A New Model of the Self in an Age of Networks and Networking 

- The Atomistic Self and the Uni-Dualist Subject-Object System 

- Capitalism, Racism, and the Content of the Form of the Atomistic Self 

 

1. Narrativizing the Euro-American Atomistic Self 

- Before the Atomistic Self in Proto-Europe: From the Crusades to Confession, Zero to 

Conquest, Vanishing Point to First-Person Observation 

- The Nucleus of Euro(-American) Modernity: The “Thinking Thing” (Res Cogitans) of Rene 

Descartes   

- The “Spiritual Automaton” of Desire, or G.W. Leibniz on the Self as Windowless Monad in a 

Networked Divine 

- How We Became Things-in-Ourselves, Or The Transcendental Ego of Immanuel Kant 

- The Rejection of the Kantian Subject-In-Itself in German Idealism 

- Modernist Ecstatic Subjectivity and its Discontents, From Kierkegaard to Husserl and Sartre 

- The Self as Ego-Image from Freud to Ego-Psychology 

 

2. Relationalizing Introspection: Critiques and Pathways Beyond 

- Self Beyond Ego-Image in Later Psychoanalysis 

- Learning from Paranoia and Schizophrenia 

- Beyond the Dominant Ego-Image, Or the Politics of Identity and the Oppressed 

- No-Self? Moving Beyond the Ego-Image with the Buddhist Critique of the Self 

- Buddhist Concepts of Shunyata and Pratityasamupada as Critiques of Cartesio-Kantianism 



- The Temporal Self of Henri Bergson 

- The Embodied Self and Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

- Towards Relationalism with Dewey, Whitehead, Simondon, and Deleuze 

 

Part Two: A Neuro-Relational Approach to the Self 

 

Chapter 3: Neural Weaving from World to Brain 

- Networking Sensations Between Body and World 

- Mineness and My Body as Weavings Between 
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The Myth of the Atomistic Self 

 

In our hyper-capitalist world today, in our times of network platforms and virtual reality 



imagings, carried on mobile devices that are saturating our everyday lives and ways of 

thinking as much as the form of the larger scale economic and political forces that shape so 

much of our world today, we are told from our earliest moments that there is a place for us 

within this all. As we emerge from the womb and find ourselves surrounded by faces, bodies, 

and ever more than not, screens, we are called into the world to take up positions and roles 

within it, to identify with this or that image and name, this or that set of identifiers, to associate 

ourselves with a particular set of identifiers and stories, images and symbols, roles and tales, 

and attach them to ourselves, and ourselves to them.  

 

But what is this self? It cannot be seen or touched as our bodies can, it is within yet not in a 

physical way, it is otherworldly yet in varying senses the very form of all we experience. But 

what “is” it, and how did we come to “have” it, or “be” it? How could we even begin to think 

about that which seems as much the form of our experiencing as anything else? Anything I 

think, feel, say, or do is done by a “me,” a self which seems to if not predate these in some 

sort of temporal or logical way, at least arise alongside my ability to do these. What could it 

means to think about such a “thing,” or non-thing, without also reaching at the very 

boundaries of what it means to think, at least, in any form that is recognizable to “ourselves”? 

 

To try to be a self thinking about what it means to be a self is a fraught endeavor in any and 

all senses. Just as the frame of a picture is both inside and outside of it, our selves are like 

the frame of our worlds, and to try to think about ourselves is to try to think in some ways the 

limits of our worlds, and thinking, or at least, their current forms, in the very process. 

Whatever it might mean to be a self today, however, few things seem more clear than the 

notion that the self, along with so much else in our world today, is changing, and rapidly. The 

Internet, “the technology that changed everything,” is joining a long list of epochal 



worldchangers of the past, such as the invention of written language or the modern printing 

press, and it seems we are just beginning, at the time of the writing of this text, to see the 

ripples spread out from the advent of the rise of the technology that made it possible for 

computer mediated virtual realities to ride the waves to mobile devices that we carry with us 

everywhere and anywhere.  

 

That said, society, in whatever form, has always called out to infants to take up their place 

within pre-given sites within the social worlds into which they are born. Infants learn to form 

their sense of “being who they are” in relation to webs of images and words, tools and 

gestures, people and things, and become ever more dynamic in relation to these. What is 

different from the past, of course, is that today the calls of parents and caretakers, extended 

families and those around them, have to compete with the increasingly powerful calls of mass 

media gone Internet, carried on the screens that we take now with us nearly everywhere. 

Each runs on software kept out of sight and often out of mind, often with access restricted by 

their makers, and few seem to even know how to interact with such software anyway, not to 

mention the how the screens are made. It is as if they came to us from an ineffable beyond, 

and yet, they call us into being who we are now as much as anything else.  

 

The very form of who we are is shifting as these new technologies are changing the fabric of 

who we are. This is an opportunity, of course, one which loosens the hold of the older ways, 

and makes it possible for us to see, even if with merely the tiniest bit of distancing, the selves 

we were. And this makes it possible, at least in some ways, to ask the question of the selves 

we might want to become. Do we want to be formed into “selves” in such a way? To even be 

able to ask such a question, we need to be able to see the form of this self, and this is no 

easy task. Like the frame of a picture, it is often barely noticed. And so, what is so familiar 



needs to be made to stand out from the familiarity to which we are so accustomed. And so, let 

us go looking a bit for this self.  

 

In a myrid of ways, in a panoply of forms, here is what we are told. Beneath the various 

images, narratives, scripts, roles, avatars, passwords, profiles, and so much more, there is 

still something that holds all this together, something more than our mere bodies, that which is 

expressed in each and every aspect of us yet is reducible to none in particular. This is our 

self, the very core of who we are, our essence, our soul, our spirit, that which expresses itself 

in each of our deeds, that which we try to bring more fully into the world, that which we try to 

understand, that kernel of uniqueness which could be considered “in one more than oneself.” 

We love and care for our inner kernels, coddle and develop them, seek them everywhere, go 

on voyages to “try to find ourselves,” yearn to become “true to ourselves,” but how can we 

even come to know what our true selves really are? We arrange the interiors of our houses, 

dress in particular styles, arrange our bookcases and consumerist collections, perform for 

others the choosing of this or that set of music or films over others to reflect the unique 

sensibilities of taste of this self, choose hobbies and jobs to suit us, all to express this inner 

core that we seem to want to reflect everywhere and anywhere in order to discover what it 

really is that makes us “who we really are.”  

 

The self is the seat of the desires, and yet, the self desires only itself, to be its best self, and 

to do this by expressing the absolutely singular identity which makes it the absolutely singular 

and irreducible identity which it knows it must really be. We chase this self everywhere, and 

yet, we try to express it in this choice and that, we do not know what to look for in advance, 

and yet, we know what reflects who we are when we see it, of course, when this or that 

commodity or image, destination or lifestyle, seems to fit us, or at least, the self we want to 



become, the self we want to portray, for others or ourselves, in order to convince us all that 

this is who we always really were and were meant to be. If we feel out of touch with 

ourselves, we can go to a therapist, and they can help get us “back on track,” “find a new 

direction,” and “get back in touch with ourselves.” For we are a trajectory, a path, a journey; 

and the self is the anchor, the essence, and the living mirror of what we were always trying to 

be.  

 

We know, of course, and seemingly more today than ever, that there is something a bit off 

about all this. Try to find the self, and it is everywhere but nowhere in one’s life. One can sort 

through all the random objects one has acquired, and while the self is what, at least in theory, 

stitches them together, thank goodness the self is more than any mere thing we may possess. 

The self is beyond any mere outer thing, for it is the inner thing, the mental thing, the mind as 

such, and for those of a more religious persuasion, the seat of the soul or spirit, and if one is 

more secular, the self is the inner uniqueness, that je ne sai quois, the “I don’t know what,” 

that goes beyond even that most precious thing each of us “has,” our bodies.  

 

That said, it is clear that the self is not quite the same as the body, for the too is a mere thing, 

if a particularly special one that I carry with my self everywhere I go. But one should not 

mistake it for the self, but rather, as more like its means of getting around in the world, for the 

self is so much more than the body. The self can go on voyages in my worlds of inner thinking 

and feeling, after all. I go to sleep each night and voyage in my dreams, and leave my body 

behind, and when I think deep thoughts or feel passionately, it is my self that seems to dip 

into and use my body, but cannot be reduce to this. The self is beyond any mere physicality, 

so we are told, it is something far more, a thing which is more than a thing, a thing we carry 

within us, carry within our bodies and transport through our world by means of our bodies, but 



not in a physical way. It is as if the self permeates my entire physical being, and is located 

nowhere in particular within the body, and yet, I know it is more intensely located in certain 

parts me.  

 

The self meets the world through the body, but is not of the world. Every love letter, poem, 

novel, or song I write expresses my deep inner self, but the self cannot be simple, brute 

matter. It feels too deeply, its thoughts penetrate the meanings of the cosmos and the eternity 

of time. For those who believe in a divine, the self is on the same plane as God and eternity, 

and for the more secular sorts, the self is on its own sort of plane, a plane of pure thoughts 

and feelings, pure images and dreams, pure memories and fantasies, and it merely rides 

around in this husk of a body, one always in need of repair, one which will decay like all 

matter, and yet, we will live on in eternity, literally with God, and if not, perhaps in something 

more like an eternity of our dreams.  

 

This is the ideology of the atomistic self which this text will seek to get within, get to know 

deeply, and tease apart its threads. This is a self at once otherworldly yet oddly also tied firmly 

to this world, radically distinct from the body yet somehow parallel to it, a self anywhere and 

nowhere yet always right here and now, a thing we seem to at times lay hold of but at others 

anything but. While what I have described in the preceding paragraphs presents my own take 

on this, my own sense of how I too have been sold such a structure, my guess is that even if 

my readers do not identify with various aspects of what was said, they will recognize the basic 

contours of these notions, dominant as they are in so much of the world today, and ever more 

intensely so.  

 

For it seems nearly everything in our media saturated world teaches us to see ourselves in 



such ways today. Even when we resist, even when we try to live differently, we know that this 

is what a self is commonly understood to be in the increasingly global culture of the Internet 

which is knitting ever more of the world more intensely together than ever before. And while 

there are of course niches within this, the form of all contents tend to be homogenize all the 

contents to similar forms in various ways. As such, raised as we are in such worlds, it seems 

as if nearly everything works to predispose us to see ourselves this way, such that it can be 

even difficult to imagine finding ways to speak, dream, or think differently.  

 

After all, this is the self that is implanted in us from earliest childhood, even as it is us, for it is 

how we are formed in our world today. We are raised as much by our media, now taken to the 

Web and our mobile devices, as our parents were raised by simpler forms of such media as 

well. And in this, the self is the form of the various contents which our media present us as so 

many choices. What could be more self-evident than the very form of our daily realities? And 

yet, forms also have contents, and this self has a content as well. While the self may seem 

like a purely empty form, it is hardly a content-less, value-less shell. It is the shape of our 

contemporary society turned inside out and outside in to form us in its own image. We are 

made to the shape of our society turned outside in. It has a history and stakes and 

ramifications, it privileges some aspects of the world over others, connecting by separating, 

producing a particular yet always limiting sort of framing, as can be said of any form of media. 

 

But do we want to keep forming ourselves this way? Do we agree with the values and modes 

of interpretation which have shaped us in these ways? Is this what we want to pass down to 

our futures? If we continue to form ourselves this way, we will continue to shape our worlds 

similarly. For how we see ourselves is how we imagine our potentials for actions, as selves 

and with other selves. But perhaps there are other ways, if we could learn how to see them, 



ways which could allow us to rethink and rework what it means to be a self, and a self with 

others, and hopefully, in ways which help us to see how we could shift how we contribute to 

the making and remaking of our world each day, so as to do this a bit less destructively.  

 

The Self of Disavowal, Or Peering Beyond the Kernel 

 

This book will go looking for the self described above. This will not prove an easy task, 

however. For this self is a myth, and myths, as Roland Barthes famously argued, are slippery 

things. They are everywhere and nowhere, yet so taken for granted they are difficult to see. 

Once one tries to lay one’s hand on them, they tend to slip away, and once one tries to make 

sense of them, they tend to fall into paradox or contradiction, and the self is no exception. But 

why might that be? Myths, for Barthes, are not simple, rational, reasonable, logical, or 

anything like this, whatever such notions might even mean. Rather, they are like knots within 

a tangle of threads: untangle the knot¸ and only threads remain. So it is with myths. We do not 

find ourselves tied to myths because they make sense, but often, precisely because they do 

not. Myths allow us to have our cake and eat it, so to speak, and so it is the with the self.  

 

And this is part of why the self tends to be anywhere but where it seems it must be, at least 

when one goes looking for it. It is as if one can only look at it out of the corner of one’s eye, 

and yet, to get a sense of what is at stake, that is precisely what must be done, in order to 

untangle it, and pull apart the threads. If one pulls them all away, of course, as with any knot, 

one will nothing but a bunch of disconnected strands, and this is the danger, of course. Many 

have deconstructed various notions of the self in the past, and yet, the notion has not gone 

away, for without a self, how could we navigate our worlds?  

 



No, if one is going to take apart something so crucial, one needs to replace it with something 

else, and that will be part of what this book will work to do. To unravel the more traditional 

notion of the self, and present in its place a possible alternative. A more relational form of the 

self, one which, it is hoped, is far less destructive. For if one merely critiques something 

without providing something new to take its place, the older form tends to hang around, like a 

ghost, haunting things. No one is sure if they believe it is really there, but they still act as if 

they do, until they see another way. None of which is to say that what is presented here is the 

only way to rework the self. But if this text can do it, it can be done, and if the way this text 

does this inspires others to do this in their own way, to do what this text tries to do better, 

particularly in ways which can help point out potential pathways towards less destructive 

worlds, than this text will have accomplished more than its aims.  

 

As Barthes argues, myths allow us to “have our cake and eat it” by making it possible to do 

what psychoanalysis tends to call “disavowal.” Disavowal is to do things in the mode of “I 

know that x is the case, but nevertheless …” For example, when I watch a film on a screen, I 

know that it’s not real, but nevertheless, for an hour and half, I imagine that I am not looking at 

moving patterns of light on a screen, but rather, a car chase, or a fight scene. I know that 

wizards and dragons aren’t real, but for an hour and a half, I am a wizard fighting a dragon. 

Or, in regard to advertisements, I know that this cheezy advertisement is trying to manipulate 

me into buying this product that I do not need, and I know that buying this product is not going 

to make me as happy as the people in the advertisement seem, but I know I will get a rush if I 

buy the product, and it will be in a tiny way as if I am as happy as the people in the 

advertisement, and so, I will buy it.  

 

Psychoanalysts argue that disavowal produces a split in the self, and without getting into all 



the tangles which arise from the feedback loop of trying to use a theory of the self to get 

beyond the self, suffice it to say that disavowal indicates a moment of a split between two 

modes: one which gets to enjoy a fantasy, and the other which doesn’t. When I watch a film 

and identify with the wizard fighting the dragon for an hour and half, part of me feels quite 

silly, knowing that I am simply watching patterns of moving light, knowing I have never seen a 

wizard, knowing that the plot is poorly written, knowing that the special effects are second rate 

and why am I so drawn to this in the first place? But the other part of me, the part that 

engages with the fantasy, is having a great time doing so. I am conflicted about this, of 

course, but I do not repress my conflict any more than I become delusional and start to 

believe that I really and truly am a wizard fighting a dragon.  

 

Rather than split myself off from how I really feel, or from how the rest of the world and even I 

see the fantasy of wizards and dragons, I remain in a sort of suspended state which film 

theoriests describe as one of “suspended disbelief.” I know there are no wizards and dragons, 

I know it is just moving light on a screen, “but nevertheless …”. It is as if there are two of me, 

or rather, it is like I am in a blurred state, like that of a quantum phenomenon or Schrodinger’s 

famous cat, is entangled between two versions of my self, one which believes the fantasy, 

and the other which does not. So it is when I buy yet another silly product because of an 

advertisement I know is trying to seduce me, and yet I allow myself to be seduced, because 

it’s fun.  

 

This is what psychoanalysts influenced Jacques Lacan would call “surplus enjoyment.” While 

I watch the film or buy the product, it is as if some other me is skeptical and doesn’t believe in 

this stuff, but I get to enjoy the fantasy. After the rush has faded, I can then go back to my 

cynical, jaded, and theoretically sophisticated self who knows such products and ads are silly, 



knows wizards and dragons aren’t real, and would never be duped by such things. I oscillate 

between states, none of which ever fully dominate me. For if you ask me whether I really 

believe in wizards and dragons while watching the film, I will of course admit I do not, but be 

quite annoyed that you did, for you will jar me from my trance-like absorption in the film. And if 

you ask me whether I want to see another such film in my more critical states, I will say of 

course, they are great guilty pleasures.  

 

We relate to so many aspects of our world this way, and in some ways, disavowal can be 

seen as much of the glue that holds societies together. When I look outside of my window and 

say to my friend “look at that nice tree,” and they look at the tree as well, language has 

communicated just fine. But by using the word “tree,” I am pointing at the tree while also, in a 

sense, erasing it. The tree is a unique and singular living thing, and no other has the same set 

of grooves in its bark, the same set of textures and branchings, the same way of weaving its 

location and situation together as it does. The molecules in this tree are not the same as 

those in any other, nor its form. This tree is maple, not oak, not beech, not birch. When I say it 

is a tree, I erase, or at least hold in suspension, all that makes what is before me singular and 

unique, and instead, see it as only a particular manifestation of a general concept, of 

“treeness.” In a sense, there is never “this” tree, only “a” tree, for tree is a general notion, and 

the particular tree in front of me is a sort of fantasy which tries, like the evil twin in a horror 

film, to take the place of the very unique and concrete green and brown branching textured 

living reality in front of me.  

 

All words, in this sense, rely on a sort of disavowal, and all concepts with them. We can’t go 

without using them, at least, not if we want to have lives that mesh meaningfully with those of 

others. Nor should we simply think they reflect the world “as it really is.” But we can choose 



which words we use, and think about how, and why, and towards what larger picture set of 

goals and hopes and dreams. Each word, each concept, foregrounds some aspects of things, 

and backgrounds others, at least, when isolated from the flows of language, but within this 

flow, we can isolate off words and concepts and flow in relation to them in ways which keep 

the fantasies and erasures in place, or always look at them askance, out of the corner of our 

eyes, so to speak. And as we do so, we gain a degree of freedom in regard to them, their 

fascination has a little less hold on us, and we can begin to question how these relate to the 

bigger pictures which are always at stake.  

 

If the self as we have come to know it is a concept and word, this concept and word has come 

to be a myth as well. Barthes argues that a myth is a sort of second-level concept or meta-

concept, it is a concept which regulates how we use others, and with such a taken-for-

grantedness that it is often unseen. It is like the screen that we so often fail or choose not to 

see while watching the film projected on it. This leaves us, however, at the mercy of those 

who put the images there, and which images and fantasies they choose to show us. We put 

the images there, of course, or at least, our viewing habits influence what the content 

providers put on screen, as they try to guess the sorts of dreams we want to collectively 

dream. But we can influence these processes as well, we do other things, or watch other 

images, or make our own.  

 

The situation with the self is more complicated, of course, as we cannot simply walk away 

from it, as it is how we have been formed to inhabit our worlds. But we can get some distance 

from this notion, shift how we relate to it, and over time, shift how we recreate it through 

actions we take with others which give rise, at least in part, to the world which selfs us and the 

selves which we world each day. The hope of a text like this is that it will contribute to such a 



process.  

 

The form of the self which this text finds most concerning is the one which imagines the self 

as like a small, ideal, inner island. As will become clear, if one goes looking for this form of the 

self in something like a pure form, it is all but impossible to find. As with such myths, such 

“master signifiers,” as Jacques Lacan would have it, or what I would prefer to think of as 

“grounding terms” in a cultural discourse, they arise slowly over time until they reach a certain 

critical mass, and they do not arise from any one part of a culture, but from many sides, often 

from everyday culture more than the so-called “high-culture” artifacts abstracted from it, for it 

is the common sense of daily life. Still, such daily stuff forms the raw materials from which 

more abstract domains form themselves, whether to bolster or criticize these or something in 

between, even as they feed back into these in turn.  

 

The notion of the self dominant in the world today, this atomistic ideal inner kernel, is one 

which, I believe, has been promoted by the system which dominates our world today. In what 

follows, I call this capitalism, and this is the best term for this that I can find, but it is worth 

saying that I do not mean capitalism in the reductively economic sense. Rather, capitalism 

can be seen as the manner in which everything and anything is reduced to the raw materials 

for centralizing accumulation for more of this, for its own sake, and at any and all costs. The 

word “capital,” after all, simply means “pertaining to the head” of something, and it is in this 

sense that I see capitalism as essentially the push towards centralization in more ways than 

one. Financial capital is simply one of the more common forms whereby our world centralizes 

power and control over the potentials whereby the world unfolds, most often by reducing the 

form of the world, a form of centralization in regard to form, to identical quantities of the same, 

namely, money.   



 

This book will look at the self as an analogue of this form. The dollar is to financial capitalism 

what the self is to our contemporary capitalism of the world. That is, the self, in the atomistic 

form dominant in the world today, is one of the primary ways in which we are made to 

resonate with the form of capitalism dominating our world today, mostly, but not exclusively, 

through financial capital. For this capital cannot do so today without its primary product, 

namely, images. Images are what make us buy products and work the jobs that we do, and 

not merely the images in advertisements. We “buy into” the lives we see in our media, and we 

sculpt ourselves according to the complex weaves of images, “fictional” and otherwise, we 

internalize thereby. We know that our cinema, our advertising, our reality shows, our news, 

our politics, that none of it is to be taken “fully seriously,” and yet, we engage with it, in one 

form or another, in the mode of “nevertheless …” 

 

The atomistic self which this book will work to critique and rework is one such image. It is the 

notion that we have an abstract, ideal, non-physical, kernel of uniqueness within us that we 

need to express. This self, the self of dominant image capitalism today, is the primary image 

that capitalism sells, and what it sells is our very selves. We buy this self before we even 

know what it is to be a self, to buy anything, or before we are ourselves or anything else. 

Sitting in front of our televisions as children, and now in front of our mobile screens, the 

images presented call to us, presenting a ready-made place for us to slot ourselves into the 

world beyond us. As infants, we mold ourselves so easily to our environments, of course, and 

so it is. We are give a place within the social, one which we can take up if we internalize the 

form of this place. We take the general form of the atomistic self into us, and then place 

ourselves, by means of this link, into the networks of the social.  

 



Once we do this, everything runs itself. This is why some have argued that what capitalism 

really produces is selves, and while I would argue that it produces images, with the self as the 

primary image, the difference between such positions is relatively minor. There are other 

crucial images produced in this system. These are other meta-images, myths, which help 

provide the grammars of the other less central images, which determine in part how these 

circulate. If one takes such a meta-image apart, however, the others tend to loose their fixity 

and become unmoored. That is the hope of a text like this in regard to the self. To help let not 

only this notion, but those which anchor to it, breathe more, and hopefully, rethread in less 

rigid ways.  

 

What are some of these other meta-images that the system sells us? The notion that money, 

or even gold, are valuable, or that people “own” houses or property, or that the economy is 

“real” beyond people doing things and coming up with values for them, or that anyone can 

become a CEO or celebrity and that these are valuable things. Or that the divisions between 

people, like nations, races, ethnicities, and religions are not part of how the system produces 

differences to keep us all divided from each other, always looking to see who “has” more, so 

that we are at each others throats, if with a few breaks to watch our “guilty pleasure” shows 

on the side, rather than trying to work together to rethink and perhaps even change things for 

the better.  

 

For the system knows that it needs to keep us all distracted and chasing fantasms if it is to 

make sure that we don’t try to shift it. This is not to argue that there are some CEOs in back 

rooms trying to manipulate us all, though they are there as well, but they are much controlled 

by the system as we are. We are the system of centralization, but we are it dispersedly. The 

trick, as Karl Marx argued, is to not only make the world, but to realize that we make the 



world, and remake it, each and every day. And once we realize this, to not only describe the 

world, but perhaps to find ways to change it.  

 

We all know the world is far more destructive than it needs to be, and yet, we seem unable to 

help ourselves. Rather than our state of continued disavowed centralization which tends to 

always benefit the few who find themselves near the centers, rather than our continued 

disavowed dreams to find our ways to these centers to the exclusion of others, the means 

whereby we manipulate ourselves to keep reproducing the very same system, perhaps we 

can find other ways. This text is an attempt to contribute in its way to the hope that such 

things might be possible.  

 

The argument can be summed up as follows. There never was an atomistic self in its pure 

form, and it is hardly a “real” thing in our world today, even if there is little that is more real, for 

it is the form our realites take. This text will engage with some of the more abstract 

formulations which this abstract notion takes. It will track various manifestations of what could 

be seen as the origins or foundation for the atomistic self, and work to show that it was never 

as atomistic as it might have seemed to be, and that such seeming foundations upon which 

such a notion could rest are anything but.  

 

In this, the text will go looking for the atomistic self. It will work to show that while we tend to 

imagine the self as a sort of abstract, inner, somehow otherworldly “thing,” that such a notion 

ultimately makes little sense in regard to the sort of work that such a notion is called on to do. 

That is, if one goes looking for the self, one will find that it is not a thing, and to the extent that 

it is a thing, what one finds is not the self. That is, the self as lived is far richer and more 

complex, and far less atomistic or ideal as anything like the self reduced to a sort of 



impossibly abstract thing, the image of a thing really, or an image treated like a thing.  

 

And so, this text will work to show that such a thingified image is not the self, and that self can 

be so much more than this. Rather than something like an ideal inner kernel or otherworldly 

atom, this text will work to show that the self can be seen instead as a sort of twist or complex 

folding inside out and outside in of the stuff of the world. Rather than see the world as split 

radically between ideal mind and dead matter, and see the ideal atom of the self as existing 

only the in the former rather than latter, and all truth and goodness with this, this text will work 

to show that such an exclusive binary system is always unified, a sort of uni-dualism, which 

splits the world in to in a manner which has a logic of unequal sameness which is able to 

come into resonance with the structure of capitalism itself, and is in fact one of the primary 

cultural forms whereby capitalism, long before it took its modern Euro-American forms, tends 

to manifest.  

 

Philosophy is only one highly abstract cultural manifestation, and this text intervenes within 

the cultural domain of philosophy, and it is unlikely that such an endeavor can impact much of 

the culture at large on its own. But there is way in which the myth of the atomistic self at work 

in the world today is assumed to find something like a firm support in the philosophies of the 

past, and this is one this text will work to dispel. It will go looking for a firm foundation for 

something like the fantasy of the atomistic self, and show instead that nothing within the 

history of philosophy which could both serve as a secure foundation or core notion of 

something like an atomistic self can be found, and to the extent to which various forms of self 

in the history of philosophy are found, they are hardly up to the task of grounding anything like 

a self worth of the name. Rather, they tend to reduce the self to something like a small part or 

aspect of it, fixing the self to this or that rigid formulation, petrifying it or freezing it, and in 



doing so, sell the self short in regard to what it is, but also what it could be or even become.  

 

This text will therefore work to show that the self is and always was more than these reductive 

formulations, if the word is to have any meaning at all. And while the self could be merely a 

word, once a word is not isolated from the flows of language, it is not merely a word either, but 

rather, a dynamic aspect whereby we abstract from and re-intertwine with aspects of our 

worlds in meaningful ways. And in this sense, just as this text will work to show that the 

atomistic self is a myth, it will work to call another, hopefully less destructive myth, into being. 

This is the relational, networked self, the self which it sees as a twist in the world, which is to 

say, a worldtwisting.  

 

The hope of this text is that if it is possible to see the self as less split-off from the rest of the 

world, and more a part of it, that we can form more relational ways of understanding our world 

and how we relate to it in general. Rather than dispense with all myths, for we need ways to 

structure our relation with our worlds, this text will work to try to draw attention to the myth of 

the atomistic self, and do so in a way which unravels its seeming necessity, and any sense 

that it has firm foundations, in order to reweave what remains with threads of potentials for 

other ways of making meaning of our worlds.  

 

No way of looking at the world, no way of grasping it, whether as word, concept, meaning, 

myth, or anything else, seems to be able to account for it all. Each is partial, each obscures 

some things while making others clear, which is to say, each aspect of the world may shed 

light on the world, but none can account for it all, especially as the world is always changing, 

and full of potentials to change in ways yet unknown. If there is a deep myth to this text, it is 

this one. The notion that however you try to get a handle on the world, conceptual or 



otherwise, the world is always more, and one’s grasping is always only an opening on to the 

more radical open of which is only ever an aspect.  

 

It is as impossible to prove this as the basis of any other such myth, for even if one could 

prove such a myth, what then would be able to prove the proof, and show that it too is not yet 

another layer of myth? Despite the plain phrasing in use here, this is an issue that has 

challenged the most abstract philosophers, and with no seeming solution, at least, if one 

wants that sort of thing. This text will argue that the very desire for such ultimate foundations 

is part of the problem, and one not unrelated to the desire for centralization, when in the world 

beyond or at the base of the self. A more open approach to the world and self, one which is 

not as fixated on policing boundaries and remaining pure and permanent in its possessions is, 

I believe, a pathway to a better world. And while philosophy can only help in its way, it must 

do what it can.  

 

If nothing else, a book like this can show that whatever foundations that one might imagine 

underlie such a notion of the self, they are nowhere near as coherent as they may want to 

seem. And to show, in a way that moves from within the older models towards alternatives, 

providing bridge structures along the way, that these very ways are not only possible, but in 

fact, desirable as well. We cling to the atomistic sense of self, after all, even while knowing 

how destructive it is, because we fear what we will lose if we dispense with it. This text will 

work to show that not only do we not lose much, but in fact, there is so very much to 

potentially gain. 

 

The Self-Made-World of the Internet, and the Fragmented Self Underneath 

 



In this sense, even if the self of the past is a fiction, it can be a useful one still. For it provides 

a point of entry, a tiny bit of traction on a world spinning out of control, and as the self was in 

some ways the fundamental fantasy which lead to the world as we know it today, then 

perhaps it is a particularly lever on the structures of our age. For while the self of old out of 

sync with our new realities in so many ways, it has hardly gone away. Rather, it remains like a 

ghost or a zombie, haunting our age. Few believe in it as they had, and yet, many cling to it 

out of fear of losing their way in confounding times, as our technologies magnify, multiply, and 

manipulated our selves in seemingly ever new ways.  

 

For as much as ours in age in which the self seems fragmented, it is also an age in which the 

self seems magnified to nearly insane dimensions. And this is not merely due to the 

narcissism machines of social media, but also the ways in which the Web now seems to read 

our minds, and provide us a carefully sculpted version of the world we want to see. If the 

advertisements we see online seem to rise to meet us, our very searches and news are now 

sculpted by what the Web thinks we will want to see, all to keep us watching and hooked in, 

ever more fascinated by the images of ourselves refracted back as a world in our Internetted 

mirrors.  

 

And so, each of us looks at our screens, and we see a world increasingly tailored to what the 

Internet thinks we want to see. In ages prior, if a person lived in a world of their own dreams in 

the past, this would be called delusion or psychosis, but today, we have machines that 

provide us with these, and in the process, the world seems to be becoming just a tiny bit more 

insane, and what of us? It is hard to say. What is clear, however, is that as much as ours is a 

time in which the self seems scattered and shattered by the algorithms that make everything 

work, that aggregate each of our deeds with those of countless others to make sense of our 



data, that what is sold back to us is a self magnified beyond the past’s wildest dreams.  

 

That said, if increasingly we are each given by our screens a version of the world as we want 

to see it, not all these worlds can occur at the same time, at least not physically, and we are 

starting to see some of the ramifications of how conflicting dreamworlds can lead to conflicting 

realities. Only those who have been able to find their ways to the centers of the algorithms 

behind the scenes, whether the old or new ones, seem to be able to turn their dreams into 

realities without any glitches, while the rest of us may see the worlds we want to see on our 

screens, but our worlds off-line seem far different. The Web is excellent for escapism as we 

all know, but now escapism seems to be entering the very fabric of our realities.  

 

But underneath the multiplicity of our micro-selves and avatars and the borderline insanity of 

the hypertrophied self-made-world that the Web seems to want to sell us, are the algorithms 

which know no selves. They know only clicks, likes, views, searches, and other discrete 

actions. Our selves are only addresses in relation to these. The algorithms mine our data by 

intertwining all our moves with those of others, and by means of shattering and scattering us 

to bits in this way, the Web has come to predict what “someone like us” will like in regard to 

various circumstances, such as which advertisement to show us while we search for a 

particular movie title.  

 

This is how the Internet sees us, which is to say, quite differently from how it want us to see 

ourselves, magnified and massively oversized, and all quite different from how we may feel, 

scattered and pulled in so many directions, yet called to ever more convincingly by the 

screens which seem ever more confidant, consultant, sibling, friend, parent, therapist, 

teacher, counselor, fling, lover, fantasy, confidant, and perhaps even the form of our new 



selves, terrifying as this may seem. And yet, none of us, even those who help produce all this 

for a living, are given access to all the technology which is sealed off from participation on our 

screens. And even if all these devices allowed all of us to gain access to all their points of 

entry, few of us know the complex codes needed to shift their parameters, or all how to hack 

all the technology they employ.  

 

As Bernard Stiegler has argued, we live in the first moment in living memory in which there is 

no one alive who can fully explain how everything around us works, and fewer understand 

even the most basic technologies which shape our daily realities than ever before, and by a 

massive margin. In ages past, it was not difficult to at least understand how a smith forged 

metal, a cooper made barrels, or a tanner made leather, but today, brilliant engineers may 

know how to produce a computer chip yet be left baffled by code, while a brilliant coder may 

know nothing of the materials science needed to produce a screen. We live in an age of a 

massive crisis of memory and understanding.  

 

If we want to be able to speak back to the times, we need models which are able to engage 

with them on their own terrain. We need networked models able to speak to the tenor and 

form of the times, which are able to deal with the crises and potentials on terms which can 

make the most of the opportunities we face. Beyond the hypertrophied self-made-world which 

the Web may want to sell us, beyond the “someone like me” in this or that situation into which 

the algorithms may want to transform us, beyond the fragments and shards of micro-selves 

with little to bring any coherency, understanding, or agency, we need a way to engage with all 

of these, a way to produce a new, networked model of the self, one able to speak to the very 

form of our networked times, and able to help us find ways to once again feel like we live in a 

world which makes sense, and which is in large degree the result of our collective making.  



 

 

 

A New Model of the Self in an Age of Networks and Networking 

 

This book will work to develop a pathway towards a more networked sense of self. In this, it is 

a part of what I have come to call “the networkological project,” a multi-book and multi-

platform endeavor to redescribe all aspects of the world in terms of networks and networking. 

Not only are networks the future, they are also, I believe, a radical opportunity and pathway 

towards less destructive, violent, and oppressive futures. Our world is currently shifting from 

more atomized, linear, binary, and flat models to those of baroquely networked complexity. 

Whenever the world shifts radically, it enters a period of instability, such as that in which we 

currently reside. Before it settles into a new equilibria of more of the same exploitative 

violence in newer forms, there is always a chance that it can go off the rails for the worse, or 

tip towards a pathway different from the maximum-sustainable-exploitation of the many by the 

few which has been the norm rather than exception in our world.  

 

The networkological project is one which sees the networks of the world as hardly networked 

enough. The rise of the Internet has made it possible to see how the world has perhaps 

always been more networked than we imagined, and perhaps networked to the core, even 

though we have traditionally seen things in terms which are rather far more discrete and 

restricted, in terms of atoms and terrains, blocs and boundaries, and only a handful of lines of 

connections. Today it seems as if the world is a multiplicitous fabric of interweavings, and 

anything solid within this but a temporary knotting within the shifting flows. That said, just as 

before, all the power and profit drains to centers, and while the centers of the past were 



generally visible, those which pull all the strings behind the scenes today are far more 

obscured by the wild image play which is the very form of our age.  

 

The networks that dominate our world today are in this sense hybrid formations. They are 

distributedly networked on the surface, but underneath, they are powerful machines for the 

centralization and accumulation of surpluses of any and all sorts. Or, framed more precisely, 

they are distributed in content, but their form makes them all dance to the same centralizing 

rhythms. After all, one can say or do just about anything online, so long as its form makes it 

profitable to the algorithms which provide the form of all the content we see.  

 

Just as terrorist networks may have highly distributed cells, yet often listen to the distributed 

dictates of one leader, or follow an even more decentralized yet rigid ideology seeking to 

make the world take all one form, so it is with capitalism today. To refer to the system-in-

dominance in our world today as “capitalism” may seem to oversimplify of course, and this is 

likely the case, if one thinks of this term in only its financial sense. But if one think of it in 

regard to the original meaning of the term capital, Latin for “pertaining to the head,” then such 

notion makes more sense.  

 

Capitalism in this sense is any network which strives to centralize power and control over 

others, to make them all pulse according to its centrally determined beat. Older forms of 

centralization still exist, and are deployed by the much more wily systems which use 

distributed means for centralizing ends. Where prior conservatisms are conservative and 

paranoid, like dominating sovereigns, todays forms do not care about nation or tribe, belief or 

creed, so long as everything is monetized and profitable, so long as we all look and buy. 

Older territorial hatreds are deployed to keep us at each others throats, a logic of divide and 



conquer, to make sure we do not all see common cause and try to shift the terms of the game 

as a whole, but profit and finance are only the most efficient means to the end of a systems 

which desires more of the same, not in content but in form, or rather, content converted to 

form, and form its own sake. The biological form this takes is cancer, while in culture, 

capitalism seems a decent enough word.  

 

But there are other ways. Truly centralizing networks tend to overcentralize and cut 

themselves off from the very world which supports them, while distributed networks thrive and 

grow, and are responsible for the massive diverse evolution of complexity within our physical, 

living, and cultural worlds. All our networks are distributed in one form or another, or we 

wouldn’t be here, but some tend to the more centralizing side or distributed side within this. 

Those networks which tended towards the centralizing side in the past are those of traditional 

conservatisms, of paranoid territorialism and kingly domination, but in an age of capitalism, 

such forms arise in so many virtual forms, as nationalisms and racisms which keep us divided 

while the superficially distributed networks make any and all possible, while centralizing 

money and power for those who were able to find their ways to sit close to the centers of 

where the algorithms extract surpluses behind the scenes.  

 

In order to do this, however, they need to make use of distributed formations which are 

between centralized control and decentralized chaos. Between order and disorder, this is 

where distributed forms of networking lie, and as the capitalist system-in-dominance in our 

world today makes use of distributed forms, if for anti-distributive ends, the distributed means 

it uses can be fostered and grown, from all and any sides at once, until the centralizing 

resonance machines can no longer keep all the networks playing the same games whose 

rules are determined always in advance to benefit the most powerful players who hide behind 



the scenes. Because capitalism must use distributed networks to remain viable and not, as 

Marx famously argued, “dig its own grave,” there are always distributed levers which can be 

used to make capitalism mutate fundamentally and in fact cease to be the exploitation 

machine that it is.  

 

The hope of the networkological project is that by showing how distributed networks lurk 

within the forms of capture which the capitalist system employs, as the very potentials which 

keep them moving, that we can better learn to unleash the potentials which remain concealed 

within the very stuff of the world within and around us. We live in a petrified world of frozen 

dreams, and yet, our world is a perpetual dynamo and motion machine. If we can blast open 

the channels which keep the flows of the world producing the same segmentations in the 

same forms, if we can unthread the same fabrics being produced by the same weaving 

machines, we can unravel the machines of control themselves and rework things in far more 

radically distributed and ultimately more powerful and creative ways.  

 

For it is the distributed networks of the world which gave rise to life and all the creative 

developments which have flowed from this. Our is a world which does not aim to foster radical 

creative growth, but rather, growth of profit, more financial capital as fast as possible for its 

own sake. But ours could be world which values the increase of quantities of qualities in ever 

more complex forms, that which gives rise to life and the emergence of all that sustains and 

develops this in every new and differingly intense ways.  

 

It is such a world that this text hopes, in its way, to help imagine and foster in its way. The 

networkological project seeks to do this in many ways, but this book will work to help pave the 

way for a more networked version of the self. It will do this by examining some models of the 



self of the past, and working to blast them apart from within, to reweave their aspects in more 

distributed networkable ways. The hope is that this approach is one which will be able to not 

only better come into sync with the unique circumstances of our age, but also point towards 

pathways currently obscured towards potentially less oppressive futures.  

 

 

 

The Atomistic Self and the Uni-Dualist Subject-Object System 

 

In order to do so, it will be necessary to get within the older model of the self. This is the self 

as a sort of inner abstract nucleus or atom within us. Such a self sees itself as a sort of inner 

core within us, made of otherworldly stuff radically distinct from the physical stuff of the world. 

Those of a more religious persuasion have styled this the soul, while as Europe and then 

America became largely secular, the soul secularized into the self with it, even if the form 

remained largely the same. If the soul was a tiny bit of the realm of the divine realm of God 

within the fallen world of matter and flesh, the self is the tiny bit of the God of this world, profit, 

within us.  

 

Between the stuff of the self and the stuff of matter, we have been told there is an 

unbridgeable divide. Nothing can ever be as complex, as special, or as unique as the human 

soul, and the self is our little bit of that, what makes us human rather than “merely” anything 

else, separating us from the inert, dead world of mere things. Our selves are what make us 

unique and special, and while this may have once been to a personal deity which served as 

an Other that cared for our every deed and ultimate salvation, now it is the panoply of others 

online for whom we are continually called to perform, to see and be seen, all in the name of 



the Other of the great Google in the sky, the Internet itself which remains everywhere yet 

unseen.  

 

In days prior we were taught to imagine the self as a light of Reason, a nucleus of pure mind, 

as a seat of passions and desires, as an enclosure within the world upon which its image-

sensations are displayed along side our volitions which it projects out into the world. The self 

is in our bodies more than themselves, it is that je ne sais quois, the ”I don’t know what,” that 

special something, which anchors all the concepts, images, roles, and scripts we may use to 

help position ourselves in the social world. We care for this self and protect it, we try to 

become our very best selves, we become a project for ourselves, and may even see a priest 

or a therapist if we feel we have lost touch with ourselves.   

 

Such a self is premised on radically distinct boundaries. The self is pure mind in a world 

separated off from pure matter, or so we have been told, for the human mind is too special for 

anything, whether animal or machine, to ever reach its heights, for we are singular, distinct, 

ineffable, and utterly unique. Just as peoples separate themselves off from others in terms of 

us versus them, so we are taught young to internalize such rigid binary logics as we form our 

identities. We separate out what is within from without, to keep these domains as separate as 

possible, and while health and hygiene require this in various ways, the obsession with 

borders and purity has a way of becoming an end in itself. As we form ourselves into inner 

islands in this way, we come to separate inside and outside, me versus the world, me versus 

the others, mine versus theirs, mine versus yours, and ultimately, back to us versus them as 

the circle completes.  

 

The rigid binaries and dualisms of the atomistic self split the world in two, the realm of subject 



and object, and yet, the system which does the splitting is the same. This is what Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Guattari have called a “bi-univocal” system, but which this text, for 

purposes of clarity, will refer to simply as uni-dualism. By splitting the world into subjects and 

objects and asymmetrically valuing subjects over objects, the world is split in two, everything 

else excluded from sight, slotted into one of the two sides, and by such means, a single 

worldview takes form. This is the flip-side of the atomistic self, the unidual subject-object 

system, the same notion seen from a more comprehensive view.  

 

Whenever there are firm binaries in ways of thinking and doing, binaries such as mind versus 

matter, inside versus outside, good versus evil, mine versus yours, the very structure of these, 

as unidual forms of understanding, is easy to bring into resonance with that between subject 

and object. When we are formed as atomistic subjects distinguished from a world of objects, 

everything in our world lends itself to easily coming into sync with unidual and otherwise 

atomistic projects. The traditional conservatisms of this being my property, my land, my 

nation, our territory, our people, our way of living or doing things, is part of what forms us to 

have rigidly atomistic selves, and whenever we hear such ways of speaking, it is almost as if 

we can feel our bodies try to respond to the posture of preparing to fight, and needing a 

moment to pull back from the gravity of the atomistic pull which was there before we were 

even the selves we have become.  

 

As this project will work to show, there are other, less dualist, ways which view the self and 

world, selves and objects, as aspects of each other, and in ways which are more difficult to 

bring into sync with the atomistic structure and unidual systems of the self of old, and the 

systems of violence, domination, and oppression with which these so easily come into sync 

as extensions thereof.  



 

Capitalism, Racism, and the Content of the Form of the Atomistic Self 



Capitalism of course mutates this, but in a way which shifts the contents of the old 

conservatisms into form, a form which is never merely neutral. If the form of capital is 

“accumulate!,” and its command to us all has been “buy!” and now “watch!,” it does so in a 

way which makes us imagine our selves as virtual territories within us to which we attach 

various bank accounts and accomplishments, possessions and styles, as if we were not 

always already aspects of the social and its webs. We know on some level that the very 

thoughts and feelings in our heads are largely the result of having absorbed them from the 

world outside us, and yet, we act as if we imagine ourselves to be utterly unique, self-made, 

and independent of any and all dependency or control.  

 

While capitalism sells us a self which is framed as empty and contentless, it is nevertheless 

anything but. Those who have the most money and power, those who get to control the 

images and scripts, those who are celebrities and CEOs, “just happen” to look rather similar. 

To use the identity markers of the day, they tend to be white, male, heterosexual, standardly 

bodied, cisgender, Euro-American, often Protestant, and descended largely from northern 

Europeans. While there have been efforts to diversify the images on our screens, to better 

help us all link into them, after all, if one looks at the lists of those on the Board of Directors of 

most of the worlds’ most wealthy and powerful corporations, media conglomerates, and 

upstart tech firms, they are almost exclusively like the grouping listed above.  

 

But why? Because when a content becomes the form of other contents, what psychoanalyst 

Jacques Lacan famously refers to as a “master signifier,” that which for purposes of 

explanation I will refer to as a “grounding term,” it becomes a “surface of inscription” for other 

contents by having its content become their form. This content becomes more difficult to see 

thereafter precisely because it becomes the condition of visibility of everything else, its frame, 



the screen upon which it is projected, and it is difficult to focus on the image upon a screen as 

much as the screen at the same time. The surface of inscription, the form of other contents, 

may seem empty, but its content has simply become the form of the others, the shape of their 

very ability to be seen as sensible in the social world.  

 

And so it is with capitalism. The myth of the self in capitalism is well known. The rugged, self-

made individual, with hardly a cent in their pocket, becomes a “self-made man,” and by sheer 

hard work and determination, founds their own company, and builds an Empire to become a 

CEO king-of-the-world through nothing but sheer force of will and the reward of the free 

market, that which is guided, to use Adam Smith’s barely secular Protestantly twinged 

metaphor, the “invisible hand.” But we all know this is a fiction. The secret of capital is simple: 

capital capitalizes, or in financial terms, money makes money. The playing field may seem fair 

on the surface, because it does not respect anything but money. But those who enter the 

game with more money to start with have a greater advantage, and can take greater risks 

with less fear of the consequences of failure. Those who have more time to spend away from 

wage labor to get an education or develop new products or ideas or found companies are 

those who had the luxury of not needing to work constantly just to survive.  

 

And who are those who enter the game with such advantages? Those who gained those 

advantages from their families, by means of inheritance. The myth of the “self-made man” 

keeps all invested in the dream of the system, and the talk of an “equal playing field” keeps 

that illusion viable. But the capitalist system-in-dominance in the world today was constructed 

in Europe and then America, and while its form, that of financial capital, has become that of 

the world as such, that form is not neutral, for capital is not merely financial. It is about 

centralization of power for its own sake. Those who have capital are most frequently white, 



heterosexual, Protestant, Northern European men, and those they pass their capital down to, 

and hence who gain its advantages before they even start on the so-called “free market,” are 

generally likewise the same. There are exceptions of course, but the exceptions provide the 

hope that keeps the rule of the exclusion of the majority who do not fit this model in place.  

 

And so, while it is often portrayed as “accidental” that capitalism is white, the contrary is in 

fact the case. If one looks at the history of the means whereby the Euro-American bloc of the 

world came to dominate it, this is easily seen. There is the story which is told, of course. This 

is one in which, after the fall of glorious Rome and a long Dark Age of medieval and Catholic 

induced slumber, there was suddenly a Renaissance, an awakening, a desire to return to the 

glorious of the precursors of Rome, the Ancient Greeks. This lead to the Enlightenment and 

scientific revolution, Protestant Reformation, the industrial revolution, and the rise of modern 

technology which is now liberating the globe from its toils, making it possible for all to profit, 

for as the saying goes, “a rising tide lifts all boats.” 

 

But the underside of this tale is grim. It was the violent, bloody, and xenophobic Crusades 

which produced “Europe” as we know it, and which provided the influx of new ideas and 

surplus cash, not to mention the organization, to get the Renaissance going, as well as 

bankroll the voyages of exploration which lead to the discovery of Sub-Saharan Africa and the 

continents of the Western Hemisphere. By means of enslavement and colonization, Europe 

drained enough surpluses from the rest of the world to give rise to science, industry, and 

capitalism. When slavery and then colonization became less profitable as capitalism needed 

more consumers rather than producers, it phased such more immediate violences out, but 

Europe and then America had already reaped the benefits of investing the massive surpluses 

they extracted from the rest of the globe.  



 

Today many within Europe and America wonder why the rest of the globe “just happens” to be 

underdeveloped, but as many have argued, this is because Europe and America 

“overdeveloped” at the rest of the world’s expense, forming the terms of the world institutions 

in their own image. Financial capitalism as we know it may benefit whoever enters the game 

with the largest bank account, but that is nearly always, within this world at least, those whose 

ancestors benefitted from this system.  

 

And it is for this reason that Deleuze and Guattari have argued that the self which colonized 

the globe, the Euro-American notion of the abstract self of Reason, the internal otherworldly 

atom, the secularized soul, the bit of pure mind within world of matter, may tell the tale that it 

is neutral. But it is indistinguishable, in their terms, from the “White-Man Face” of colonialism, 

from “Jesus Christ-Superstar” of Western religion turned secular passion as God transformed 

into the invisible hand of the market, and the Protestant ethic of capitalism, so deftly 

described by Weber, shifted our souls to our selves. The face of the white male, the idealized 

self-image of European domination, religion at the hand of the sword, came to “overcode,” 

write itself over and upon the various structure of self formation already in existence, 

becoming in the way the “despotic signifier” of Empire which “facialized” the globe in its 

“White-Man Face” image thereby, and to the extent to which it has been successful, erase its 

traces thereby.  

 

Euro-American modernity and capitalism are inseparable from racism. They were born in their 

current forms at the same time, fully intertwined, and have spiraled in and out of each other 

ever since.  

 



As Simone Brown has argued, the slave ship was part one of the primary laboratories of the 

techniques, including those of insurance companies, which would come to dominate 

modernity, and many have argued that the radical dislocation and generalized world 

fragmentation experienced by the slaves in relation to the Middle Passage were the 

experiences of the true “first moderns.” Such generalized dislocation was then forced upon 

the colonies, even if it eventually came, during the so-called modernist period, to finally begin 

to destabilize Europe and America itself.  

 

 

 

 

Outline of Chapters 

 

This book will begin the project of developing such an alternative model of the self. It will do 

this first by telling the story of the version of the self dominant in our world today, the Euro-

American self which has come to colonize the globe. This is the self as a sort of abstract atom 

or idealized kernel, a self of pure mind divided off from matter, the self of enucleated 

subjectivity, faced with equally enucleated objectivity, with a massive gap in between, and 

subject walled up on its side from all that is not of its pure experience of its own mind.  

 

This text will work to explode this notion from a variety of ways, and in such a way as to be 

able to piece many of the threads together to give a glimpse of what a less atomistically 

dualist model of the self, one which is fundamentally related to the stuff of the world and 

networked, one in sync with the unique potentials and challenges of our age, and hopefully a 

bit less rigidly violent, might look like.  



 

The rest of this introduction will describe some of the stakes of this endeavor in regard to our 

hyperconnected, networked age of the Internet, and describe how in an age in which the self 

is multiplied and scattered, the atomistic self is presented to us by the Internet as a 

hyperbolically magnified image, the self-made-world of the Web that provides us a version of 

the world sculpted by algorithms according to what they think we want to see, even as the 

algorithms beneath the virtual realities on the screens have shattered and fragmented us to 

bits. Chapter One will then present a narrative of how this came to develop, tracing the early 

formations of the atomistic self and how its corollary, the dualist subject-object system, came 

to be within the culture at large, and the philosophies which produced idealized abstractions 

thereof which then served to epitomize, and were often called upon to justify, various 

practices based upon the assumptions inherent in such a notion of self and world. Starting 

from the emergence of “Christendom” through the Crusades, the chapter will sketch how a 

variety of social processes in domains from religion to art, mathematics to economics, 

converged to produce selves with a sense of interiority and reflexivity of the sort theorized and 

then made the standard of reference for the world itself by Descartes and theorists of the 

empirical sciences, made windowless and desirous by Leibniz, and given its classic form with 

the notion of the Transcendental Ego opposed to the idealized object, or “thing-in-itself,” of 

Immanuel Kant. Such notions will be viewed as symptoms of European capitalist modernity at 

varying stages of industrialization more than anything else. From the German Idealist reaction 

to Kant to Hegel’s critiques, the chapter will argue that Kant’s transformation of the subject 

and object into ideal objects paves the way for the logics of the commodity, an idealized 

object which becomes the strange mirror of the subject as described by Karl Marx. The 

chapter then analyzes how reaction to Kantian dualism and Hegelian unitary monumentalism 

lead to the forms of reactive “ecstatic” forms of subjectivity which lead up to what has 



commonly be described as existentialism, even as early psychoanalysis and later ego-

psychology developed a notion of the self as formed by means of identification with an ego-

image which allowed for it to form a stable ego-image and ego-functionality. With this, the self 

as inner nucleus came to be filled by the atom gone image as capitalism moved from 

production to consumption, industrial to mass media culture, linked by sexual desire into 

advertising logics of what Guy Debord famously called the “society of the spectacle” of post-

war postmodern image-capitalism.  

 

 

Chapter Two will then shift to work to try to find pathways beyond the notion of the self as an 

atomized image described in the preceding section, while exploring along the way various 

other potential models that have been proposed for a self beyond atomic ego-image. Could 

the self be understood as pure awareness, or the initiator of decisions or deeds? While 

Chapter One will trace a relatively linear narrative of development of the atomistic self, 

Chapter Two will draw upon a variety of perspectives and resources, some of which 

developed in parallel to those of the atomistic self within the Euro-American tradition in which 

it developed, and others from beyond, all in an attempt to show how a more relational 

approach towards introspection beyond the confines of the atomistic self and its images might 

develop.  

 

The chapter will begin with an investigation of how late psychoanalysis broke with the notion 

that subjects need to form solid identities by identifying with an ego-image by means of a 

strong ego-function. It will then explore how notions of paranoid psychosis and schizophrenia 

provided further forms of critique and alternative approaches to theorizing the self beyond the 

ego-image. The uses of ego-images to fight dominant versions thereof will then be explored in 



regard to identity political movements, along with how post-identity political movements, by 

means of notions of disidentification, performativity, and strategic essentialism, have urged for 

the need for a distance between selves and ego-images, and proposed ways to do this with 

many similarities to those proposed in later psychoanalytic formulations. From there, the 

chapter will work to take the critique proposed by identitarian and post-identitarian political 

critiques of the Euro-American ego-image, and its implicit white, male, cisgendered, ableist, 

formation, and look for sources beyond the ego-image, and Euro-American atomistic notions 

of the self in general, in Ancient Indic debates on such topics. Buddhist critiques of Brahmanic 

notions of atomistic notions of the self will help produce crucial critiques of various aspects of 

the self described in the preceding chapter, and build upon those examined earlier in the 

chapter. From here, the chapter will end with an examination of various The chapter will then 

weave many of the notions developed in this examination of Indic thought with aspects of 

those derived from critiques of more traditional forms of psychoanalysis and identity politics 

with those of more relational theorists of introspection whose mid-century work can help bring 

these traditions together towards a relational synthesis beyond the atom gone image.  

 

Chapters Three and Four will leave the terrain of philosophy, psychology, intellectual history, 

and introspective attempts to model the self, and will take an alternate tack which will then 

meet up with this in middle. These chapters will show how cutting edge developments in the 

study of the brain, along with insights drawn from the study of artificial neural networks in the 

field of machine learning, have made it possible to describe the self in a more networked and 

relational manner, beyond atomistic notions of the self and the dualism of the subject-object 

system. Unlike most materialist approaches to the science at hand, however, this chapter will 

work to show how the more relational approach to the introspective self as articulated towards 

the end of preceding chapter can be seen as produced by the neural networkings within the 



brain and the networkings between brain and body describing in more relationally framed 

work in neuroscience and artificial intelligence. The chapter will work to weave self, body, and 

brain together, to show how the self can be seen as a network self-ing, one which is simply 

how the brain feels itself feeling its body feeling its world from within, with no need for firm or 

rigid binaries, or anything like atomization, in order to account for this. Networked self and 

networked brain, body, and world can be seen as varying sides of the same, with our self 

simply how our dynamic networkings feel from within.  

 

The Final Chapter, Worldtwisting, will then draw together the implications of these widely 

disparate approaches to blasting apart the atomistic self. It will argues that if we no longer 

understand selves as cut off from the world, that we can find ways to weave together an 

approach to self formation which is relational, beyond the divides between mind and matter, 

interpretation and evaluation, selves and culture.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Narrativizing The Atomistic Self 

 

The dominant notion of the self at work in the world today, the atomistic and binary form of the 

self which is traditional in much of Europe and America, has gone image, and in this new form 

is rapidly colonizing the self-conceptions of the rest of the globe. Its logic is that of the self as 

an isolated nucleus firmly separate off from the rest of the world, of me versus the world, with 

a massive gap between these. Such a model so easily comes into resonance with that of me 

versus you, mine versus yours, us versus them, good versus bad, good versus evil, pure 

versus impure, etc. Many have argued that perhaps it is the manner in which this notion of the 

self can easily support and be supported by such paranoid and violent social logics that it has 

been able to develop and maintain such power in the world today. 

 

Today the networks of the Internet are mutating this model into a new image form, expanding 

it to the image of self-made-world and the world in the image of self. Undercutting the self 

while expanding it to epic proportions, the networks of the Internet, with their nameless and 

faceless platforms and algorithms giving rise to ever new hypertrophied imagings of the self, 

are destabilizing both traditional notions of the self and world in the process. The atomistic 

self which had conquered the world has expanded to an image on the verge of swallowing the 

globe, and in the process, it has entered a state of crisis. And yet, whether in its traditional or 



new image forms, such a notion of the self was always paranoid and defensive, violent and 

reactionary, and in its new image form, a mirroring of this to the size of celebrity on the verge 

of becoming a sort of “reality TV” which eats reality. Whether in its more traditional form or its 

new image form, we need less binary and more relational ways of thinking. The rise of the 

age of networks can, in this sense, be an opportunity for rethinking the ways in which our 

world comes to us already pre-divided, pre-ennucleated, and how these structures so often 

tend to support each other. 

 

Before the Atomistic Self in Proto-Europe: From the Crusades to Confession, Zero to 

Conquest, Vanishing Point to First-Person Observation 

 

The atomistic self as it emerged today did not do so in a vacuum, and it was not only 

produced by capitalism in an economic sense. Rather, it is part and parcel of the means 

whereby the self-proclaimed “West” came to separate itself out from the rest of the world in a 

process of self-articulation which played a crucial part in its rise to contemporary power. There 

are many strands that need to be synthesized to produce a more relational approach to such 

a set of concerns, one which draws as much from economic as social concerns, and across 

many current disciplinary and scholarly boundaries. While these issues are not directly the 

matter of this text, it is worth sketching how it sees itself in regard to these contexts.  

 

A relational synthesis of the various approaches to the rise of the Euro-American atomistic 

image-self in dominance today would go something like this. At varying places and times in 

world history, people have not only described outer worlds composed of varying landscapes, 

entities, and aspects, but also inner ones as well, a world composed of “mental furniture,” as 

some have described it, or inner fauna and flora, in a sense. A vivid inner life of thoughts and 



emotions, fantasies and faculties, and all as varied as anything seen in the world of matter 

beyond them, if not far more varied and strange. This is what many today would refer to as 

interior, mental and/or emotional life. The contemporary Euro-American subject, that which, 

through the neo-colonialism of mass media and now the Internet, is rapidly completing the 

dominance of the globe which began with enslavement, colonization, and industrialization, is 

one such subject.  

 

At many places around the globe and throughout history, however, this has not been the 

case. For example, in the lands which were to become Europe during what is now often 

called the “Dark Ages,” this was not the case. To quote European medievalist and theorist 

Suzanne Verderber, “if people were reflecting upon their own experience thoughts and 

feelings [in this socio-historical setting], they did not feel the impulse to explore these in 

writing” dcccxxxi As Verderber notes, the elaborate landscapes of Augustine of Hippo’s 

Confessions, building as they had upon the elaborate self-dissections of authors such as the 

Roman Stoic Seneca, were not unknown, it was more that notions of subjective individuality 

and interiority in this sense was simply not on the agenda, and perhaps made little sense to 

those in the medieval proto-European world at this time. Augustine described his own unique 

history, his own particular narrative and conversion, his own unique struggles, and his own 

conversion to a deity who cared for his every mundane struggle and foible, his own personal 

salvation. It seems unlikely, if one reads the literature being produced at the time in the proto-

European lands during the “Dark Ages,” that people could relate much to such notions. 

Rather, their writings were concerned with stories of great men and great deeds.  

 

A self with an interior landscape had been known in such lands before, and in fact, was 

flourishing in the Islamic world not far away, however, and was about to reach ecstatic new 



heights with the works of Rumi, just as it had in the courtly culture of Japan not long before 

with the Tale of Genji. In fact, it seems that written descriptions of what has been called a self, 

one with a varied interior life and reflexive consideration thereof, along with an image of its 

distinct traits and features which differentiate it from others “of its type,” and a narrative of how 

such a person became formed as they are, is one which seems to emerge, in varying 

permutations and forms, whenever societies develop a particular degree of urbanization, legal 

and social complexity, technological prowess, and often, a group able to devote itself to the 

leisurely consideration of such concerns, along with the literacy and cultivation of ways of life 

which made it possible to imagine that it would make sense to share such notions with others, 

such as in written form.  

 

Most people around the globe have produced laws and crimes, tales of deities and 

cosmologies, even chronicles of great deeds. In periods of great urbanization and overall 

intensification of social and cultural engagement, there are tales of heroism of deeds, such as 

the Ramayana in India, or Beowulf in the Celtic north. But only in particular periods of 

intensification does anything like the complex poetry of inner struggle with the beloved divine 

emerge such as seen in a Rumi, or the intricate dissection of feelings states such as in Genji. 

This is not to say that social circumstances in which the exploration of inner landscapes are 

simply better than those in which an those which explore mostly deeds and outer struggles, 

and people tend to see themselves more as members of a grouping and a type, often by 

profession, than as unique peculiar individuals. Inner selves are more complex, however, as 

are the societies which tend to give rise to them, however, and such notions had existed in 

the late Rome in which Christianity had preceded the European Dark Ages, even if they had 

faded away.  

 



But following the rise of a variety of “peace” movements, in 1015, Pope Urban found the way 

to tap into the desire for a peace amongst the generalized internecine warfare around him. He 

argued that all those in “Christendom” should stop fighting against their “brothers,” and rather, 

form a “crusade” to regain “the Holy Land” from those who were culturally, religiously, and as 

this was before notions of “race” had been constituted, simply looked different than those 

around him did. With his famed speech, Pope Urban constituted the idea of something which 

had not existed prior, a collective entity of Christendom, an “imagined community” of sorts 

which was the precursor of the modern notion of Europe. As is so often done, he constituted 

an identity in distinction to an other.  

 

And so Christendom prepared for battle, with money streaming to church coffers, soldiers to 

the South, and all towards the ship-building ports on the Mediterranean best able to support 

such endeavors. Genoa and Venice become fabulously rich as they housed, fed, and built the 

ships for the crusades, and the such wars gave the Church a way to organize the entirety of a 

continent around its project. As massive wealth and centuries worth of the Arabic world’s 

development of Greco-Roman forms of learning came flooding back into Europe, massive 

changes swept through so-called Christendom. As the Church became more centrally 

powerful, it increasingly clashed with secular attempts at centralization, such as that seen 

between Pope Gregory VII and Emperor Henry IV, in which the Church emerged largely 

victorious, given the sole right to appoint bishops, so long as all priests now became celibate, 

and hence, unable to produce heirs which could inherit property and title, thereafter.  

 

By the Lateran Council of 1215, however, the Church formulated a new and sly means to 

centralize all Christendom to its control, requiring all persons, from Kings to peasants, give a 

personal confession of sins to a priest at least once a year. Now that, as one author frames it, 



“surplus violence” had been “dumped” on the “the Holy Land” rather than proto-Europe, the 

new enemies within Christendom were truly within, namely, the secular lords who tried to 

exercise power beyond the Church, and beneath the deeds of each individual, the desires 

and guilt in relation thereto which were now lurking within each and every person. Confession 

did not merely describe these, it created these, and the space within individuals for these. And 

so, during the post-Crusade “Renaissance of the twelfth century,” as scholar Walker Bynum 

puts it, “the individual of the twelfth century – a period in which the term [individual] was not 

even used to refer to persons, and identity was very much bound up with group identity and 

imitation of exemplars,” began to form. Or, as Verderber notes, the carved statues and 

painted images of the time began to cease being those of idealized archetypes, and rather, 

those of singular persons with individuating features depicted on their increasingly detailed 

faces.  

 

At this time, with the works of Guibert of Nogent and Peter Abelard, the genre of the 

confession become once again all the rage, troubadour poets in Provence begin to sing of the 

battles between their innermost feelings of desire and need for chastity in regard to their 

courtly love for their distant mistress fair, and Church theologians begin to argue passionately 

as to whether the communion wafer of the Christian Mass was merely a nominal symbol of 

the body and blood of Jesus Christ, or if each individual wafer was substantially transformed 

into the literal body and blood and blood of Christ, each saturated with the essence of God. 

Philosophers, including the famed Dun Scotus, increasingly began to speculate that beyond 

the particular properties possessed by all members of a universal type, called their quiddity or 

“whatness” at the time, there is also that which makes them absolutely unique and singularly 

what there are, their haeccity, or “thisness.”  

 



While these philosophers were referring to physical things as absolute singulars, this is at the 

same time as each and every individual was made to tell their unique and singular story to 

their priest, to tell the tales of not only their deeds and be prescribed deeds of penance, but to 

show remorse and ask forgiveneness of the divine, to see their deeds as motivated by lusts 

and passions which were increasingly given names in the literature of confession, and soon to 

appear on stage in morality plays. All speculation of this time still began with the outside, with 

God and the laws of the cosmos that were his divine decrees, but soon that center of gravity 

would shift as well. 

 

For as massive profits from the Crusades were massively tempting to feudal Italian lords, 

modern banking needed to be invented to not only manage the massive increase in trade¸ but 

to find ways to spirit cash easily from one location to another, and with Florentine Medici, the 

feudal lords met their match. As Brian Rotman deftly traces, the shift from clunky “Roman 

Numerals” to the much more fluid modes of computation allowed by “Arabic Numerals” 

(originally developed in Indic lands but named Arabic due to European encounters with them 

during the Crusades”), along with the integration of the Indic notion of shunya, Sanskrit for 

empty, hollow, inflated, or void, called “zero” in Europe, make decimal mathematics possible, 

and the need to account for influx and outflows of cash, along with accounting for credit, soon 

led to the postulation of yet another seemingly “imaginary” notion, that of negative numbers in 

mathematics.  

 

As Rotman further details, modern banking, abstract paper money, and the use of zero and 

negative numbers emerge around the nexus of mercantile capitalism around same time as 

the vanishing point emerges in Renaissance painting. Where previously painting depicted 

multiple perspectives on multiple events in multiple space times, now each and every painting 



called out for each and every person to slot themselves into a place within it, so see only one 

singular set of events in space and time from one singular perspective as one singular 

individual. Such paintings are not merely looked at, they look at you with an active gaze which 

visually solicits you to place yourself within their perspective, and in this way, the vanishing 

point behind the image becomes in a sense the vanishing point within the viewer, a visual 

analogue to the inner spaces full of inner battles charted as much by confessions to the 

Church as to the courtly beloved.  

 

Authors such as Catiglione, in his famed The Book of the Courtier, now begin to write about 

how courtiers need to manage one’s outside face so as to not reveal one’s inner feelings, and 

as Verderber argues, show how outside is constituted as much as inside when these are 

divided off from each other. Montaigne describes his personal observations and thoughts in 

his Meditations, as much as Cervantes begins to write down tales of personal fantasy and 

self-formation thereby.  

 

But capital will flow, and as the local lords became greedier, so it needed to flow from Italy. As 

Cedric Robinson has shown, surplus money increasingly became capital for investment, and 

it moved to those parts of Europe which promised not to take it all, but merely a share, and by 

such means, it migrated to places such as Portugal and Spain, and later, the Low Countries 

and England. As it lingered in Portugal, however, it was invested in voyages of exploration to 

look for routes of trade around the Arabic middlemen who had monopolies on routes to India 

and China, but was what discovered instead was a pathway around the Sahara, and so the 

Portugueses saw another opportunity, and the slave trade was begun nearly at the same time 

as the discovery of Sub-Saharan Africa. Not long after and capital moved to nearby Spain, 

newly in need of projects of domination after having expelled the last of the Muslims lords, 



and the result was the discovery, massacre, and colonization of what to the Europeans was 

as “New World.”  

 

Capital moved once again to avoid the local lords, and now settled in the highly trade friendly 

locus of the Low Countries, and Amsterdam in particular, that locus which, ever since, has 

been described as the laboratory in which both modern democracy and capitalism were first 

developed. Painting shifted from vanishing into the divine position of kings before the divine in 

relation to the wall of a fresco, and now to vanishing into the secular position of masters of 

industry in relation to the luxuries and tools of international trade as depicted in still life 

paintings now hung from the new commodity of the day, the easel painting. The virtual 

window, as described by Anne Friedberg, was now a vista which anyone with enough wealth 

could now possess at home, one’s own personal interiorizing vanishing point which one could 

gaze at between diving into one’s increasingly interiorizing literature.  

 

While mercantile capitalism developed in the Catholic world, however, it is with Protestantism 

that it finds its sacred companion. Protestantism liberated authority from the Pope in Rome, 

and now each person was able to determine their own interpretation, their own truth, in regard 

to scriptures now made mobile and easily reproducible by Guttenberg’s press. “I” could now 

be anywhere interpreting scripture as each saw fit, but rather than display how God had 

blessed one in the construction of Churches without, righteousness was now shifted from 

good deeds displayed without to good intentions of the heart. Rather than confess to a priest, 

each confessed to God directly, and rather than good deeds, it was belief and faith in the truth 

of scripture determined by individual access to the words themselves which became the new 

standard of access to the kingdom beyond.  

 



Around the same time, natural philosophy, as science was termed then, was dividing itself off 

from more sacred domains. Francis Bacon theorized a generalized method which could 

smash the idols which dominated prior times. Each person became their own standard of 

reference, able to judge for themselves the evidence of their senses, and present this to the 

community of their equally empowered peers, the newly forming international scientific 

community. Just as one no longer did one need a priest to explain the meaning of what was 

seen based on a priest, so one could now judge the evidence of one’s senses directly, and 

trust that one could see the truth, even though the senses often lied, so long as one looked 

beneath mere appearances for the deeper behaviors at work. 

 

Galileo Gallilei showed that the construction of specialized circumstances, later called 

experiments, could be devised to test the “laws” of “at play,” laws not legislated by a prince or 

sacred text but rather the divine legislator of Nature. These laws took the forms of 

mathematics and were fundamentally related to conditions of spatial geometry, and could 

often be accessed by means of special tools, such as the telescope, which could show merely 

one person at a time a point which vanishes into space beyond, as van Leewonhoek’s soon 

to be microscope would do so with inner space in turn. The physical kingdom of science was 

taking form, and it wrested its authority from secular and sacred domains. Physical matter 

was seen as the domain of the “natural philosopher,” and it was only a matter of time until a 

thinker such as Rene Descartes linked up the time of counting with the quantities of geometry 

to develop his famed algebraic geometry of its coordinate plane, with numbers trailing to 

infinity around a zero which could be centered anywhere and everywhere.   

 

The Nucleus of Euro(-American) Modernity: The “Thinking Thing” (Res Cogitans) of 

Rene Descartes   



     “movement and unfolded becoming ... it is just this unrest that is the  
     self ...” 
      - G.W.F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, (1806).dcccxxxii 
 
 

In his Discourse on Method and Meditations, René Descartes famously argues that if he tries 

to doubt he is thinking, in that very moment, as doubting is a form of thinking, he thinks 

himself thinking. This leads for him in various ways to his famed notion of “I think, I exist,” or 

more famously, “I think, therefore I exist,” or in Latin, “cogito, ergo sum.” Since this time, the 

notion of cogito, Latin for “I think,” has been taken by many Euro-American thinkers as 

perhaps the paradigmatic notion of what it might mean to be a self.dcccxxxiii  

 

Often referred to as “the Cartesian cogito,” or simply, “the cogito,” literally “the 'I think,'” this 

doing is nevertheless often spoken about as if it were a thing, something much clearer in the 

way in which the term is spoken about in a language such as English or German, where the 

definite article “the” is so often affixed, and this doing reduced to the thing-like notion of “the” 

cogito. That said, the vagaries of language alone are not to blame, for Descartes was the first 

to speak in such a manner, treating his process of thinking as if it were a thing, reducing his 

thinking a mere stage in his argument, similar in some ways to the famous lump of wax that 

he picked up and examined, yet unlike a physical thing, one abstractly idealized and made far 

more otherworldly and perfectly frozen than any tangible thing could be. That is, Descartes 

described the self as a sort of thing-ized concept, which is to say, a conceptual thing.  

 

He did this, in fact, literally as much as otherwise. Descartes famously divided the world into 

two domains. There is the domain of res extensa, or extended res – the realm of matter – and 

and res cogitans, or thinking res – the realm of mind. The ego cogito, with ego often left 

implicit and so shortened to cogito, is in this sense a res cogitans, often translated as “a 

thinking thing” or “thing which thinks,” but the term res in Latin is a curious one. First, it is both 



the singular and plural, and so, could as much be “thinking things,” though context makes this 

unlikely. But while the term res can be used to describe a literal object, is can also be more 

abstract. The legal notion of res publica, for example, is often translated as a “public affair” or 

“public matter,” and the notion in media res,  usually translated as “in the middle of things” can 

be translated “in the middle of a state of affairs” or “in the middle of the matters at hand,” if 

less poetically.  

 

Marxist theorist Gyorgy Lukacs described the way in which subjects under capitalism are 

“thingified” by it as reification, as rei is one of the Latinate declensions of res. Lukacs argues 

that working in factories to produce things, being taught by advertising to desire things, we 

become, in a sense, things, or at least, subjects who think of themselves in the form of things. 

We thingify ourselves. For Lukacs, commodification under capitalism creates a sort of 

generalized commodification of the world, splitting it up into atomized bits, and hence, a 

generalized reification. When we think of our world in an atomized manner, this can also be 

understood as a sort of reification, a conceptual reification.  

 

One can object, however, that the notion res cogitans can of course be translated as “thinking 

material”, or “stuff which thinks,” bringing to the fore a bit the ways in which res is not 

necessarily always as atomistic as all that, as seen in notions such as res publica or in media 

res, in which res does not mean literal things, but states of affairs, matters of concern, and in 

this sense, things and matters in a more abstract sense. What Descartes makes clear is that 

this stuff is not extended, such as matter in its three dimensions, and takes up no space as 

we know it. It is not a physical thing, but rather, a metaphysical one, a sort of pure infinite 

point of the light of Reason which shines itself upon the various contents which arise before it 

in its non-spatial self-grasping non-thing-like thingness and non-interior interiority.  



 

As countless critics have argued for hundreds of years, however, problems with what 

Descartes is trying to do run deep. After all, if I think about myself thinking, in that moment, I 

am in a sense both the self which does something, or a subject, and that to which something 

is done, or an object. But does that mean that, in the moment in which I think myself thinking, 

and hence grasp myself “in the act” of being a self, so to speak, does my self somehow split 

at that moment into two aspects, one of which is subject, and the other which is object? That 

is, am I the “I” in the “I think” or the “think,” or the one that is aware of thinking this, or all of 

these in their ways, but if so, wouldn't I be in some sense split between these, or can I be all 

of these somehow at the same time? 

 

If I am all of these at the same time, why could this formulation seem to be divided between 

the “I” that does the thinking, the “thinking” itself, and the process, or person, becoming aware 

of this? Is this an issue with language? Perhaps, but if so, to what extent does it shape this 

thinking as much as describe this? And am I still as much an “I think” while concentrating on 

other things other than my existing, or doubt in regard to this? Am I always thinking, even 

while sleeping? 

 

And if I am both the subjective agent and the receiving object of the “I think,” the doer and the 

done, what if I am split in this sense, if my very self perhaps is this splitting which can grasp 

itself in this way by reflecting on its own activities? Am I always so split, or only when I grasp 

myself like this? Is the split clean, giving rise to basically two selves within me, or more like a 

continuum and shade of gray, a self with a more subjective side and a more objective side? 

Or are these more like two moments in time, such that when I am subject grasping myself as 

object, the object in question is the subject I was but now no longer am? If so, are they both 



equally myself? And how long does each such moment last, what are its boundaries, the 

boundaries of the more subjective aspects of myself? Or from another perspective, is my self 

in such moments perhaps more like when my two hands touch each other, both seeming like 

subject and object, with each able to change roles, depending on the perspective? Or is this 

simply how our bodies, or language tend to make us think about such issues? 

 

These are only some of the veritable can of worms of concerns which can arise upon 

examining Decartes' cogito. Descartes did not address such issues, however, and while some 

of his inheritors did, the problems most often recurred in new forms. This did not deter his 

model and its reformulations from being riotously popular in various ways, and in fact, it went 

on to become the most influential model of the self, in one form or another, in the Euro-

American philosophical tradition. With so many issues and problems, there are strong 

arguments to be made that the endurance this model, its persuasiveness, had less to do with 

its coherence than with its cultural resonances. 

 

One such resonance was the manner in which Descartes' model divided the world into two 

primary types of stuff. For Descartes, mind and matter are completely distinct, with matter 

being the realm of extension and imperfect knowledge, and mind that of Reason and what to 

him were the seemingly indubitable truths of mathematics and geometry.dcccxxxiv Descartes 

hoped to be able to prove his own existence, and then that of God, by means of Reason 

alone, and in the process, to show how philosophy could produce the sort of certainty which 

he saw embodied in the truths of mathematical geometry. In this he hoped to demonstrate 

how certainty might be possible, without needing recourse to the unreliable evidence of the 

senses, any more than the scriptures, though he averred, perhaps ingenuously, that he did 

not for a moment doubt these.  



 

There is, however, a presumption of what he wants to prove, at least in part, before he even 

begins. By assuming that Reason is disembodied and eternal, and by taking mathematical 

geometry as his model for this, he produces a notion of mind which necessarily must have 

recourse only to thought itself, abstracted away from anything else, to be able to prove itself. 

In this, he develops a notion of Reason and Mind which are as ideal and abstract as the very 

truths of geometry he so worshipped. Such truths are those which are indubitable, and as 

such, they are “clear and distinct” to us, such as the case of the fact that the angles of a 

triangle will always sum to 180. Descartes sought to find an indubitable truth of this sort 

beyond geometry, and this is how he arrived at his ego cogito, “I think,” and from here, to ergo 

sum, “I exist.” 

 

The downside of Descartes’s model, of course, is that there is a physical world at all, and it 

will have its say. As any carpenter will tell you, not all triangles’ angles sum to 180 degrees, 

and this is because there are no ideal, perfect triangles, or in fact, anything, in the physical 

world. Descartes saw this with horror, but perhaps it is the ideal world which is the dangerous 

one, particularly if we look at the world in front of us as unworthy in comparison to one which 

we never encounter. Such an approach is one which Friedrich Nietzsche famously referred to 

as “otherworldlyism,” which he described as sort of barely secularized piety, one which hates 

any life which is not always already petrified and frozen, and ultimately, dead.dcccxxxv  

 

While many of Nietzsche’a critiques can dramatically and polemically oversimplify, in this 

case, seems to sum things up nicely, building in his way on Hegel’s observation, one 

famously followed upon by Ludwig Feurbach and later Karl Marx, that various religious 

formations can serve a highly conservative social function in making those who might 



otherwise want to find ways to make the world better here and now to instead see this life as 

a pale shadow of the world to come. If this world is, after all, fallen and degraded, the world of 

the sinful flesh and fallen and imperfect in regard to the eternal perfection of God in his 

otherworldly domain, then rather than try to fix or change this world, it makes sense to focus 

instead of leaving it, doing one’s time and moving on to greener pastures, so to speak and, as 

Jesus says in the Christian scriptures in regard to whether Christians should pay taxes, 

asking for a coin to make his point, “give to Ceasar what is Caesars, and give to God what is 

God’s.” If, however, this is the only existence one gets, then what is often theorized as the 

sacred or divine, including any hope or potential for a better world, cannot be seen as coming 

from a transcendent beyond, but rather, as immanent to the stuff of the world itself.  

 

In regard to Descartes, there seems every reason to think that he preferred the ideal and 

abstract to anything physical, embodied, or living. This can be seen in regard to difficulties he 

had in accounting for how his pure realm of mind is able to interact with matter, including that 

of the living body, in one form or another. If there is no relation at all between mind and body, 

there is no way for anyone to decide in one’s mind to do this or that, and have one’s body 

then do this, or to have one’s body be impacted in this or that way, and to sense this within 

the “mind.” To bring this all together, Descartes theorized the existence of special gland within 

the body which somehow translated between these, the so-called pineal gland, which 

supposedly operated by means of something like tiny springs, translating material vibrations 

into mental ones and back even though he could not account for how a completely non-

material mind could respond or give rise to vibrations, or at other times, simply relying on 

God's goodness to do so.dcccxxxvi 

 

The varied difficulties with Descartes' project nevertheless lead to many attempts by those 



enamored with his basic ideas to try to rectify these issues, even if in doing so they tended to 

merely shift their form. Later theorists who built upon Descartes, such as Immanuel Kant and 

Edmund Husserl, split the world up a bit differently, between the appearance of mind and the 

realities “in themselves,” the latter category including in its way what they called the 

Transcendental Ego, somewhere between immanent and transcendent, or so it was argued. 

And in some ways this is the case, as they frame this form of subjectivity as not unlike the the 

form of the content of experience, something like the focus of a lens, yet at the same time, 

they continue to exist that it is completely non-physical, perfect, pure, abstract, and ideal, 

unable to be experienced in the ways in which matter can be experienceddcccxxxvii. This is, to 

use a turn of phrase, to want to “have one’s cake and eat it too,” for how can something be 

both physical yet non-physical? Such a dilemma is precisely what lead Descartes to shift such 

contradictions to his famous pineal gland, but this did not solve the problem, only contained it 

off-stage, so to speak, and while Kant and Husserl attempted to deal with such issues by 

means of their schematisms and synthesis, antinomies of this sort remained for any who did 

not approach such issues already wanting not to occupy themselves with such concerns.  

 

For all the seeming complexity, in many senses, the issues with both the Cartesian and 

Kantian projects are nevertheless quite simple. If the world is divided into matter and mind for 

Descartes, or appearance and reality, in the approach of Kant and later Husserl, and there is 

nothing between these, then there is also no way to connect them, or to be sure that they line 

up or coordinate. One cannot have it both ways, namely, seeing the world as divided into two 

radically distinct types of stuff, and then arguing that they are nevertheless in sync or 

coordinated. The only way to do this is with some sort of deux ex machina, the frame around 

such a division, that which makes it possible. For if there is such a division in the world, how 

did it come to be? What produced it and maintains it, and makes sure, in this case, that we 



are not deluded as we go around our daily lives, mind and matter or appearance and reality 

simply like two ships passing in the night completely unaware of each other?  

 

God is always already built into the system, as the implied context within which such divisions 

rest, and as the form of their contents. For in their abstract ideality, Descartes’ mind and 

Kant’s “reality” beyond appearances take the form of the divine, and physical reality its 

obverse, such that it is only this form, turned outside in in the former and outside in in the 

latter, which is able to bring these contents together. Such systems presume that which they 

intend to prove, and then marvel that they are able to do so. There are, however, other ways. 

As some theorists after Kant soon argued, if the world is so radically divided, something must 

have produced such a division, must be its context, and rather than occupy itself with a 

divided world, theorizing should start from the wider context of which such divisions are 

aspects, the world as such, not merely how it appears here and now in particular ways within 

this.  

 

For if there is any communication between the radical divisions of the world split in two, then 

they are not truly distinct, and what seems fundamental, namely, the split, is ultimately 

derivative, and hence, could potentially be otherwise. If such a split is, however, necessary 

and fundamental, the very basis of the world itself, then there can be no blur or relation 

between the domains. Descartes, Kant, and those in the Cartesio-Kantian traditions which 

followed them want to produce a rationalization for what they assume beforehand, namely, 

that while the world is shifting and changing, impermanent and shifting, uncertain and 

confusing, the mind is rational and perfect, ideal and able to know its workings with absolute 

certainty, a tiny island of the divine within the ocean of physicality. By means of this 

otherworldly guarantee, knowledge can be absolutely certain, logic can be pure, thinking 



made fully objective, and eventual perfection is assured. Descartes starts the process of 

trying to secularize these divine guarantees, and Kant attempts to bring them further into the 

fabric of the world, to assure not only the absolute certainty of reason and subjectivity, of the 

truths of mathematics and geometry, but of knowledge of the objective world, of things-in-

themselves, as well.  

 

According to their own dualist presuppositions, they cannot have it both ways, and so, many 

have tried through the centuries to “fix” the problems with their projects, even if it is assumed 

that such a fix will one day be found. For if not, Truth, Reason, and Mind lose their ability to 

wear the capital letter, to be seen as ultimate, but so long as one day we are sure that such 

projects will be completed, that even if we do not yet know it, still the world has ultimate Truth 

at its core, then we can go on as if this were already proven, as it is only a matter of time until 

this is done in fact. The Cartesio-Kantian tradition, the dominant tradition in the Euro-

American world, has in fact functioned in precisely such a manner. It takes for granted that 

there simply must be a way to produce a completely non-contradictory foundation for such a 

project, so use the notion of ultimate Truth to prove its own ultimate Truth, but something must 

then prove the means used to do so, while proving that there is nothing not of Ultimate Truth 

about this. But this leads to either incompletion, infinite regress, or eventual incoherence.  

 

The Cartesio-Kantians know these problems are there, of course, but they keep them in 

abeyance, as Descartes did with his pineal gland, for they are certain that eventually, 

everything will be made to work and solutions to the long-standing problems found. This is a 

state of denial, one which presumes, on faith, that Truth, with a capital “T,” exists, for the form 

of such Truth is that which inflects all the contents of the Cartesio-Kantian worldview, and yet, 

this form is hardly as content-less as they would make it seem, for it is a barely secularized 



version of the Christian divine.dcccxxxviii Everything which does not take on this form seems 

illegible to Cartesio-Kantians, or in need of explaining away with the waving of hands that 

oneday they will have the big picture filled in, but in the meantime, their worldview is so taken 

for granted, that one must trust them.  

 

Many at the time did not, and the world today has far fewer who see the world as they do, and 

yet, such a tradition remains massively powerful, not merely in the abstract worlds of 

philosophy, but in everyday life beyond those who read such thinkers, and this is largely 

because what they were trying to do is give the form of what they saw as logic to far more 

concrete, everyday, “common sense” assumptions of so many, those who imagine that there 

must be a world better than this one, one that the powers that be have always told us is far 

away in the clouds, a kingdom of riches for those who keep their heads down and do as they 

are told, and do not rock the boat too much in the here and now. Each of us has a tiny bit of 

the divine within us, and this is how we know we will inherit all our dreams oneday, so long as 

we do not try to get them now, for now, trust the powers that be, and you will oneday inherit 

even more, or so we are told.  

 

It is precisely for reasons such as these that this project does not start with a world pre-

divided, nor use rigidly dualist methods. For if all the world is divided into matter and mind, or 

subject and object, as many have argued, there must be some context around this or which 

preceded this and gave rise to this, and how then to account for this? And if the world is 

divided, how to account for the fact that mental and material interact over and between the 

seeming divide between them, something I can see every time I do or feel something? Rather 

than start from the premise of a divided world, this book speaks about experience in its many 

forms, some more abstract and others concrete, some arising from within my body and others 



without, but all forms of experience. And rather than assume a fundamental difference in kind 

between appearances and realities, the latter of which can then only be grasped by logical 

faculties, with all the divisions between these only graspable by logical faculties in turn, this 

project sees no need for such infinite regresses or the impasses to which these give 

rise.dcccxxxix 

 

There is every reason to think that the need to imagine mind separate from body is the cause 

rather than effect of the egoic systems of Descartes, Kant, and Husserl. For if mind is 

untainted by body, it is pure, like the barely secularized Christian soul which predates it, with 

all the baggage such a notion brings. How easy it is to bring such models into resonance with 

various attempts to separate out myself and my world, myself and others, those like me and 

those unlike me, and other such projects of social domination. And when turned from atom to 

function, to sync this up with the logics of capitalist world domination. All the logjams and 

impasses of such enucleated models of the self and its dualist divisions, and all the 

conceptual gymnastics performed to justify these, make much more sense when seen as 

abstractions of social models then applied back to these than otherwise. 

 

If mind and matter are both seen as aspects of experience, however, both the issues and the 

need to explain them produced by Cartesio-Kantian models vanish. That said, one could quite 

well take up Descartes’ original method, his attempt to grasp himself by thinking of himself 

thinking, and take up this thought experiment without the dualist baggage. That is, one could 

attempt to experience experiencing, thinking or otherwise, to feel what this is like. And when I 

experience myself experiencing, I feel both experiencer and experienced It feels as if the 

aspects of grasper and grasped, experiencer and experienced, subjective and objective, more 

immediately mine and more distantly so, are all aspects of myself, like foreground and 



background. I am more like poles within this experiencing of myself experiencing, as is any 

notion of myself, of mineness or what is less mine, all aspects within the unfolding of such 

experiencing. 

 

For while I may feel a stone with my fingers while grasping it in my hand, to imagine that I 

grasp myself the same way is massively reductive. Even language, with its words for subjects 

and objects, likely abstractions from such simple physical operations of my grasping body, 

seems to want to help us be reductive in this way. And yet, when I feel myself feeling, when I 

am aware of myself being aware of feeling something, I am all of these emerging beyond 

myself in their ways. There is a constant flowing of experiencing unfolding, one which folds 

and layers back upon itself, and not all that much unlike how when one of my hands feels the 

other they interpenetrate and reverse and both and I am all of these and more in my 

unfoldings. 

 

This is not to say that the notion of the self as a sort of faculty within us is not useful in its way, 

for this envisages the self as more of a doing rather than a thing, even if it tries to reduce this 

doing to a faculty, a sort of of mental organ of sorts, with all the dualist assumptions and 

theoretical baggage this brings. That said, if the self is a doing rather than a thing, it must also 

be a receiving, for it sends actions outwards through the body, and takes in actions in the 

form of sensations. If so, then the self could be some sort of awareness, of the sort proposed 

by Descartes, one which is continually grasping itself grasping the world while doing in 

relation to it, a notion to which we will now turn. 

 

With such massive contradictions, one might have imagined that Descartes’ model would 

have gone by the way-side, but the opposite was in fact the case. It emblematized the new 



spirit of its age, the rationalist science which sought to free itself from the scholasticism of the 

European middle ages, as well as the more mystical Platonist Humanism, as well as the more 

Aristotelian Rationalism which followed. Descartes was an avatar of the new sciences, and 

like his contemporaries, Giordano Bruno and Gallileio Gallilei, he purported to apply what at 

the time was styled as Reason to anything, including formerly forbidden domains. For 

Descartes, the light of Reason had the clarity of Euclid’s proofs, and the world of matter would 

conform to the model of the algebraic geometry he invented, and no matter how many cow’s 

eyes he would dissect, observation never had his heart as much as Euclid did.  

 

Descartes not only spoke to the new rationalism of the age, a rationalism it in fact helped 

epitomize and further in many ways. He retained the Christian split between the damnation of 

the profane world of the flesh for the beatified realm of spirit, the eternal divine, even if he 

renamed these matter and mind, and cast God as an otherworldly geometer. As Galileo was 

revealing that nearly every aspect of the world could be mathematized in formulas which 

followed the dictates of geometry, and foreshadowing the Newtonian project to try to explain 

everything physical by such means, Descartes attempted to apply these to the realm of spirit 

as well.  

 

Descartes did not become the model of the new philosophy despite the contradictions at play 

in his work, but rather, because of them. His were the contradictions that were at the 

foundation of the European project to overwrite all its particular traditions, and all those of the 

world beyond it, with one single standard, one particular content made form, a nameless 

meta-subject which, for lack of a better word, could be called by its Latin name, capital. The 

head is its literal definition, but it has come to mean so much more, the capital city, a capital 

idea, a capital investment, all of which is to say, the center. Capital is the pull towards 



centralization which is to culture what gravity is to matter.  

 

If Copernicus had found a way to shift the center of the universe from the Earth to the Sun, 

and with this, wrested it from being the center of God’s plan to that of Nature’s, Descartes had 

managed to wrest control of the world for the self in a more radical way, producing a second 

Copernican revolution, one which centered the universe not on the human as God’s 

representative on Earth, but as the center of Reason’s representative on Earth. Eventually, 

God would largely be dispensed with, at least in his more traditional forms, for who needs a 

God in the heavens when one has within a God on Earth? Capital lives within each of us, and 

we worship it as we form ourselves in its image each day.  

 

With the cogito, Descartes had given rise to a path, a passageway, and a program. If “the 

West” that was congealing around such notions would be able to solve the riddle of the 

contradictions at the heart of the cogito, it could knit matter and mind together, and with this, 

bring about the full domination of matter for the abstract standard which centralizes all content 

to its single form. Science would transform the world into a unity of the zero made flesh, and 

its name was cogito, the cogito. The modern self was born out of the ever-delayed project to 

“fix” the issues with Descartes, and yet, Descartes was it essence all along, the project to fix 

his contradictions a ruse from the start, for they were endemic to the system. They are not an 

aberration, but rather, the reason for Reason and the cause as such.  

 

The “Spiritual Automaton” of Desire, or G.W. Leibniz on the Self as Windowless Monad 

in a Networked Divine 

 

It is worth now going a bit deeper into some of the approaches to mend some of the gaping 



holes that were seen to exist within Descartes’ general project, one which inspired 

generations to go down the path that he had paved. Not long after Descartes pathbreaking 

work, G.W. Leibniz attempted to harmonize Descartes with the cutting edge science of 

physics, ideas developed as mathematics had given rise to the calculus, and by means of 

this, harmonize science and the divine more successfully than Descartes had. G.W. Leibniz is 

a thinker who kept Descartes scientific form of theorizing, and used the general framework he 

employed in his writings on physics and mathematics, a sort of impersonal “God’s eye 

perspective” on the world, to write his tracts, such as his famed “Monadology” (1712). He 

differed from Descartes, however, in that he did not see the foundation of the new thinking as 

the “clear and distinct” realms of geometry and mathematics, but rather, the world in which 

mathematical truths and material truths intersected in the equations and forces of the nascent 

physics of his day. Rather than take his own experience as the measure of all things, as 

Descartes did Leibniz spoke, as did the scholastics of old, from the perspective of the world, 

rather than that within the subject.  

 

While he theorized from outside, his notion of the self was even more abstractly thing-ified 

than that of Descartes. Leibniz argues that each of us has a soul of pure mind within us, one 

which has no extension in space or time, is abstract and ideal, a perfect point-unity he calls a 

monad (Latin for “one-ness”), and it is worth examining some of his language: [In such 

monads] … there is possible neither extension, nor form, nor divisibility. These monads are 

the true atoms of nature … the monads have no windows through which anything can enter or 

go out.”dcccxl The monadic soul of the individual was described by Leibniz as a sort of screen 

for perceptions, and able to change within itself according to inner principles, but all 

communication with the outside world, either in the form of perception or action, occurred 

because God micro-managed everything, making sure that matters which impact the “body” 



of a monad create perceptions on the monads screen-like interior, and that the actions of the 

monad, projections perhaps onto the screen, are then performed by the monad’s body in the 

world beyond.  

 

While matter is infinitely divisible for Leibniz, a pure “plenum,” each monad is absolutely 

unique, and while there are similarities in kind, no two monads are every completely like any 

other. Each of us is unique in the eyes of the divine, of course. He does, in some writings 

beyond the “Monadology,” theorize that there must be some sort of connection between the 

monad and its body, some sort of tie or connector, which in Latin is viniculum, something like 

a vine perhaps, but either way, Leibniz says little about this, as it could perhaps be his version 

of a pineal gland, and he did not want to go down that road with Descartes.  

 

There is nevertheless a parallelism of sorts at work in Leibniz. The windowless monad, in and 

through its unity, is also a unity-in-multiplicity, filled with perceptions and volitions, along with 

appetites, and these are the one-in-many of a unified self which also feels, senses, and 

thinks. And yet, avoiding a pineal gland, how does he know that the images of perceptions 

and the outgoing imagination of actions, linked by appetites, link up with the outside world? 

For Leibniz, each of us is a set of machines: a natural automaton, a sort of physical clockwork 

of the body, and a spiritual automaton, or a machine of pure ideas. It is only God, however, 

which is able to link the desiring machine machine in its windowless monad to the physical 

machine which carries it around the world from without.  

 

As such, it is only God, as micro-manager, who is there to make sure that our perceptions and 

volitions link up with the world of matter beyond us, for as is said in the Christian scriptures by 

Jesus, “you are in the world, but not of it.” Rather, we are beings of pure mind, and mind can 



be passively pushed and pulled by the forces of the world which we hardly understand, or we 

can be active, which is to say, to use Reason, bring our thinking into sync with that of God 

who is Reason itself, and in this way, rise to an aspect of his cosmic activity. For like all 

monads, we are beings of forces, yearning to perfect ourselves, trying to rise towards the 

perfection of God, even if we are not fully aware of this, for our imperfect bodies imperfect 

ability to show us clear sights of the world limit the data provided by our senses, and God may 

micro-manage, but he only conveys to our inner screens what our bodies show us.  

 

Leibniz felt he was able to overcome many of the difficulties with of the cogito, in part by 

linking Descartes work with not only aspects of the Neoplatonically influenced philosophy of 

the European Middle Ages, but also insights from the cutting edge physics of Leibniz’s day. 

While Descartes saw us mostly as thinking point-things, point-things which may only exist as 

such when we think ourselves thinking, even if hopefully God will guarantee this, Leibniz 

argues that God must follow the dictates of Reason which are as clear to Leibniz as they are 

to any other rational being, and since God cannot go against the dictates of Reason, then 

Leibniz can use Reason to understand the very form God must take. He therefore argues that 

our monadic souls are therefore guaranteed to exist for all eternity, connected to a body by 

the weakest thread, with only the central connection to an omnipresent divine making sure 

that everything lines up as it should and must.  

 

But while Descarets presents a self able to look out into the world or at mental contents as 

like the light of Reason itself, Leibniz argues that we cannot look outside our monads except 

by looking at the world through God, for our monads are windowless. And in doing so, Leibniz 

presents the soul as like an enclosure, as like a windowless house with an interior, an interior 

like a screen upon which are projected the shifting perceptions of change from without, and 



the actions we project towards our bodies to enact for us. We are atoms of mind filled with 

appetite, and this desire gives rise to images on our screens, our spiritual desiring machines 

giving rise to concrete imagings in and of the world beyond, with our hookup to God making 

sure that all will come to whatever he sees as best for all in the end. As we have highly limited 

bodies, our perceptions can only get so clear, but God, having no need for a body, sees and 

knows all, so we should trust that he has our best interests at heart, and knows best how to 

get the world to the best place.  

 

Leibniz’s theorizings are baroque in all senses of the term. He is, after all, the co-inventor of 

the calculus, along with Isaac Newton, and while Leibniz argued that the monads of humans 

and animals are souls, he argued that anything in the world which has an inner unity does so 

because its existence expresses its unique inner essence, with no two being identical in the 

cosmos, and each known to the divine. What makes each essence unique is precisely how it 

assembles others within it as its sub-monads, and by means of this, and God’s wonderful 

skills in parallelism, assembling its body thereby. Essences were not, for Leibniz, static ideals, 

as they were for Plato, but rather, in a manner analogous to the theorizings of his Neo-

Platonic inheritors and the Aristotelians thereafter, both massive influences on medieval and 

Renaissance philosophy, natural and otherwise, they were seen as active.  

 

The monad is in this sense a principle, an abstract and ideal principle, an appetite which 

desires to exist in the world of matter, and which works to express itself in this world by 

assembling bodies and sub-bodies by means of its forces. Each monad is for Leibniz a “living 

mirror” of the cosmos, an expression of the whole in this way, for according to Leibniz, this 

whole, or God, is what really matters, the center of it all, the essential force of centralization 

which brings all the cosmos into sync with its form.  The clearing house for all information 



about the world beyond, and all potential for action therein, making sure that all is for the best. 

Is there any better way to allegorize what Adam Smith, a few decades later, would describe 

as the God-like “invisible hand” of the market?  

 

Within this, each individual is merely a node within a grand, centralized network, and each 

only able to communicate with any others by the means the centralizing deity provides. While 

Leibniz assumes that his deity is good and perfect, and aims at the “best of all possible 

worlds,” his reason for arguing this is that the alternative is simply unthinkable.REF And yet, 

what if the God of Leibniz simply has short term profit as its driving interest? What if the 

means of gathering information and producing action, that which weaves us as desiring 

machines into its viniculary webs, does so in order to produce the best possible world for 

itself? What if such a demiurge becomes thereby the standard of what is deemed true and 

real, and thereby, shapes us in its own reflective image, and only in the interest of infinitely 

accumulating more, turning all relative to absolute limits, for those who are able to come more 

closely into sync with its rhythms?  

 

Leibniz wrote little and published far less during his lifetime, and yet, his work is as complex 

and labyrinthine as Descartes are reductively simple, But for all his complexity, Leibniz did 

little to solve the many issues raised by Descartes. Leibniz theorized that all monads, whether 

the souls of humans and animals or the forces of the essences of things, have appetites and 

perceptions, and yet, God is again needed to make sure that the windowless monad is able to 

communicate with its “body.” God is also seen as an all knowing and all good being, but not 

an all powerful one, and hence, he has brought about the “best possible world,” at least, 

based on his limited powers to impact the course of base matter.  

 



There are many fascinating tangents which one can follow with Leibniz, and his tendency to 

think in fractals is in many senses at odds with his seemingly opposed urge towards the 

clarity provided by binary cuts such as that between matter and mind.dcccxli The notion that this 

world is “the best of all possible worlds” was famously lambasted by Voltaire in his character 

of Professor Pangloss, whose name means “all-tongue” or “all-speech,” who professes a 

similar belief, and leads the title character of his satire Candide (1759, 1762), to become a 

ridiculous optimist, regardless of his experiences, and there is something to this critique of 

Leibniz and the Leibnizians which followed him. For while Leibniz desired that his ideas would 

show everyone how God has arranged for the greatest possible harmony, and knowing this, 

everyone would stop fighting each other and this harmony would become reality, this hardly 

came to be. Leibniz likewise did not tie up all the loose ends of his model, rather simply 

issuing by degree the notion that all is Good in the city of God, if only we could come to see 

this.  

 

How We Became Things-in-Ourselves, Or The Transcendental Ego of Immanuel Kant 

 

With his famed Discourse on Method and Meditations that Descartes made his most radical 

contribution to the formation of the Euro-American atomistic self. Descartes was hardly an 

empiricist who believed in the necessity of the truth of outer experiences. No, he was still far 

too influenced by the Ancient Greeks for that, trusting instead in the truths of Euclid and the 

desire for the seeming certainties of geometric proof over the induction of the mere habits of 

matter. It is with Descartes, however, that investigation of the cosmos shifts its center. 

Previously, the world was described in an objective tone, and even the inner worlds of the self 

were described as a sort of inner landscape projected within. But with Descartes, all access to 

the world, the world without as much as within, is described as arising by means of an inner 



light of Reason which peers out from some inner core to examine a sort of interior, house-like 

structure which, by means of windows of the senses, opens on the world beyond.  

 

With this, the European Self, the subject of European modernity, is given its first and most 

influential articulation. Now the self is not only the measure of all things, but it measures itself 

as the measure whereby it measures its world as well. The self is an hollow enclosure, from 

the center of which emanates a light of Reason which is able to examine all mental contents, 

and to peer into the world beyond. What began as the Christian soul, that tiny shard of the 

realm of the divine within the profane and fallen world of mundane space and time, matter 

and flesh, this momentary lay-over in the time between creation and apocalypse, now 

became a nucleus of pure mind within, one able to examine both thoughts and impressions 

arising from the outer world. This nucleus of pure mind, what Descartes referred to as a res 

cogitans, or “thinking thing,” was from a domain of pure mind, and distinguished from that of 

matter, res extensa, or extended things.  

 

These domains are as distinct as those previously between sacred and profane, with each of 

us possessed of a small bit of pure mind within our mere material bodily shells, our bit of pure 

mind a tiny shard of Reason able to sync up with Reason deified. Or at least, this is how such 

notions were radicalized not long after Descartes by Leibniz. While the philosophy of Leibniz 

had its day, and there was a period in which partisans of Leibniz and Spinoza, that wily figure 

from which Leibniz likely “borrowed” some of his notions, a figure to which Leibniz was so 

similar in some ways and so radically different in others, everything changed with the advent 

of Immanuel Kant. If Descartes is often described as the founder of “modern” European 

philosophy, then Kant is often described as presenting the moment in which it matured. Kant 

dispenses with the more networked aspects of medieval philosophies, those which 



manifested in centralized and fractally binary form in Leibniz, and in more relational form in 

Spinoza, and returned to the simplicity of Descartes.  

 

Rather than theorize starting from God and the “bigger picture” of the way the cosmos looked 

from such a perspective, Kant returned to theorizing subjective experience from within, 

arguing that only when we are able to be sure our knowledge is certain, as individual 

subjects, can we begin to think about anything else in the world. As much as Kant dispensed 

with the Leibnizian perspective in many ways, he also reinscribed it in many senses within the 

monad. The dominant trajectory of European and later Euro-American philosophy is that 

which sprouted from Descartes and grew from Kant, and while there have been powerful and 

influential counter-traditions which have arisen alongside of this, they have always been 

determined in distinction from the Cartesio-Kantian edifice.  

 

If the atomistic self of industrial capital can be seen as developing from a secularization of 

Christian soul, Descartes helped abstract out from this nascent social transformation a series 

of arguments which helped provide this the start of an abstract foundation in the culture 

whereby to be able to justify such a transition, and from this, develop a project which could 

provide an intellectual armature to this wider set of cultural suppositions. Leibniz built upon 

Descartes notion of the cogito as a “thinking thing,” and turned it into a windowless monad, a 

restless desiring-machine which was divided from the world as much as other monads, and 

only connected to anything by means of a hookup to a centraling networking divine which was 

the center of all that was worthwhile in the cosmos.  

 

Kant put the subject and its knowledge back at the center of things, and rather than starting 

from the world or the divine, his work starts squarely within the subjective world itself, a 



monad with more open windows perhaps, but still a monad trying to grasp itself thinking as a 

thing-like cogito, as much as grasp objects, and both with provable certainty that they can 

come to know their experiences, of both subject and object as they really are as “in 

themselves,” and with complete certainty, despite shifting appearances whereby they 

manifest to us.  

 

In doing so, Kant shifted the primary divide from Descartes mind and matter to appearance 

and reality, and reality had two poles, that of subject and object. While he only referred to 

objects as “things-in-themselves,” in contrast to appearances, or phenomena, he referred to 

both objects and subjects as “noumenal,” otherworldly yet able to be accessed indirectly, 

transcendentally, and in this way, similar to God. Unlike God or objects, however, we are 

ourselves, and yet, there is a deeper form to the content of how we appear to ourselves, and 

by means of tracing the form of our content, we can intuit the form that God and all objects 

take beyond appearances.  

 

Many appearances seem, to Kant, to be untrustworthy, and he cites various ways, known 

since the denigration of the senses in philosophies past, in which the senses are not to be 

trusted. That said, Kant argues that while one can be unsure whether one has grasped the 

color or shape of something, one cannot doubt that there is something there, underneath all 

these shifting impressions, that is the real object, the “thing-in-itself” beneath appearances. 

This is the thing beyond all bias and perspective, how God experiences things, and he seeks 

to find how it is we can come to know this.  

 

And while he does not quite say this directly, in the process, he comes to see the self on such 

a model, taking the atomization of the self one step further than either the res cogitans of 



Descartes or the monad of Leibniz, producing the self as the obverse form to that of the 

object. The self is now the inner object beneath appearances of the self to the self, the self 

which is within the self more than oneself. There is the ideal inner kernel of the self within the 

world, and the ideal inner kernel of the self “as it really is” within itself, the self for which we 

can go looking at seek to find in its Truth, as one does the Truth of objects “as they really are.”  

 

In this way, Kant internalizes the form of objects of the science of his day, but also, of nascent 

industry on the cusp of industrial revolution and its commodity capitalism, within us. And if we 

can intuit the form of the object of self within our hearts, we can gain access to the divine, the 

logic of the world itself. As the logic of the world increasingly shifted to that of industrial 

capitalism, the Kantian self made space within all his many adherants for the place of the 

form of the pure object to be filled by so many appearances, the commodities or images 

thereof which could be projected on a screen by the God within the machine, the “invisible 

hand” of the market, namely, capital itself.  

 

But in place of the more big-picture, systems oriented view of Leibniz, Kant re-enentered the 

subjective monad whose enclosure was filled with desire by Leibniz, and worked to produce a 

more abstract form of subjectivity which was far less embodied and abstract than this, 

focusing on the subject as pure form of awareness itself, the subject as a screen of sorts for 

any object’s appearances which served as its content. In this way, Kant worked to re-establish 

the Cartesian project by arguing that the subject is neither fully beyond the world in the mode 

of transcendence, nor fully within it in the mode of immanence. We cannot grasp the self 

directly with the means this world provides, nor do we have no way to grasp it. Rather, we can 

grasp it by means of a process which is transcendental.dcccxlii For while we cannot directly 

touch it as we would touch an object, we can deduce its necessity as what makes it possible 



for us to experience our worlds as we do. For Kant, there are many aspects of the world that 

are not quite within the world nor quite beyond it, and hence, can be grasped through a 

transcendental procedure, similar to that of Descartes, in that this grasping occurs when one 

cannot find a way to sensibly imagine the world without such a notion.  

 

By means of his transcendental approach, Kant attempted to solve what he saw as the crisis 

in philosophy which had existed since David Hume, the empiricist skeptic, had produced a full 

scale attack on many of the approaches taken by Descartes. The transcendental method was 

the means whereby Kant attempted to take Descartes’ general method and use it to save his 

project as a whole, if changing it in some dramatic ways in the process. Descartes founds his 

cogito on his inability to doubt this own doubt, that any attempt to question whether or not he 

is really thinking is simply another form thereof, indicating that his thinking is a sort of closed 

circle of pure mind.  

 

But doubt is a somewhat strange place to attempt to establish pure mind. To experience 

doubt is clearly to feel a lack of security in a particular notion or state of affairs. It is to grasp it, 

and then to try to see if it feels secure. Often it involves a search for supporting reasons, an 

attempt to link these up with a notion, or an attempt to see if those reasons given for 

something in the pats seem sturdy, often by means of questioning them with counter-reasons. 

While brains clearly doubt, and what brains do is often called thinking, doubting seems as 

much a feeling as a thinking, and it difficult to say where the feeling aspect of it starts and the 

thinking aspect begins, or if these are fully distinct. When I doubt something and seem able to 

doubt it, I often feel an insecure pull in my gut as much as anything else. 

 

But awareness, that is something different, and while Kant does not present this as a more 



disembodied and hence necessarily better foundation on which to build his abstract edifice, it 

is to pure awareness that he goes. For example, if I am looking at a tree, I can attempt to step 

outside of this, in a sense, to cease being merely immersed in the experience of seeing a tre, 

and become aware that I am looking at the tree. I look at myself looking, I become aware of 

myself being aware of something, and in this, I produce a sort of meta-awareness, one similar 

to Descartes attempt at something like a meta-thinking, but something a bit more abstract. 

One often feels doubt as much in the gut as in the head, so to speak, for with doubt comes 

worry and fear of the unknown, the anxiety of instability that arises when one doubts all one 

holds dear. Awareness, however, even of something as embodied and concrete as the big 

toe, still always feels more abstract and immaterial than the otherwise. Then again, if the self 

is awareness, it is difficult to say much about the self in the past or the future. Awareness is 

here and now, and taken to its limit, this has a way of absorbing the past and future into it. 

What is more, to reduce the self to awareness is to forget that the self is also the doer of 

deeds. 

 

By shifting the attention from awareness of something to awareness of awareness, Kant feels 

like he is able to use Descartes methods and circumvent many of the difficulties. For as Kant 

argues, we cannot grasp the self directly with the means this world provides, for this mean 

that the self is physical, and this is not the self he is looking for. Rather than imagine the self 

as somehow either physical or ungraspable, he instead argues that mind can grasp itself as 

pure mind, by means of a process which neither grasps the self as something radically within 

the world, or immanent, nor fully beyond it, but rather, as something implied by its very form, a 

notion and method he describes as transcendental.dcccxliii  

 

In this sense, while we cannot directly touch the self as we would touch an object, we can 



deduce its necessity as what makes it possible for us to experience our worlds as we do. For 

Kant, there are many aspects of the world that are not quite within the world nor quite beyond 

it, and hence, can be grasped through a transcendental procedure, similar to that of 

Descartes, in that this grasping occurs when one cannot find a way to sensibly imagine the 

world without such a notion. For example, the notion of quantity, or quality. It is difficult to 

imagine any aspect of the world as not having a quantity, whether that of one or far more, or 

even zero to indicate its absence. Likewise with quality, everything has qualities, or unity, 

everything is united in its way. If one goes to try to touch these, one cannot grasp them like 

one could an object, and yet, the world always manifests in and through such forms. These 

are what he calls pure categories of the understanding. The self can likewise be grasped as 

the form whereby we experience the world as such.dcccxliv 

 

This would be fine if he felt this were possible, but for Kant, the world can be divided into the 

realms of phenomenal appearances, and those in which there are only “things in 

themselves.”dcccxlv We cannot ever get direct access to such things, but we do see their 

manifestations, and can in this sense see their effects, similar to how one can see smoke on 

the horizon and deduce that there is a fire creating it, even if one cannot see the fire directly. 

The problem, however, is that Kant really wants the division between phenomena and 

noumena to be an air-tight division, and yet, if these realms are so hermetically sealed from 

each other, how can the noumenal things-in-themselves effect the phenomenal world in any 

way at all? And if the self is noumenal as well, how can it really be effected by the 

appearances which arise in the world beyond it?dcccxlvi Kant, a thinker of the excluded middle, 

clearly wants to say we can never get direct access to things in themselves, but he still wants 

to argue that we cannot be mistaken about some of their aspects. We cannot know if we 

really see a tree’s leaves as the color that they “really are,” and we know that the tree appears 



differently as we walk around it due to perspectival shifts. But for Kant, we cannot be in doubt 

that there really is a tree there, only whether the extent to which the ways in which it appears 

correspond to how it really is.dcccxlvii 

 

What Kant refuses to doubt, however, is that perhaps there is no tree there. Or perhaps there 

are many things that we group them together as a tree. Kant remains assured, however, that 

even if we can be wrong about many things, we cannot be wrong about the tree really being 

there, nor about there being something like “really being there.” This is part of the reason for 

all the contortions through which Kant puts himself through in the account of time and space 

as presented in the “Transcendental Aesthetic” sections and those which build upon this in his 

Critique of Pure Reason. Kant needs the realm of the noumenal to be beyond the limits of 

time and space, including birth and decay and transformation, because the noumenal is not 

only the realm of transcendental selves and objects, but also God.dcccxlviii God is eternal, and 

only manifests in time as an appearance to us. It is our impure and imperfect bodies that 

impart time and space to the world, along with the categories of our understanding, which are 

also beyond time and space, even as we project them on to the world. 

 

For Kant, we do this by means of a transcendental schematism within us, a faculty of mind 

which unites the pure categories of the understanding, the less pure ones of space and time, 

and synthesizes these with incoming sensory data.dcccxlix And yet, this mental faculty of the 

schematism, is this phenomenal or noumenal, both or neither? How can the division between 

phenomenal and noumenal be so airtight, if there is an entire faculty of our mind that deals 

with broaching this divide? And how can we be so sure if space and time are part of us, and 

not the noumenal realm, if we cannot know anything about the noumenal realm in a direct 

way? For Kant, we look at how things perish in our world, and we know that the true world, 



beyond appearances, the world of reality, is more perfect than this, and this just goes without 

saying.dcccl But what if one does not have the faith for what he believes is not merely faith, but 

rather, reason in its purest form? 

 

And so it was with so much of his system. We only experience representations of things as 

they really are, the world of noumenal essences beyond mere representations, including in 

some ways the self we are, and yet, how can we be sure the representations correspond in 

any way to the essences of what we experience, the objects and subjects of our world? 

Descartes encountered such issues when he divided the world into mind and matter, with his 

“I think” all that he could know with certainty, and yet he needed the notion of the pineal gland 

and the assurance of God's omnipotence and goodness to assure that everything remains 

sewed together. Kant repeats this in his way, by means of his notion of a schematism within 

us, a faculty of our minds which somehow links up sensations with the categories which are 

the necessary grammars of our experiences, even if he does not say quite how the sensate 

aspects of the world of phenomenal representation and the realm of what should in theory be 

radically beyond them are able to come together.dcccli Either these realms are completely 

distinct, or they are not, at if Kant were as binary as his own arguments would make him often 

seem. But he needs to have it both ways. 

 

There are many reasons to think his pure reason is neither quite pure nor reasonable, not the 

mention hardly necessary. Kant even admits that his project gives rise to his famed 

“antinomies of Pure Reason,” seemingly insoluble contradictions which he promised would be 

dealt with in his later work on aesthetics. While these later works do speak of an ability to 

indirectly experience beyond ones limits, the state of the sublime, doing so softens the hard 

divides between phenomenal and noumenal that established his project in the first place, and 



which he needs in order to keep his project distinct from that of thinkers such as David Hume, 

who argued all notions which Kant proposes as noumenal are really just notions we abstract 

from experience.dccclii These would then be conventions which are useful, but which provide 

nothing like certainty, and certainly not absolute ability to deduce with certainty that things 

really are there “in themselves,” that our perspectival appearances do have a ground in the 

world “as it really is,” and hence, that by means of applying Reason to all of this, we can 

deduce the existence of God, if not directly in appearance, but in fact. 

 

Such a notion horrified Kant, and was in fact the impetus for his work, namely, he wanted to 

show that while things could appear this or that way, we could be completely certain there 

was something anchoring our experiences of the world as being true at least in some ways if 

not others, and that we could be certain that our reason is sound, not mere habit, convention, 

opinion, or cultural artifact, but rather knowable in its ultimate truth, and by means of which, it 

would be possible to indubitably prove that God is there.dcccliii Hume of course doubted all this, 

and it is for such reasons that Kant needed to divide his world sharply, for it he let the divides 

go, then Hume's critiques of Descartes could creep into his system as well, and yet, he also 

needed notions such as the schematism and the sublime and even the transcendental 

method to get beyond the limits he imposed on himself, antinomies or otherwise. And so, he 

used justifications such as this, hardly justifications at all: “These principles cannot be derived 

from experience, because experience could not impart to them either strict universality or 

apodictic certainty.”dcccliv Hume might have replied something like “yes, precisely,” and moved 

along, but despite this, Kant's influence has been enormous, and for reasons which the 

introduction to this work has sketched.  

 

The “Never Really Modern” Self of the Commodifying Logics of the Early Industrial Age 



 

The influence of the Cartesio-Kantian self was enormous, to say the least. Nevertheless, as 

Bruno Latour has argued, there are many reasons to think that it all was not quite as it 

seemed. Latour argues that the “modern” project to split the world in two, to identify the inner 

monad with “subject” and “mind” and the outer one with “object” and “matter,” while the theory 

in practice, was practiced only in the breach, or, to put it in his famous terms, “we have never 

been modern. That is, no matter how much people argued that the world was divided into 

human subject and material objects, the world of society and the world of materiality, along 

with related binaries such as nurture and nature, quality and quantity, inside and outside, this 

ideology of atomistic subjectivities relating to atomistic objects was simply never the case.  

 

Matter was full of appetites, to use Leibniz’s term, the forces which were soon to be theorized, 

in the mid nineteenth century, as forms of energy, and what was often imagined as the 

objective world of matter still only ever manifested to us through the subjective sculpting of 

our sense impressions, with hardly a way to weave these together better than Descartes 

pineal gland, Leibniz’s micro-managing divine, or Kant’s schematism to articulate how these 

were knitted together. The instruments use to produce new scientific truths sculpted what they 

showed us as much as our sense organs, and were they all that different in this way? The 

boundary between inside and outside was fraught in manifold ways, as biologists chased 

agencies invisible to the naked eye, chemists their elements “beneath” how matter appeared 

to our senses, and all by means of instrument sculpted to “extend” our senses while inevitably 

transforming them in the process.  

 

Latour articulates the modern subject as always in the making, always in need of purifying 

what was seen as non-human from the domain of the human, the objective from the realm of 



the subject, even as it relied on such very means to do so. But the fiction that we are each 

ideal monads, each unique and special to God, or his more secular inheritors, was crucial to 

the social formations at the time, and despite all the issues with such a formulation, it 

persisted. The free agent, the rational actor, the owner of “private” property, the citizen who 

has “rights” as their “properties,” such were the discourses of modernity, and what they 

produced were atomistic subjects.  

 

And if these were what the discourses produced in theory, they also did so in practice. The 

individual was molded and disciplined, no longer seen as linked directly to the sovereign will 

of divine Reason, but rather, as a free floating agent, a commodity of sorts, if one which 

needed to be sculpted so it could self-manage and circulate on its own, if always in ways 

which resonated with the larger scheme of the “invisible” hand of the markets. And so, as the 

nineteenth century began to come to a close, as factories shifted from the leading to the 

dominant segment of the capitalist economy, payment shifted to hourly wage labor, and 

according to the increasing division of labor, each worker became more like a cog in the 

factory as social machine, an atom in the supra-mechanical organism, as if providing the 

concrete model of Latour’s thesis that despite protestations to the contrary, subjects were as 

much objects in modernity as vice-versa.  

 

By means of this, capitalism has produced a structure of self which is dominant in much of the 

world today, if not in numbers, then in sheer force.dccclv In Kapital, Marx argues that under 

capitalism, “relations between persons become relations between things,” as each of us is 

commodified by the labor process, literally forced to turn our time into an hourly rate which we 

sell on the market as wage labor, and taught to see ourselves on the model of the commodity. 

That is, our commodities speak for us, they become as if “inhabited by spirits” as we fetishize 



them, as we become more like inert things. It was not long after that Thorsten Veblen, in his 

Theory of the Leisure Class, argued that conspicuous consumption, the purchase of various 

expensive commodities simply for the purpose of display, of being seen consuming them, was 

the model of our age. Who has not seen people have their designer labels in the present, 

after all, have a war of egos as the people sit back and let their products do the talking for 

them?  

 

While we are encouraged to see commodities as the expression of our inner souls, our 

conditions of labor turn us ever more into things. Karl Marx famously argued in his “Fragment 

on the Machine” that as industrialism intensified, that rather than being masters of machines, 

we become their operators and functionaries, more cogs than anything else. Such an analysis 

is extended by Gyorgy Lukacs, who argues that under capitalism, a person can   

 do no more than look on helplessly while its own existence is reduced to an isolated 
 particle and fed into an alien machine …  mechanisation makes of them isolated 
 abstract atoms … The atomisation of the individual is, then, only the reflex in 
 consciousness of the fact that the 'natural laws' of capitalist production have been 
 extended to cover every manifestation of life in society … typical of society as a  whole 
... [in which this] self-objectification … reveals in all its starkness the  dehumanised and  
 
dehumanisation function of the commodity relation [sic].dccclvi 
 
For Lukacs, the term for this is reification, literally, thing-ification, from the same Latin term, 

res, which Descartes used for res cogitans. What is more, Lukacs shows, in his powerful 

essay on reification, how the entire history of European philosophy from Descartes to when 

his essay on reification was written in 1923, can be seen as the means whereby the 

bourgeoisie class produced an ideology fit the mold of its own image of the world.  

 

To extend this analysis into that described here, one can say that if Descartes oriented the 

world around his cogito, Leibniz made it an infinite desiring machine and placed it in the 



screened-in world of the monad, Kant turned the subject into the form of an object turned 

inside out, and an object idealized as the form of subjectivity turned outside in. Not long after 

Kant, Hegel argued that the entire world can be seen as the attempt to get subjective and 

objective tendencies to come into sync and interpenetrate each other, for each is ultimately, 

for Hegel, simply the other turned inside out. The unity of subject and substance is the 

tendency of all world history, one which, he felt, came to consciousness with his own writings.  

 

Industrial capitalism hardly had to do much work to convert this ideology to it own needs, for 

pre-industrial capitalism had formed it.  

 

The light of Reason needed to penetrate these depths, explore them, and place a core within 

them, a subject-within-the-subject, a meta-subject with its meta-truth, the deeper truth of the 

deeper subjectivity of the modern self.  

 

What do I really know? What do I really want? What do my thoughts really mean? Who am I? 

Rather than questioning what a person did, one now questioned what was in their heart, and 

it is little wonder that this is the time of the shift from Catholic confession to the Protestant 

self-examination before God. And Protestantism is next to capitalism, for just as one should 

not display one’s wealth as the Catholics do, but rather revinest to produce more success to 

show that God has blessed one, so one should confess one’s spendthrifiness before the alter 

of the bank account. Eventhing becomes rationalized, internalized, and shifts to a new level, a 

meta-level, in which what was content shifts to form, and form becomes the content of all prior 

contents.  

 

And so, paintings shift from depicting multiple spaces and time to becoming sites for the 



insertion of an increasingly unified subjectivity, one which displayed the vanity of one’s wealth 

in still life paintings for an investment yet to come, just as wealth shifts from how much gold 

one has to how much one can convince others that one has enough numbers representing 

paper in abstract numerical counts, just as numbers shift from clunky Roman numerals to 

smooth Arabic numerals, negative numbers, and even that radical invention of Indic 

mathematics, the shunya, literally the “empty,” the “hollow,” the “void,” or what became known 

in European mathematics as the zero.  

 

And so just as Kings were giving way to Dutch trading house masters, one was able to insert 

the locus of the zeros in one’s bank account into the zero point of one’s painting and see 

one’s goods and other vanities arrayed before the eye much as one could find the center of 

the world at the zero of Rene Descartes famed Cartesian axes. Everything now fits on the 

numberlines which have eaten all space and time, and becomes subject to calculation, and 

soon, with the advent of calculus, even up to the infinite and down to the limit. With each shift 

to the meta-level, a privileged content shifts to form, but in such a way that the content 

becomes the entire tenor of that which it forms along the way. And so, we all became little 

zeroes within ourselves, little nuclear nuggets of emptiness. Where better to search for 

ourselves than within an opening within us, an opening onto the cosmos and our very soul, 

and infinitely so?  

 

Descartes became the spirit of his age because the spirit of his age would have had to invent 

him had he not already existed. Europe needed someone who could bring it all together, who 

could imagine a self which peered inside and sought eternal truths within, and found certainty 

divine certainty within mathematics itself, linking Euclid and the divine, and retaining the 

division of the world into sacred and profane, holy and unholy, pure and impure. Descartes 



solved a problem that all Europe was trying to think. It was about how to get to people 

beneath their deeds, keeping them always out of sync with themselves, never quite able to 

catch themselves, always a step behind, for to think the cogito is to have already done so. 

Inside is a perpetual project, a perpetual sliding forward, a project without end. One 

dominates the terra incognita within to dominate nature and the rest of the world without.  

 

Unlike philosophies of the past, which started with the structure of God, Descartes’ philosophy 

started with the self, and what the self could know, the self which sees the outside world from 

within its enclosure. Like a subject peering out of the window of its house, secure with its 

possessions, able to peer into the virtual windows of its still-life paintings and suture itself into 

their vanishing points, Descartes was the philosophy of subject made world, and in this way, 

the voice of a newly self-centered age. The self had become the standard and measure of 

everything and anything, and anything which could not accord with the absolute truth dictated 

by the self was no longer granted admission to the court of newly enthroned subjective 

Reason.  

 

This is not to say that the contradictions which attended to Descartes new perspective were 

unknown. Descartes did not become the model of the new philosophy despite the 

contradictions at play in his work, but rather, because of them. His were the contradictions 

that were at the foundation of the European project to overwrite all its particular traditions, and 

all those of the world beyond it, with one single standard, one particular content made form, a 

nameless meta-subject which, for lack of a better word, could be called by its Latin name, 

capital. The head is its literal definition, but it has come to mean so much more, the capital 

city, a capital idea, a capital investment, all of which is to say, the center. Capital is the pull 

towards centralization which is to culture what gravity is to matter.  



 

If Copernicus had found a way to shift the center of the universe from the Earth to the Sun, 

and with this, wrested it from being the center of God’s plan to that of Nature’s, Descartes had 

managed to wrest control of the world for the self in a more radical way, producing a second 

Copernican revolution, one which centered the universe not on the human as God’s 

representative on Earth, but as the center of Reason’s representative on Earth. Eventually, 

God would largely be dispensed with, at least in his more traditional forms, for who needs a 

God in the heavens when one has within a God on Earth? Capital lives within each of us, and 

we worship it as we form ourselves in its image each day.  

 

With the cogito, Descartes had given rise to a path, a passageway, and a program. If “the 

West” that was congealing around such notions would be able to solve the riddle of the 

contradictions at the heart of the cogito, it could knit matter and mind together, and with this, 

bring about the full domination of matter for the abstract standard which centralizes all content 

to its single form. Science would transform the world into a unity of the zero made flesh, and 

its name was cogito, the cogito. The modern self was born out of the ever-delayed project to 

“fix” the issues with Descartes, and yet, Descartes was it essence all along, the project to fix 

his contradictions a ruse from the start, for they were endemic to the system. They are not an 

aberration, but rather, the reason for Reason and the cause as such.  

 

To imagine that the self could prove itself own foundations with nothing but recourse to itself, 

that the abstract could prove itself concrete with nothing but the abstract, that mind can prove 

itself as real as matter using nothing but mind, such notions are doomed to failure from the 

start. If one tries to prove logic with logic, one needs to account for the logic of one’s proof 

and prove one’s logic, and one cannot do this with simply the same logic. One must 



eventually get outside of the circle, or close oneself off from what is outside of one, if one can, 

circle in infinite regress, or do one of these while saying one does the other. Disavowal at its 

finest, and so, the so-called Western subjective tradition was born. From Descartes to Leibniz 

to Kant and Husserl, so many attempts to do away with the issues which the self posed by 

Descartes posed to the world would only find new and more radical forms thereof. And this 

was all anyone really wanted in the first place anyway. More. Deeper, more intense, more 

expansive, conquest of nature and technology and history and the world and all its powers 

and certainty and truth and that is all.  

 

The world-system which emerged from the conglomeration of formations knew no limitations. 

The world was divided and hierarchized according to a single unifying which become ever 

more abstract, and it was the empire of quantity. Pure numbers which could only count to 

more, and more rapidly than ever. Just as the foundation of number was found at this time to 

be zero, the number of all numbers which any one only ever tries to count to infinity, so it is 

with the subject. The subject is a void into which more truth, more certainty, more time, and 

more possessions are needed. The subject was never truly empty, of course. It had to have 

the form of its contents, and so, it was racialized White, it was gendered male, it was 

heterosexual, and it was fantastically wealthy.  

 

In their work on facialization, Deleuze and Guattari argue that the “empty” self of the so-called 

“West” is that of the White-Man-Face. The face that seems empty of all content, even if its 

seeming emptiness is empty of all but the content which has become form. Anyone can slot 

themselves into the vanishing point of paintings, after all, but the face of Jesus who stared 

back from centuries of European religious painting is somehow always that of a White 

European, despite Jesus’ Middle Eastern origins and likely un-European features. And just as 



anyone can become a CEO, it is nearly always the faces of White Heterosexual Men who 

populate its boardrooms.  

 

And so, those who did not resemble the selves of the dominant were often told they lacked 

souls, or were only somewhat selves, and history is full of the ways in which Europeans and 

later Americans denied access to the traits and properties, such as various rights and 

privileged, which were increasingly seen as pertaining to all selves recognized by the meta-

self of the state. There is a straight line between Cartesian Reason and Rudyard Kipling’s 

colonialist notion of the “White Man’s Burden” to “civilize” the globe, bringing with it 

domination at the hand of sword and extractive market, but all in the name of “civilizing 

Reason.”  

 

To be deemed in such contexts as reasonable, or sane, however, was to come into resonance 

with the form of this new meta-subject of world subjectivity, one which claimed to have no 

content but that of Reason itself. But this was the sort of Reason that branded women who 

thought for themselves witches or hysterics, or African-Americans who wanted to learn to 

read as immoral, or queer persons as in need of various forms of forced conversion 

“therapies,” or which saw colonization as bringing the sort of “civilization” to the globe which 

lead to the horrors of World War II.  

 

This was a sort of Reason which always tilted the playing field to those who had developed it, 

to those who always started the game with more capital, financial or otherwise, and thus had 

been able to make the rules of the game to favor their terms and those like them. The White-

Man-Face colonized the globe with its gaze, and anything which did not reflect its image, it 

deemed mere raw material for metabolism, reworking, redefining, overwriting, and 



manufacturing into a copy of its image. Those born with this image already implanted within 

the kernel of their souls, of course, did not have to be so processed, but soon the world would 

be taught to desire this way, for it was boundless desire which was on sale. Capital used the 

economy and its products as much as mathematics and painting, used race and sex and truth 

and reason and whatever else it could get its hands on. Every content is allowable, so long as 

it can be transformed into the same form, and that form is capital, and its name is the self.  

 

For within lies the kernel, and the kernel is empty, but it shines with pure light, the pure light of 

the divine, of Reason itself, of thinking that cannot doubt itself for it is certainty beyond 

thinking, thinking as being, and being empty and infinite, needing to be filled by ever more, 

and this is Reason itself, Reason which says we are the only Reasonable ones, so bring it all 

into resonance with our form, bring it all to the center, and that center is wherever we are. All 

else but the centering is impurity, and so, in need of conversation to the form, the form of 

infinite increase, infinite interiority, no matter the cost.  

 

Capital mutated, of course. When it had developed enough agricultural and trade surpluses to 

industrialize, direct slavery became unprofitable, as capital needed factory workers and those 

who would produce raw materials and buy the products of these factories instead. As the 

workers of the world began to unite, despite the divisions of nation, race, and culture which 

capital used to keep us all divided enough to conquer with its more subtle logics of control, 

profits began to decline, capital began to liberate itself from the nation state, as railroads and 

steamships, telegraphs and telephones, knit the globe together at a breakneck pace. 

Militaries and stock markets became volatile, conflagrations emerged, and yet capital laughed 

all the way to the bank, no matter the cost, consolidating around the American Empire’s new 

international order.  



 

Just as radio had brought the voice into the home, television brought the image, and with it, 

advertising, and sex sells us and our bodies to the commodity. Just as we had been taught to 

fill the Cartesian zero with the commodity of the moment, now we learned to desire the 

commodity in and as the force of our own bodies, and the society of the spectacle of sexual 

desire was born. Sexual liberation and embodied commodification, and the age of perpetual 

advertising refined itself while the airwaves liberated it from space and time. And now, 

bolstered by the massive power of computing technologies, the virtual realities of the Web 

can build entire new meta-worlds, and we can take them everywhere with the screens in our 

pockets. And what capital’s new clothes, through the spectacle and now the Internet, has sold 

us, is the world made subject, even if it has erased anything individual from the world in the 

name of the pure always more.  

 

It is with Kant that the self’s metamorphosis into an internalized yet abstract conceptual 

“thing” is complete. The subject is simply the unknowable “thing-in-itself” reflected outside in, 

an empty place into which any form can be placed, so long as it is profitable, and implicitly in 

resonance with the White-Man-Face. Kant spoke of the Enlightenment as a movement 

whereby the light of Reason pushed aside the darkeness, and so it was as he wrote, as 

Europe reached its tentacles further through the globe, rewriting the histories of various parts 

of the world as dark, static, unknowable, and needing enlightenment at the tip of European 

money and swords.  

 

This is the self as described by Lukacs, as if, centuries before the logic of the commodity had 

reached its apex, Kant had intuited that the future was one in which each of us would see 

ourselves as internalized abstract objects, waiting to be filled by the latest commodity even if 



this place could never be really filled, for as soon as the commodity fit in that space, it was no 

longer “the” commodity. As Lacan argues with his famous notion of the “object a,” any image 

or object we imagine can contain our desire only does so so long as we do not currently 

possess it; as soon as we possess it, the “it” moves elsewhere. This Cartesian plane extends 

to Leibnizian limts of infinity, and now with Kant, it has become an infinitely displaceable 

object, a screen upon which any image can be projected so long as it is an atomized object, 

detached from conditions of its production, detached from oppressive social formations. This 

is the commodity that arises from the economic deities in the sky, the unreal and abstract 

object of our inner desire beyond desire, that which is in the commodity, and us, “more than 

ourselves.” This is the object-self which can be anything, so long as it desires object-ive-ly, 

which is to say, it turns itself into an inner object, not as content, but as form.  

 

The subject of capitalism is an empty nucleus within us. We can desire anything we want, so 

long as its form resonates with that of the dominant world order, and this order has two sides: 

capitalism, and racism. Western expansion around the globe was funded first by Crusades, 

then the Slave Trade, then Colonialism, and now neo-Colonialism, and what the surpluses 

extracted thereby made possible was the original accumulation which Marx described as 

necessary in order for capitalism to form. Capitalism and racism not only formed at the same 

time, and were not only financially intertwined, their logics were intertwined. Without racism, it 

would have been wrong to slay multitudes in the Crusades, or enslave millions, or extract 

surpluses from colony after colony. And without capitalism, it would not have been possible for 

oppressed people to be given just enough incentives to keep hoping that they can move 

higher within the system which recognizes money regardless of race.  

 

Each time the workers of the world prepare to unite against their common transformation into 



objects, literally in the factory or more abstractly as image today, racism raises its ugly head 

to save capitalism, and each time capitalism expands radically, racism seems less profitable 

and become less central to capitalism, and more are allowed access to the table of profit, 

such as when capitalism needed more consumers to buy its products and so lifted some of its 

racial restrictions, capitalism begins to run away with the show, volatility rises, and crises 

emerge. And in times of crisis, there is always need of a scapegoat, and exclusionary 

systems begin again, leading to various new forms of exploitation to create the sorts of 

massive differentiations between haves and have-nots whereby capitalism produces the 

extractive surpluses which are its engines.  

 

For Karl Marx, it is only when all the workers stop worrying about feeding their families just to 

get by, and see that if they work with the other workers to change the system, that they 

become members of a class, the class of proletariat. Class consciousness is the moment in 

which a new identification is formed, one which is collective and in relation with the desire for 

a system less oppressive for any and all, including the capitalists who do not realize that they 

are not quite the masters that capitalism convinces them they are. To do this, however, we 

need to see outside the atom. We need to see beyond the atom of the self, of our individual 

possessions and properties, the atom of the group of those “like us,” whether nation or 

religion, ethnicity or culture, and be open to something more radical.  

 

Capitalism is a start, in some ways, for as Marx himself argues, capitalism breaks down the 

barriers of tradition, and along with this, traditional territorial hatreds between groups. But it 

teaches us that rather than a fixed identification with the collective image of this or that social 

grouping, this or that flag or deity, for example, that one should instead identify with the form 

of empty accumulation of profit as such. One internalizes the empty object of desire for more 



commodities and money and capital and power that one becomes, and in the process, one 

becomes a one in relation to the meta-one of capital.  

 

But this form has a content implicit to it, it is hardly as empty as all that, for it can have any 

content so long as it is quantitatively profitable to the market, and so long as it fits into the 

social parameters which guide this implicitely, the racist, colonialist, sexist, homophobic, and 

otherwise oppressive world-system which makes it such that capital, financial and otherwise, 

tends to flow in these directions. While capital may allow access to capital to play groups 

against each other, for example, “white ethnic” peoples such as Jews, Italians, and Slavic 

immigrants in the United States, or more recently, Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual persons, this is 

always to make sure that these “near” allies can be deployed as the “avant-garde” against 

those who want access who must be kept from this, lest the fundamental structures of the 

system shift thereby.  

 

For were racism to vanish overnight, how would capitalism keep enough people from access 

to fair education and citizenship papers, or otherwise make sure that it could exploit enough 

people to do the work the elites would prefer not to, and pay sub-standard wages to do so? If 

the system were truly capitalist in an economic sense as it pretends, racism would vanish as 

more and more gain access to capital, and this provides resources which make greater 

access to education and social advancement possible. The system provides the image of this 

just enough to keep those at the bottom of the system to keep imagining they will be oneday 

granted access to the top, but capitalist system is about capital, centralization, as such, and 

uses economics as a means towards this end. But as soon as the system becomes too 

capitalist, the racism side emerges once again to make sure that the system never, in the 

words of Marx, “digs its own grave,” which is to say, undermines its foundations.  



 

For those foundations are not merely economic, they are racial as well, and in this sense, as 

much about the White-Man-Face as money. The “master signifier” of capitalism is not merely 

economic, nor racial, but rather, it is capital, the head, the center, centralization as such, 

paranoid territorial conservatism and cancerous financial conservatism, whiteness and 

economics, and all that derive from these, are merely means to the systems desire for 

centralization, for growth of the same at all costs, whatever that may be.  

 

But when a paradigm moves to a next level, it reaches a critical point, a meta-stable point, 

one at which it is possible to bring it to crisis and shift its equilibria rather than let it pass to the 

next level of its meta-intensification. And so, today, perhaps it is possible to return a bit to the 

source, and destabilize some of the ways in which it has justified its formations, and thereby 

extract a core of potential for a more which would not be simply always more of the same.  

 

While in industrial capitalism, it gave rise to the nuclear, atomized self, within the nuclear 

atomized family and nation, it has now transformed this into an image thereof. And by means 

of the screens and now mobile Internet devices that outnumber humans on this globe, the 

atomistic self, one which has been traditional in the European and American sphere of 

influence which gave rise to the capitalist system, now gone image, has now overladen, if to 

varying degrees and in varying ways, those at work in much of the rest of the world. 

 

The Rejection of the Kantian Subject-In-Itself in German Idealism 

 

After Kant wrote, however, an entire generation of theorists vehemently rejected Kant' vision 

of a world divided as such, and tried to present alternatives.dccclvii First are those who rejected 



Kant’s claims to being transcendental, yet are often in hindsight nevertheless referred to as 

idealists: Fichte, Schelling, Holderlin, and the one who synthesized and extended many of 

their insights, Hegel. The movement began a controversy about the potential of a return of 

Spinoza’s non-dual understanding of the world. Spinoza had attempted to recenter Cartesian 

methods on a view of the world from beyond the limits of the individual subject, in which 

matter and mind are simply different perspectives on the same substance of the stuff of the 

world. But since Spinoza had, against not only his contemporaries Descartes and Leibniz, but 

nearly all authorities and authors previously, argued that mind and matter are differing views 

on substance, which is “God, or Nature,” to admit being a Spinozist was seen as essentially 

confessing to either being an insane pantheist, an atheist, or perhaps both.  

 

That said, Kant had managed to shore up the Cartesian edifice, and the world seemed 

hopelessly divided in two, not to mention in contradictory ways, a situation quite similar to the 

fragmented politics of Germany and the time. Many of the youth looked to the French 

Revolution and saw the potential for social change, but could see no hope for a unified world 

either concretely in the socio-political circumstances around them, nor in the philosophy which 

dominated the imaginations of the day, and so, many rejected Kant, and turned abstractly 

inward in an attempt to show that they could overcome him and sew the world back together, 

starting with Fichte, who then went on to inspire three young roommates in college who 

deeply influenced each other, the young Holderling, Schelling, and Hegel. Holderlin’s general 

ideas influenced the others even though he went on to become a poet, Schelling published 

first and rocketed to fame before the others, but the much less flashy and staid Hegel was the 

one who developed the ideas most deeply and had the greatest impact on his age.  

 

Each of them saw in their way the ways in which the Kantian subject and the thing-in-itself 



were in many senses the same structure, each turned inside out of the other, just as each 

questioned in their way precisely how a world radically split between mind and matter, 

subjectivity and objectivity, had gotten that way. After all, if the world is so divided, then such a 

division must come from somewhere, as nothing seems to arise without a background of 

some sort.  

 

That is, the subject and object, as aspects of the world with definite traits, were conditioned by 

these traits and the very split which differentiated them. That which did the splitting, and 

seemed to maintain it, however, had yet to be theorized. To put the issue more plainly, if the 

world was divided into two different types of entities composed of two different types of stuff – 

a mental subject and a material object, linked by phenomenal appearances which seem both 

or neither – then there must be a backgrounding context in which these arose. For as soon as 

one finds any aspect of the world, there always seems to be a context, and if the subject and 

object were determinate enough to be described, then they had contexts as well, including 

contexts which likely preceded them in time, and hence, could be seen as the origins of such 

notions. It is precisely the attempt to theorize this larger set of contexts that these thinkers 

focused their energies.  

 

And so, each in their varying ways, the post-Kantian German Idealists attempted to articulate 

not only that which produced the splitting of the world into subjects and objects, but what gave 

rise to it as its origin. Fichte remained quite Cartesian in his approach, starting from within his 

own subjective inner experience, as did Kant and Descartes before him. Schelling, however, 

inspired in part by some of the notes of his friend Hoelderlin, leapt back outside the monad, 

and like Leibniz and Spinoza before him, and theorized that Nature itself produced subjectivity 

as it was known in the present, and with this, its ability to experience a world of material 



objects. Hegel took this even further, arguing that the entire progress of world and even 

cosmic history could be understood as the slow coming to self-grasping of a sort of world-

Spirit which sought to grasp itself as both subject and substance, going beyond the mere 

object in Hegel’s parlance.  

 

This was the coming to self-consciousness of the Grasping, (Das Begriff, German), most 

commonly translated as “the Concept,” a sort of active essence which expresses itself in all 

aspects of something. Life was for Hegel one of the earlier stages of such grasping, for as he 

argues, a living being is one in which life itself is more than the mere sum of their parts, but 

more how something dynamically intertwines all its parts and nested wholes so as to express 

a single notion which is beyond any mere aspect thereof. Each singular aspect of the 

organism and the organism as a singular whole is only this whole in the manner in which each 

becomes a particular moment of the universal concept of which the animal is. A dog, for 

example, is that which takes various molecules from food, water, and oxygen, and weaves 

them in manner similar to that of other dogs, and in this way, its molecules express the 

essence of the concept of dogness by transforming each singular molecule into a particular 

aspect of a singular dog which is nevertheless a particular of the universal notion of dogness.   

Hegel saw Kant’s notion of subject and object as static and atomistic, and his notion of 

Subject is one which is seen as emerging slowly from inert matter to dynamic systems thereof 

to life and eventually consciousness. Writing before Charles Darwin, the proto-evolutionary 

theorizings of figures such as Schelling and Hegel influenced many of those who influenced 

Darwin in turn. For Hegel, evolution is not merely that which occurs with animals or humans, 

for in fact, the evolution of our subjectivity grows from the evolution of life and matter, each 

building upon the tendency towards subjectivization at work within the stuff of the world itself.  

 



Simple material systems are those in which each relates to the others only as discrete and 

mostly reified aspects with only a superficial systematicity, such as seen in basic materials 

systems, while in life, the concept being expressed manifests in part as much as whole and 

the relation between these. Hegel did not know of genetics, of course, but such notions 

anticipated them in many ways. Hegel argued that as conscious and self-consciousness 

emerge from life, they do so in progressively more conceptually “concrete” ways, producing a 

series of increasingly complex forms of consciousness. The most developed sort of grasping 

of grasping by itself, as subject as much as substance, in which Abstract Idea and Material 

Nature finally come together, is in the Concrete Universal of the Concept itself. This is the 

moment in which this very process becomes aware of its self completion, which is to say, the 

moment Hegel wrote his book, and became the coming to self-consciousness of the history of 

the cosmos.  

 

It is with Karl Marx, however, that such formulations become more concrete, in Hegel’s sense 

of the term, by far. Hegel’s aggrandizement of himself as the culmination of cosmic universal 

history lead to him largely playing cards and drinking beer with his card playing buddies in 

later life, while finishing writing out the details of his system of the way things are, all while 

employed as the official philosopher of the hardly liberal Prussian state from Berlin. Hegel’s 

was a work not only of huge ego speaking in the name of universality, but a view of the world 

in which the “real is rational, and the rational is real,” which is to say, similar to Leibniz, what 

exists is the foundation of all reason, do not bother looking elsewhere, beyond him or his 

vindication of the status-quo as simply a stepping stone to his theories of it, for other ways of 

thinking.  

 

Not long after Hegel’s death, however, European philosophy found itself torn once again. If 



history was simply the slow coming to self-consciousness of Spirit, should one help this along, 

or simply wait for the inevitable? So-called Left and Right Hegelians squabbled about such 

issues as new voices emerged. One was the materialist thinking of Karl Marx, who argued 

that Hegel simply needed to be stood “on his head” to get things the right way. Subject and 

object were produced, but not by universal Spirit, but rather, the struggle of the forces of 

history which were economic and class oriented at their base, and ours was the moment of 

conflict between bourgeoisie and proletariat.  

 

The workers all divided off from each other needed to come to awareness of themselves as a 

single class, as members of a proletariat, and as such a collective body, to grasp that they are 

not only the collective subject of history, but that by producing the objects of the world whose 

form they internalize, they in fact produce themselves. Workers produce themselves as 

subject-objects as they produce the object-subjects of commodities, each a reflection of the 

other, one outside and one within. No single worker can do this, of course, only in relation to 

all the others and the capital fixed in the material of factory machines and all the relations of 

production between workers, raw materials, supply chains, market forms, and ways of 

thinking and doing which intertwined all of these. But by coming to consciousness that this 

was the case, that collectively in such a context, the workers as a group produce themselves 

as the primary product of the world itself, this new collective agent on the world stage could 

begin to question whether it wanted to produce and reproduce itself the same way. This is for 

Marx the coming to class consciousness of the proletariat as the subject-object of universal 

history, a revolution which would lead to world revolution, and bring Hegel’s distorted view of 

the whole to its far more equitably concrete fruition.  

 

Modernist Ecstatic Subjectivity and its Discontents, From Kierkegaard to Husserl and 



Sartre 

 

Not all agreed, of course, and others opposed Hegel far differently, and rather than argue that 

the individual was a product which could be produced differently, and which was merely an 

aspect of the collective subject of the proletariat, various philosophers resurrected the 

subjective orientation of philosophy pioneered by Descartes and Kant in new and more 

radical ways. Soren Kierkegaard, for example, used humor and multiple psuedonyms to 

lampoon Hegel’s pretensions to system, while arguing in Hegelian style prose that perhaps 

the Idea which expressed itself in Nature as Hegel so argued was that of boredom, or that 

“infinite inwardness” was the only way for an individual to experience “Truth” contrary to all the 

systematic forces arrayed against it. For Kierkegaard, faith as a “leap into the absurd” was 

that which suspended logical thinking unable to prove its own logical validity by only logical 

means.  

 

Friedrich Neitzsche and Fyodor Dostoevsky, in widely differing contexts, similarly argued that 

pretensions to universal Reason of old had reached their limits, and that there was a need for 

a new leap into that which is beyond Reason, whether in the form of Dostoevky’s Christianity, 

similar in many ways to that of Kierkegaard, or Nietzsche’s argument for a transvaluation of 

all values based on not on Truth or Reason, but a sort of self-grounding decision based on 

values. For Nietzsche, this was all theorizing up to this point had been anyway, it was only 

Nietzsche who was honest enough to do this openly.  

 

In various ways, the notion that individual subjects could ground themselves in the world 

based on self-awareness and Reason came under attack. Freud argued we made decisions 

due to unconscious motivations, Marx argued we produce truths and ideas largely to justify 



after the fact decisions made due to economic concerns, and increasingly, people began to 

suspect that language itself was the problem, leading a thinker such as Bertrand Russell to 

argue near the start of the twentieth century that logic is unable to prove its own logicalness 

without also stepping outside of itself as logic. This as industrialism was radically undercutting 

social traditions around the globe, including in the Euro-American centers which gave rise to 

it, producing a sort of general crisis of foundations, often described as “modernism,” 

in fields from mathematics to painting, dance to physics, music to philosophy, in and around 

the time leading up to the First World War.  

 

It is in such a climate that Edmund Husserl attempted to re-establish the Kantian project, and 

in doing so, to try to save Kantian ideal subjectivity. For Husserl, it is awareness as such, 

which he refers to as “intentionality,” which is the core of subjectivity. All consciousness is 

consciousness “of” something, for Husserl, whether this be consciousness “of” a tool in my 

hand, a tree that I see, or “of” myself examining myself, perhaps in a manner similar to that of 

the Cartesian cogito. The kernel of the Kantian project, for Husserl, is how the subject in-

tends its contents, how it is their very form. Only when the subject grasps itself doing this is it 

able to catch itself being a subject, and at other moments, it is as if sleeping. Naming one of 

his primary elucidations of his approach Cartesian Meditations (1925), Husserl argues that 

the discipline of phenomenology, the study of appearances of phenomena, armed with 

contemporary tools from the science of perceptual psychology, could now complete what Kant 

had started. And so, he urged, “to the things themselves”!  

 

What he meant by this, of course, was to Kant’s famously ideal “thing-in-themselves,” and 

Husserl split the world in half, into noematic appearances and noetic essences, just as much 

as Kant had between appearances and realities. Just as with Kant, he was unable to ever 



reach the “things-in-themselves” and reconstitute them from their appearances any more than 

he was able to describe precisely how the subject could sew together the moments of its 

awareness as a cogito into the flowing movement of time. For as time seems to flow itself, 

either the subject synthesized its moments, or time really flows, but if time really flows, the 

subject experiences it as it is itself, and yet, the subject only experiences object “of” 

awareness. Does the subject somehow passively, behind the scenes, synthesize time, and if 

so, can the subject get access to this proto-subject which seems to do this behind the back of 

its awareness? Is this other proto-subject unconscious, or the body, within the subject or 

beyond it, or both or neither?  

 

Husserl’s problem with the passive synthesis of time, as well as with his inability to truly show 

that objects must exist “in themselves,” manifests in his perpetual return to the moment of 

what he calls the “transcendental reduction.” This is the moment in which he brackets off 

everything from the world but the ideal and abstract, the essences of things, reducing all 

appearances to those of the ideal “thing-in-itself” grasped by the subject “of” awareness. In 

his very circling, Husserl spirals around the fact that what he sets out to prove is what he 

assumes from the start, namely, that the form of ideal subjects and objects is how the world 

manifests, for without this, there would be nothing which could be true in the manner of a 

correspondence of appearances with such manifestations “as they really are.” While such a 

notion horrified Husserl, to many others, the choir simply said “yes.” 

 

Husserl’s student, the horrific Nazi Heidegger, extended and radicalized this. In Sein und Zeit 

(1929), he argues that the self is precisely the standing-out-from which Husserl repeatedly 

traced. The Greek term for this is ek-stasis (ek meaning “away from” and stasis meaning “the 

same”), a term which is the root of the English word ecstasy. The subject is that which stands 



out from a ground, doing this itself, setting itself apart from this ground (the “positing” of this or 

that so beloved of German philosophy to this point, sich stellen, literally “to place or set [in 

front of one]”). The ek-stasis of the subject for Heidegger is what leads him to refer to 

subjectivity as there-being, Da-Sein in German (Da meaning “there” and Sein meaning 

“being”).  

 

For Heidegger, being’s ek-stasis is not reasonable, but the foundation of a self-circling 

reasoning which like so many others in the history of philosophy, assumes what it sets out to 

prove, and then does so with a sort of sleight of hand, literally calling itself into being. For 

Heidegger, this is the moment of decision whereby the subject gives meaning to its life in the 

face of the eventuality of its death, setting a project and goal for itself, a destiny which would 

determine the meaning of all aspects of its life as well as the assumed irrational bases, often 

called axioms by logicians, of its chains of reasonings. The leap into irrational decision is the 

subject’s “resoluteness” (Entschlossenheit, “ent-“ being a distancing prefix, “schlossen” being 

a verb for closing or bringing to completion, the compound word being able to mean both 

opening as much as closing), that which opens a new terrain yet also closes down everything 

in fixity in the firmness of decision. Heidegger saw his task as the destruction of the history of 

philosophy, to show that all philosophy had only ever been thus, even if he now practiced it 

openly.  

 

Most of the second half of Sein und Zeit spirals around development of this “resoluteness,” 

the ultimately irrational pre-personal decision which determines the conditions of rationality 

which calls the subject, along with its world and its objects, its history and projects, its values 

and its criterion, all simultatneously into being. What he produces is a frenzy of irrationalism 

which is all but an official philosophy of Fascist subjectivity as much as his contemporary, Carl 



Schmitt, provided a Nazi philosophy of the social.  

 

But many of Heidegger’s key insights were taken in nearly diametrically opposed ways by 

other thinkers. Jean-Paul Sartre and Emmanuel Levins, for example, were both strongly 

influenced by some aspects of Heidegger’s philosophy, while Sartre put them to Marxist ends, 

and Levinas used them to argue that an ethics of perpetual openness to the face of the 

socially excluded Other, and the need to understand the call of what today might be called 

those who are oppressed, should be the founding decisions which, similarly to Heidegger, 

found subjects, their objects, and any reason which might be used to link these in relation to 

notions such as value or history. Levinas, a rabbinical student, linked many of Heidegger’s 

notions to the ethics he extracted from the Talmud, producing a radically anti-Fascist ethics 

which made it acceptable to study Heidegger in France after the war, in and through the weak 

and equivocal disparagement of Nazism made by Heidegger at that time.  

 

Sartre argued something similar to Levinas, but in regard to the notion that the decision of the 

subject in regard to its existence, rather than the distates of some predicating abstract 

essence, determined the projects it would give to itself. While Heidegger argued that the only 

authentic projects were those of resoluteness, Sartre argued that the authentic subject which 

subjects itself to a call of its own decision is one whose project is towards freedom. If one 

needs to lord power over others and dominate them, as in the Fascist projects of world 

domination and extermination of scapegoated groups, including Jews such as Levinas, then 

one is a really a slave to one’s sadism, and in this way, is simply a sadist slave rather than 

otherwise.  

 

From a Marxist perspective, however, one can argue that all these forms of ek-static 



subjectivity, failed to see that the subject needing to call itself into being was one formed by a 

reading of history of the world as leading up to that of the coming to consciousness of the 

proletariat. As Marxist critic Theodor Adorno argued, capitalism can often be infatuated with 

the “perpetual now,” which erases history, and all the thinkers of radical subjectivity which 

broke away from German Idealism in the late nineteenth century, those which Lukacs might 

term “romantic anti-capitalists,” particularly those of a more irrationalist bent, failed to see how 

their very notions were the ways in which the capitalist system of production had produced 

such ideas, including the very forms of subjectivity and objectivity, reason and thinking, which 

gave rise to them.  

 

 

What such thinkers were missing, Lukacs argued, was the ability to form a coherent narrative 

of the bigger picture of socio-historical forces which gave rise to the form of their thinking as 

such. This was the totality for which Lukacs yearned, but Lukacs himself felt he had figured 

out how things “really are,” that his sense of totality was the correct one, and it is not 

surprising that such a dogmatic thinker would come to take highly Stalinist positions and even 

egage in Stalinist violence, even if there is some controvery over how much in his later years 

he was simply unable to speak out against the violences he saw around him.  

 

Theodor Adorno, however, argued that against figures such as Lukacs or Heidegger, what is 

needed is an ability to grasp the relation of the subject to that which gave rise to it, socially 

and otherwise, even if this is continually produced and reconstituted, not as a finished totality, 

but a continuingly reformed process of totalization which is continually working to undercut 

formations which seek to fix the world into this or that formation in a totalizing gesture of 

power. What is needed, for Adorno, is something like a negative dialectic, even if his highly 



dogmatic forms of thinking and writing seemed to preach this better than practice it.  

 

The same could be said in various ways for various post-World War II contemporaries who 

attempted to understand how the subjects of modernity were produced. This can be seen, for 

example, in the Marxism of Louis Althusser, which sought to understand how we are called to 

take up certain subjective positions in the world by means of a process of “interpellation” 

(“hailing or calling,” French), by a given ideology. Another theorists who similarly felt that 

society had become a totalizing machine was Guy Debord, who argued that capitalism after 

World War II had shifted from production to consumption, and what it produced was no longer 

products, but the images which shaped the desires of subjects, and therefore, the shape of 

nearly everything in regard to how they understood their worlds.  

 

This is his famed Society of the Spectacle, the image-regime which shifts the commodifying 

logics described by Marx to those of virtual forms thereof. For Debord, the capitalist spectacle 

is dispersed while that of many Cold War dictatorships, including those in the Soviet Bloc, 

were centralized around a single figure. But what each produced was ultimately something 

straight out of Leibniz, namely, a world in which all subjects are passive viewers of a world 

converted into images, images which are internalized and extended, in sleep-walker like 

fashion, into actions, with the centralizing producers of these images kept out of sight, even if 

they are the only means of weaving subjects with anything beyond them in their worlds. The 

spectacle as described by Leibniz is a “principle of universal alienation” which divides each 

from any and all, and thereby, unified the world in a sort of generalized separation in one 

single unified logic.  

 

Debord shifts the Marxist notion of the economic basis of the economy to one which is far 



more slippery, however, one which is based on value which may not necessarily be monetary. 

And in this, he describes a notion of capital more resonant with that described in this text in 

many ways, as that which centralizes, in content or form, regardless of whether by means of 

the investment of surplus money, but rather, surpluses of any sort. For Debord, the spectacle 

is the real subject-object of history at this point in the world, that which produces the subjects 

of the world, yet produces them as sleep-walkers, even if the sleepers do not realize that, at 

least, collectively, it is they who have called themselves to world-historical slumber. The only 

hope, for Debord, is to find ways to turn shards of the spectacle against itself, to devise forms 

of counter-spectacle which can give rise to situations able to produce events which are able 

to speak beyond the spectacle and its circularly closed logics. Such events would make it 

possible to imagine new forms of world in every sense such notions could imply. While a 

figure such as Debord describes the image-regime of capital which gives rise to subjects as 

images, another discourse, quite influential at this time, managed to articulate the notion of 

the subject as image, but from within, as well as how it might be possible to find ways to 

liberate onself from this, even if merely from within, and it is worth examining this set of 

developments in turn.  

 

The Self as Ego-Image from Freud to Ego-Psychology 

 

One of the most common notions of the self in the dominant Euro-American sphere of 

influence in the world today is that of the self as something like an inner image. Some have 

spoken of the self as something like the picture I have of myself from within, that image which 

serves as an anchor for the stories I tell myself about who I am. When I look inside myself 

and get a picture of myself, or when I say “I” and think of myself, or the person saying “I,” or 

when I imagine what I did yesterday or picture myself in the future, and see myself in my 



memory or fantasy as if from outside, I grasp myself in some manner, similar to the way I 

grasp a tree when I see it. 

 

This is what many following Sigmund Freud, have called the experience of the self as 

something like an ego, a term which is simply the Latin word for “I.”dccclviii There is of course 

some disagreement as to whether or not the notion of the ego, even in its Freudian sense, 

should be seen as the self as self-image, or as the seat of the sensations, the doer of actions, 

or some amalgam of these, much of this due to the fact that Freud changed the way he used 

the term over time, and so have others. In what follows, however, the term ego will be used to 

discuss the self as a relatively static image while these other factors will be examined on their 

own in turn.   

 

Despite the terminological issues which sometimes attend the meaning of the term “ego,” to 

the extent that it is understood as an image, and hence ego as ego-image, is the extent to 

which such a view of the self is a massive reduction of the full mineness of my experience. 

After all, such an ego-image is distinct from the flow of my experience whose mineness feels 

so much more vibrantly present to me as me than the relatively static and fuzzy sense of who 

I am which occurs when I try to grasp myself as something like a static image. Of course, 

perhaps this image is not static, perhaps it is continually updated over time. But it seems to 

only ever have some aspects at the exclusion of others, and this is what make it cohere in 

part as this image and not others. My image of myself is male and not female, for example, 

and while that could change, it has not up to this point. While such an image can be dynamic 

in this manner, it does seem relatively determinate. 

 

Nevertheless, none of this means that my sense of myself as an ego does not feel like an 



aspect of me, because it clearly does. But if I try to unify this aspect with the rest of me, 

particularly that vibrant and flowing sense of mineness within the flow of my experiences, I 

never quite seem to be able to do so. It always feels as if my ego is out of sync with myself in 

the fullness of my experiencing in and through the world.dccclix I use my ego to grasp myself as 

I would a thing, but I am clearly not a thing. Rather, I am a process, like the world. It seems as 

if my ego is what happens when I take a sort of internal snapshot of myself, or rather, look at 

the composite image of my inner snapshots taken over time. Such a notion would be 

incredibly useful, of course, when I need to plan future actions or remember past ones, and it 

is likely this is precisely why this evolved, particularly in regard to the complexities involved in 

planning multi-stage actions.dccclx Neurally speaking, it seems to make sense that my ego is 

precisely the result of attempts to grasp myself on the model of how I grasp relatively static 

experiences such as those of stones, or at best, a composite of something like a flowing 

river.dccclxi 

  

One use of such a seeming excretion and sediment from experience would be to help me 

coordinate how I link inner and outer experiences. It is only because I can see my own eyes 

from without, and compare these to the eyes of others, that I have a sense that vision 

happens within my body, and that the shifts within my vision indicate the relative position of 

my body in relation to the exterior objects of my world. It is only after figuring out how this 

works that it seems possible to realize that those thoughts and feelings which happen within 

my body only arise to me, that others do not see the world as I see it but from within their own 

bodies, and that there is something like an object yet infinitely more dynamic within my body 

and that this is me. 

 

Simpler experiencers likely do this more simply. I live with a dog, my dear friend Puggle, and I 



can say that he is “my” dog as much as I am “his” human, which is to say, we are domestic 

companions, and to the extent to which he needs a guide and ambassador to a human 

dominated world, I do my best to provide that. Puggle shows no evidence of being able to 

plan multi-stage actions, and I do not see evidence of the sort of self-reflective behavior that 

would indicate the ability to objectify himself in this way. If he did, he would likely be better at 

executing actions that require more intense feedback with his environment. Then again, he 

does seem able to distinguish inner and outer experiences enough to coordinate his internal 

and external actions. There are clear benefits of being able to objectify experiencing through 

an ego-image, even if this brings with it the potential for seductive reductionism which sees 

this as more than merely this. 

 

Developmental psychologists often argue that people only have egos of this sort because 

they have internalized images of their bodies, a crucial stage of infant psychological 

development. It is difficult to say whether or not anyone would be able to form egos, if we 

suppose such things exist, if they did not have bodies around which to unify their experiences, 

or whether it would make any sense to separate inner from outer experience if there were 

nothing like a body whose relatively discrete contours could serve to ground such a 

distinction. To whatever extent there are egos, and certainly many people speak of these and 

seem to think they “have” these, they would seem to be fundamentally inter-imbricated with 

the experience of the body. As Sigmund Freud famously said, “the ego is first and foremost a 

bodily ego.”dccclxii  

 

This has been a highly influential notion, if one which has been reworked in various ways by 

those who followed Freud. Many since have argued that egos develop by internalizing 

aspects of experiences of their own bodies, that of others, glimpses in mirrors, etc.dccclxiii As 



psychologists are fond of mentioning, however, infants seem to cry when they hear each 

other crying, a fact often interpreted as indicating how, before the internalization of the body 

image, there is likely an inability to distinguish inner and outer sensations to one degree or 

another.  

 

But when young children are between two and three years of age, they seem to be able to 

perform certain cognitive tasks which indicate fundamental shifts in how they understand their 

experiences. One such milestone is the development of what is generally called “object 

constancy.”dccclxiv In the standard test for this, researchers show a young child something like 

a train about to go into a tunnel. While younger children often seem disappointed when the 

train vanishes and surprised and jubilant when it returns, older children see the train vanish 

into the tunnel, and turn their head expectantly to the end of the tunnel, waiting its 

reappearance the now expected happy moment occurs so long as the train does not get stuck 

somehow in the middle of the tunnel.dccclxv  

 

In another standard test, an adult playing with the child covers their faces with their hands, or 

otherwise hides their face, the game most often called “peek-a-boo” in English. Younger 

infants often seem upset that the adult seems to be “gone” when their face is covered, and 

the infant’s face seems to alternate between happy and upset, depending on if the face is 

covered or not. But as the child ages, the child seems to suddenly “understand” the game, 

and when the adult’s face is covered, they are no longer upset, but seem full of expectation 

for their return. The facial expression when the face is covered shifts from distress to 

preparation for the joy of the face’s return. A more extreme version of this is often done with a 

mask. Younger children are often distressed when an adult playing nicely with them puts on a 

mask, but children slightly older children seem instead to “get” that this is a game, and wait in 



expectation for the regular face of the adult to return.  

 

Children who have developed object constancy have clearly extracted some fundamental 

features about how their future experiences will be organized. They understand what could be 

understood as some of the basic grammars of experience, some of the deeper structures 

which provide the form whereby the content of their world’s utterances are organized. And 

they seem to realize this as well, as if they had finally figured out something which had really 

been a puzzling riddle of existential import. This can be seen in the expressions of joy and 

excitement most often seen when children play games which involve this cognitive milestone 

not long after they have accomplished this. For most toddlers right after the age at which this 

crucial skill is developed, “peek-a-boo” is frequently one of their favorite games, and any new 

adult who plays this game with them has an instant friend 

 

Freud remarked on a similar game in his writings, before early tests for object-constancy were 

developed and tested amongst groups of infants, for example, by Rene Spitz.dccclxvi Freud 

noticed that his young nephew Hans loved to play a game in which he would throw a small 

bobbin that was used for a toy out of his crib and on to the floor. The mother would return, see 

the toy on the floor, and with mild exasperation, pick it up and place it back in the child’s crib. 

Not long after, the child would then pick up the bobbin, and rather than play with is, throw it 

with glee out of the crib and back to the floor, loudly making a sound of “oooo!,” summoning 

the return of the mother to pick it back up.  

 

Anyone spending much time with infants tends to see a similar game. Often children will be 

sitting in a baby-chair while being fed, and will have a few toys in front of them. They will pick 

up the toy or a nearby utensil and throw it on to the floor, and the parents pick it up, only to 



find the child takes great glee in throwing it back to the ground. Freud called the game the 

Fort-Da game, or the “Away-Here” game in English. He theorized that the child was likely 

saying, as best he could, the word Fort! by saying “oooo!,” but then wondered precisely why 

the child would take pleasure in throwing the toy away, even more than its return.  

 

His conclusion was the child’s glee at throwing the bobbin away was likely because it had 

managed to turn what was previously a scary situation into one over which he had control, 

while developing new competencies. Freud argued that while missing his toy was a loss for 

the child, that little Hans had nevertheless learned he could gain something far greater than a 

toy by playing this game, namely, his mother’s attention. By throwing the toy to the ground 

and yelling out “ooo!” he could in fact often summon his mother from the other room, even if 

with a slightly exasperated expression as she went to pick up the toy. By controlling the 

departure and return of the toy, Hans was able to control something which had likely troubled 

him from earliest infancy: the return and departure of his mother.  

 

By means of this, Hans had transformed the formerly traumatic departure of his primary 

caretaker into something over which he had control, hence the expectant pleasure, similar to 

what others not long after would see with trains going into tunnels or “peek-a-boo.” The extra 

dimension here is that Freud’s nephew was also learning how to symbolize, for Freud deftly 

points out is that the bobbin comes to symbolize the mother, both her absence and her 

presence. Such a “transitional object” functions as a little piece of the mother for the child, 

emotionally at least, and Freud theorized that it is similar in this way to the stuffed animal or 

blanket that many parents will give a child to soothe them when they are absent.dccclxvii  

 

Object-constancy, in its many forms, indicates the development of a cognitive milestone 



whereby children come to understand how things often persist even when they seem to 

disappear. This is also the same age as children begin to master basic motor skills, such as 

reaching and grasping things they want, crawling towards them, and exhibit, at least to 

outsiders, the rudiments of what seems to be a sense self, and the boundaries which develop 

with this between “me” and “not me,” “inside” versus “outside,” and the more abstract “here” 

and “away.”  

 

The youngest infants cry when hungry, but they soon learn to stop crying when their primary 

caretaker appears, as this portends hunger disappearing. That said, this does not require fully 

grasping the notion that the caretaker is distinct from the self in any firm way. Freud’s nephew, 

however, by throwing the bobbin to the floor while jubilantly and expectantly saying “ooo!,” 

shows that the bobbin, which is not separate from him, is like the mother, who is separate 

from him, and when they both return together as the mother places the bobbin back in his 

crib, they both cross the boundary of the crib which the baby intentionally violated by throwing 

the bobbin to the ground and not merely away from him in his crib.  

 

When the mother returns with the bobbin and places it back in his crib, the child shows that 

he understands that he can have things that were previously away, even if for a moment, in 

regard to the boundary of the crib. What is inside the crib is “his,” what is outside is “not his,” 

and by showing that he can “have” things in this way, as well as discard things by throwing 

them “away,” he shows that he has develop ed a firm sense of being “himself” in both states, 

that of “having,” and that of not “having.” In this way, the bobbin does not only symbolize the 

mother, and the child’s developing power over the outer world. The bobbin also symbolizes 

the child himself, little Hans. Little Hans, by being able to have, shows that he has “being,” 

that he “is.”  



 

Building upon early formulations of such notions, Jacques Lacan famously spoke of the 

moment at which children understand that they are a “self,” an object in the world which is 

also more than an object amongst others, but rather, a special object that has other objects as 

its experiences, in what he famously called “the mirror stage.” He argues that the child sees 

itself in the mirror, not understanding it sees itself, but at some point, its caretaker's persistent 

statements that “that's you!” sink in, and the infant “gets” what it means to have an ego-image. 

The baby internalizes the image of its body, even if it perpetually feels a bit out of sync with 

this image, always less full and coordinated than it, always lacking the concrete fullness it 

seems to possess in place of its continually thirsting desires. For Lacan, it would be a mistake 

to take this ego-image as all each self is, but we often do precisely this, and we suffer as a 

result.dccclxviii 

 

The ego-image can be seen then, in multiple formulations, as an abstraction from the bodily 

schema which infants develop, whereby they separate off what they see as “me” from “not 

me,” and learn to coordinate themselves, plan and execute more complex actions, and 

eventually, attach traits and memories to these. It is worth noting how complex the recognition 

of the constancy of an object or ego over time is. There needs to be an ability to process 

sameness and difference, how movement relates to this, directions such as up and down, left 

and right, near and far, how shifts in perspective do not indicate morphing things but morphing 

relations between things in relation to space, unity and lack thereof, and so much more. After 

all, to develop a sense of the constancy of objects or ego requires the ability to read shifts in 

perspective, to recognize samenesses and differences of basic qualities in regard to 

movements, to compare past, present, and anticipated states, to hold in mind the idea of 

something and its negation from immediate experience, and much more.dccclxix 



 

It is likely that these coalesce much as a whirlpool does, with minor flows linking with others, 

colliding and morphing each other, and eventually coming into balance in the form of a sort of 

insight which exceeds the sum of its parts as it indicates more the relation between these, in 

this sense, how experience forms a sort of grammar in regard to how the experience of the 

body relates that within and those of the physical world in relatively consistent patterns which 

could be applied back to incoming experience to help organize this.dccclxx In this sense, object 

and ego constancy seem to indicate a major leap of abstraction in regard to these developing 

modes of reading. 

 

While we often take this for granted, to separate inner and outer experience is not a simple 

thing. I only ever feel the world from without by feeling how my body feels the world beyond it, 

after all, which is to say, I only ever seem to feel myself by feeling how my body feels itself. 

And my body seems as much a part of this world as well, as much as the bodies of others. 

Were inside and outside not somehow related, or even aspects of a more encompassing 

fabric of interweaving, then there would be no possibility of feeling or doing anything at all, 

within would stay within, without without, and any chance of overcoming this gap for inside to 

impact outside or vice-versa, would require something like divine intervention, or its secular 

analogues, and many have in fact framed things in such a way. 

 

Nevertheless, if I see something in the distance, I see it because my eye sees it, and I feel 

this seeing as mine, as an aspect of my self, whatever such a notion might even mean. And 

so I turn to examine this. While it seems clear that there is experience that arises from inside 

the body and that which arises beyond, it seems quite difficult to truly say where one starts 

and the other ends. After all, my experiences of even distant objects seem to arise from how 



they impact my experience of my body. If I see an object which is far away and then cover my 

eyes, it is as if what is far away vanishes, and this helps explain why Plato and so many other 

philosophers thought that our eyes shot something like incredibly tiny particles of fire which 

then bounce off objects back to the eye.dccclxxi While this does seem a simple extension of 

how I reach out and grab something, there is something about vision which nevertheless feels 

this way, for when I cover my eye, why would this impact something so far away unless my 

eye is somehow connected to what it sees, as if they are touching or interpenetrating each 

other? 

 

Scientists tell me of course that my vision does not actually reach outside me when it sees 

what it does, but rather, how light particles bounce of objects and hit my eyes, even if in my 

untutored experience it certainly feels in a sense as if I am reaching out to meet the objects of 

my world with my senses, just as I do with my fingers when I touch things with them. And 

when I touch things with my fingers, it becomes even more difficult to separate inside from 

outside, for it feels, if sensation is to be a guide more than I how I think I should feel these 

things, as if what I touch reaches inside my fingers and my fingers into them. Clearly this is 

not physically the case, but in all these cases it as if the outer world of experience is to some 

extent within me, just as I am outside of myself in this experience. 

 

Taking this further, I may say that I move through the world, but I am always also in the same 

place, namely, where I am in and through my body. I have come to read the moving of my 

body and how this shifts the world around me as the reverse, but these are ultimately relative, 

such that which is seen as remaining as it is and which is seen as changing depends on how 

this is interpreted. Similarly with whether I experience the world as mine, or my body's feeling 

is an aspect of the world. The world is a part of me as much as vice-versa. 



 

In fact, there is little reason to think that I would have cause to differentiate inner and outer 

world if I did not have to deal with the exigencies of the outer world, such as feeding my body, 

moving around to do things such as that, etc. Moving in particular seems to draw attention to 

this distinction, for by means of movement, I notice that some aspects of my world stay the 

same while others change, most dramatically when I move by body as a whole, for example 

by walking. It only seems by comparing the aspects of my experience that change and those 

which remain much more invariant within this that I have any sense of inside and outside at 

all. 

 

Within this, the experience of the body is the most constant experience, the means whereby 

the others arise, but coming to realize this is a major cognitive milestone for developing 

infants. At some point, of course, infants come to realize that not all their experiences are 

shared. An infant can give a toy to a parent, and they react to this, but the parent only reacts 

to the child's wants if the child expresses these through their bodies. But as the child grows, it 

learns that those aspects of its experience which are not shared with others immediately are 

seen as arising within their bodies, the shared ones without, and the body is the boundary 

between these. In order to internalize such a distinction, of course, the child likely has to 

internalize some of its developing understanding of how inside and outside function in regard 

to physical things outside of it, what we generally think of as space, and the boundaries 

between these. Just as toy can be inside a box, so it is some experiences seem inside the 

infant's body, and hence private, and others outside, and part of the shared world of actions 

and reactions. 

 

In order to be able to abstract in this way, of course, infants also need to internalize some 



notions of time, including before and after, both distinguished from the present. The images in 

the mind that are less vivid and determinately intertwined with others are those which are 

deemed not immediately present, while those which are relatively fixed are memories of the 

past, and those which are more flexible are fantasies of potential actions, or even simply 

fantasies. Such images, which seem to appear from nowhere in particular, as if layered on top 

of our more bodily experiences in an abstract, despatialized sort of way, arise from within, 

while the more vivid, powerful, sensations which arise from without. 

 

Dividing up experience in such a way is likely no simple task for an infant, and one it learns by 

internalizing structures it abstracts from patterns of relative invariance or stability in its early 

care environment. As the body is the most common experience, it serves as the boundary 

between inner and outer, and later the physical world and inner thoughts and feelings, 

including those deemed “merely fantasy,” as well as that from which its image is abstracted, 

an image which forms the anchor around which various other structures of self can grow, 

each distinguished in their way as pertaining to what is within versus what is without, and how 

the body determines differences between these. 

 

Once children develop this sort of ego-image, they can perform increasingly complex multi-

stage actions, such as imagining what it would be like to walk across the room, get a 

particular toy, and return to where they were. For example, if I am hungry, I may imagine 

various ways to deal with this. I may imagine going to the kitchen, and cooking a meal for 

myself with the boring supplies I know are currently there. I can also imagine an alternative, 

however, such as leaving my home, walking down the street, going into a store, buying some 

more exciting ingredients, and preparing a more interesting meal. I may imagine myself doing 

each of these things, and in this, I use the inner image I have of myself, the ego-image, to 



imagine various states.  

 

Sometimes I may literally picture myself doing these things, creating a full scene, but at other 

times, more feel my brain’s inner networks in ways which do not lead me to feel like I “see” 

inner “pictures,” but rather, merely feel what it is like to imagine doing such things in a more 

nebulous way. It is likely that in the latter case I activate more of my motor cortexes which 

imagine what it would be like to perform such actions, and in the former, also the visual 

cortexes which imagine what it would be like to see these. But in all these cases, the 

imagination of a tasty meal, and my imagination of what this would taste like, pushes me out 

of my chair and into the world to go buy supplies to prepare to make myself this meal.  

 

It is unclear the extent to which infants can imagine such things, because they seem unable 

to coordinate their bodies well enough to perform multi-stage actions. That said, experiments 

with artificial intelligence and experimental robotics have shown that a body-image is 

incredibly useful in helping to perform actions which require complex forms of coordination 

between multiple muscular systems and feedback from sensory organs, all of which is often 

required to complete tasks which may be simple for an adult, but all but impossible for an 

infant.  

 

To walk, for example, requires keeping various muscle groups coordinated, not only in the 

legs, but in the upper body as well. Without these latter muscles kept in coordination, it is 

impossible to walk with any sense of balance. Walking also requires understanding how visual 

cues shift, how these show the shifting sides of objects and settings, how depth cues change, 

and integrating these in a feedback relation to one’s bodily movements. This needs to be 

coordinated with tactile and kinesthetic shifts, so that the feeling of the impact of the feet on 



the floor matches up with the feeling of shifts in the weight of the body, and modulating the 

body’s movements such that if the body is felt to lurch too much in one direction over another, 

the body compensates.  

 

This is precisely what is meant by balance, and the more global a baby’s actions, the more it 

needs to coordinate globally. It is likely that the feeling of the body as lived, perhaps less of an 

“image” in the visual sense than as an inner sort of feeling for how to make the body do this or 

that in a coordinated way, serves as the anchor around which the more visual image of the 

self, as if seen from outside and of the sort theorized by Lacan in regard to his mirror stage, 

congeals. The motor cortexes, after all, not only send messages to the body, but map how 

each muscle feels, in order to keep continual feedback flowing between the body and its 

muscles, and scientists have shown that when we imagine doing various actions, this occurs 

in part by activating the parts of the motor cortex which map the muscles which would be 

involved in such an action.dccclxxii  

 

There seems every reason to think that the more explicit visual image of the body as 

imagined as seen from without arises in relation to this more kinesthetic one, with the more 

abstract visual ego-image arising from this more nebulously felt one. Each of these is likely to 

potentiate the capacities of an infant in various ways, as the infant is not only trying to learn to 

coordinate its physical body, but its social interactions as well. The felt imaging of the body as 

a motor coherency is likely less crucial for social interactions than the more visual imagings of  

the body, but the coming into sync of these, and other “ego-nuclei” as they are often termed, 

perhaps from other sensory modalities, seem to be part of what not only allows the baby to 

develop multi-stage motor actions, but more complex forms of social interactions as it is able 

to understand what it means to be coherently localized within the shifting panoplies of its 



world.  

 

By means of feedback in relation to such imagings, taken in the widest sense, it is likely that a 

more coherent sense of inside and outside emerges, in part by gauging the feedback 

between action and reaction in the world, and how some forms of reaction seem more and 

less immediately felt or under control. Move this way and the world shifts in the alternate way, 

move closer to things and they get bigger, move quickly and one feels a shift in one’s gut, 

knock into something with a limb and it hurts, knock things together outside beyond one’s 

limbs and it does not, cry and a caretaker arrives, continue crying and the caretakers soothes, 

etc. Each such nucleus likely potentiates the infant’s ability to focus, to imagine types of 

actions, and by means of this, to produce a sort of ratcheting or bootstrapping whereby one 

advance potentiates the next, not in a merely linear way, but in a multi-modal, complex set of 

mutually reinforcing forms of development.  

 

Whatever more visual image we may have of ourselves and develop, the “inner picture” of 

ourselves, likely develops from these more immediately bodily senses of mineness, even if it 

can be used to potentiate these further still. To imagine that one will one day go to college to 

get this or that job, after all, requires thinking about oneself in much more abstract ways than 

to simply feel what it would be like to walk across the room. To be social beings, after all, we 

also need to imagine how others see us from without, and even try to imagine what they 

imagine we are likely thinking or feeling. Each of these is likely due to recursion which 

happens in regard to more abstract formulations we have of our feeling of being within our 

bodies, with our visual imaging of ourselves being one of the more abstract forms whereby we 

imagine ourselves as doing this or that, or even being seen by others doing this.  

 



Being able to image what it may be like to do this or that, in increasingly more complex webs 

of actions and situations more and more distant from those of the immediate present, like also 

increases the capacity for holding multiple ideas in focus at once. As the ego-image develops 

more solidity as it is used in increasingly new and complex ways, it becomes an ever more 

firm anchor upon which to attach personal memories and weave narratives from these. We 

start to imagine what it would be like to be other people, and for them to imagine what we 

think or feel, just as we do in regard to them. We start to see ourselves as having particular 

qualities that others do not, and by means of such webs of distinction, come to see ourselves 

as this type of person rather than that, molding our self-image and stories of self, along with 

the habits and roles these imply, into something like a vague unity. 

 

Adults make use of such inner images to imagine what it might be like to learn this or that new 

language, acquire this or that skill, travel to this or that place, and tell the story of how they 

became who they now are. Children develop the rudiments of such capacities, but they 

eventually come to attach various bits of story, image, and words to themselves as they learn 

that others have different “identifying” traits. A child learns they live in a particular city, have a 

particular ethnic background or gender, that they are better at music than art, etc.  

 

By means of such webs of distinction, we come to see ourselves as this type of person rather 

than that, molding our self-image and stories of self, along with the habits and roles these 

imply, into something like a vague unity, the picture of the self which comes to mind when we 

think of ourselves more abstractly. This ego-image is likely much more than a visual image, 

however, and rather, a fuzzy networking of bits of stories and pictures, traits and capacities, 

habits and ways of doing things, all of which we vaguely feel as being “a part of us,” even if 

this tends to have something like a visual picture of ourselves, in part as seen from without 



but also in part as felt from within, as something like a core of this, and so long as image is 

meant in more than a merely visual sense, there seems no reason to speak of this using a 

term other than image.  

 

The more one grows up in a society which prioritizes the separateness of the ego-image and 

related forms of self-feeling anchored to this, often referred to as ego-functions within Ego-

Psychology and related traditions, the more firmly discrete such an ego-image is likely to 

become.dccclxxiii And the more that society promotes seeing everything about one's self-

images, narratives, behaviors, roles, decisions, habits, and more as an expression of some 

ineffable kernel of uniqueness, completely freely chosen and not influenced by anything or 

anyone else, the more we are likely to try to downplay, repress, or otherwise attempt to push 

away whatever does not fit within such  conception of self. One comes to see oneself as 

completely self-made, and the story of oneself becomes that of a struggle to claw oneself out 

from the murky quagmires which sought to keep one held down within them.  

 

Within many strands of psychology, however, this was often seen as being precisely what it 

means to be a mature self with one's own “identity.” According to Erik Erikson, often seen as 

the classical theorist of identity often described as an Ego-Psychologist, all humans need to 

develop an identity, as sense of self, which is independent and distinct from that of others. 

This is an internalized ego-image which allows that self to conceive of itself as one amongst 

others. Being able to do this is, for Erikson, a necessary stage of childhood development, and 

many psychological problems can develop if the self does not fully separate off from the 

contexts of its rearing. For Erikson, a mature self is one which is fully individuated, a free 

agent, with its own opinions and ideas.dccclxxiv While identity is a common term today, it was 

rarely used in the modern sense before Erikson's highly influential work.dccclxxv It is easy to see 



in such a model the American ideologies of rugged individualism in liberal capitalism, and 

Erickson is without question a product of the period of the start of American world dominance, 

and liberal capitalism with this, around the period of World War II.  

 

In the period after World War II, American psychology coalesced around two primary axes. 

One was the so-called Ego psychology, which branched off psychoanalysis, as the many 

German-Jewish émigrés who brought psychoanalysis to the United States while fleeing 

persecution in Europe focused on this aspect of psychoanalytic theorizing over others. They 

focused on shoring up the Ego and its mechanisms of defense, helping people who had 

difficulty adapting to the normative strictures of the post-war period to do so. The other was 

American behaviorism, an approach which worked to do likewise, but discarding introspection 

and focusing mostly on what it saw as maladaptive behaviors. It is only with the 1960's that 

many began to question the powerful push to normativize within these, and the effects they 

had upon self formation. 

 

Lacan, for one, took attacking Ego psychology as one of his primary goals, arguing that the 

self as ego reduced it to an image, arguing a move should be made to the self as structure 

liberated from any particular image, and later, identified with precisely that which could not be 

easily grasped or otherwise thing-ified, that which is a continual opening anew, which does 

not give way in its opening onto the excess of the more, what he called “the Real.”dccclxxvi Not 

long after, anti-psychiatry movements around the world began to push against the powerful 

conservative tendencies within various mental health institutions, and by the mid-1960's, 

some experimental therapists attempted to reformulate therapy, not as the attempt to make 

clients “normal,” such a mid-century American goal, but to help people liberate themselves 

from such notions in the first place.dccclxxvii One could argue that Freud's original impetus was 



always torn between these poles as well. 

 

As psychoanalytic therapy, in its ego-psychological incarnation, became a powerful force 

within Europe and America, a counter movement began to congeal within the United States, 

one which centered around the behaviorist theorist of B.F. Skinner. For Skinner, the “mind” 

was famously a “black box,” a completely sealed compartment whose inner contents were 

inaccessible to outside observation. The role of psychologists, he argued, was to study only 

what could be observed, making psychology fully scientific rather than speculative, and in this 

way, Behaviorism was born as ideology and program. From this forms of therapy have 

emerged, today’s Cognitive-Behavioral therapies, which center on what people do and say 

about why, working to shift behaviors, at times by means of shifting cognitive schemas, which 

is to say, images, frames, roles, and narratives whereby people make sense of their lives, but 

concentrating on behaviors over feelings, deeds over ideas, goals over exploration.  

 

Both Ego-Psychology and early Cognitive-Behavioral theories and therapies express the 

rather functionalist worldview which dominated so much of the conservative intellectual life of 

the United States during the 1950s. The goal of therapy during this period was generally seen 

as something like normalizing what was seen as aberrant behaviors and ways of thinking, to 

“help” adjust people to the requirements of the consensus ideology, and reduce their 

“suffering” thereby. Ego-Psychologists argued that most disturbances in life arise when the 

ego is not able to separate off fully from infantile urges which remain in adulthood, in part by 

not fully separating off from early care environments. The therapist therefore often worked to 

“shore up” what they saw as weak egos, seen as not only images but also the structures, 

sometimes conscious and sometimes otherwise, helping the “individual” to “more fully 

individuate.” 



 

At around the same time, Cognitive-Behavioral therapies placed little emphasis on reworking 

the narrative of one’s development, often a crucial part of psychoanalytic therapies. Rather, 

emphasis is placed on shifting behaviors in the present, and largely by any means necessary, 

with narratives of the past retroactively working themselves as they would in the process. 

Such therapies of course reached certain limitations, and while these schools tend to 

emphasize desires to shift behavior in the “here and now,” in order to account for the origins 

of various “difficulties in living,” many have developed more general narratives of 

development, often described as the work of Developmental Psychology, to account for how 

such difficulties arise.  

 

Lacan, who either knew little of American Behaviorism or did not care, took attacking Ego 

Psychology, originally theorized in Europe, as one of his primary goals, arguing that the self 

as ego reduced it to an image, arguing a move should be made to the self as structure 

liberated from any particular image, and later, identified with precisely that which could not be 

easily grasped or otherwise thing-ified, that which is a continual opening anew, which does 

not give way in its opening onto the excess of the more, what he called “the Real.”dccclxxviii Not 

long after, Anti-Psychiatry movements around the world began to push against the powerful 

conservative tendencies within various mental health institutions, and by the mid-1960's, 

some experimental therapists attempted to reformulate therapy, not as the attempt to make 

clients “normal,” such a mid-century American goal, but to help people liberate themselves 

from such notions in the first place.dccclxxix One could argue that Freud's original impetus was 

always torn between these poles as well. 

 

Within all these contexts, however, and even in many of the developmental narratives used to 



understand the genesis of mental and emotional traumas in the cognitive therapies which 

sprang from moderated behaviorism, it was argued that if the individual does not develop a 

firm self beyond that of their early infantile care environment and later family, they will not 

develop the mental and emotional structures needed to navigate the world beyond. That 

world was, of course, that of post-war capitalism, one which requires individuals to individuate 

rather extensively from their contexts, familial and otherwise.  

 

Most modern psychologists do generally see some continuity between mental and emotional 

distress in the present and moments in the past which contributed to these in various ways, 

even if they are also often seen as having biological and even genetic cause.dccclxxx And even 

the staunchest of those working in the traditions which arose from behaviorism today have 

generally modified their notions that only behaviors matter, as it has become generally 

accepted in such communities that cognitive framing is part of how people understand their 

behaviors, link them to goals and motivations, and in ways which can be crucial to helping 

modify behaviors. In this, narrativizing and renarrativizing the past can serve as a powerful 

cognitive mechanism for framing and reframing the meanings of behaviors. 

 

Comparisons between present issues and past traumas which remain unintegrated in the self 

are of course always narratives, and ones laden with value judgements about what a person 

should want to be like. Narratives of what constitutes “normal” development are in this sense 

as much value laden as any others. While many therapists working today are trained to let the 

client set the goals of therapy, the very frames used express value systems of the societies 

which have trained therapists to “help” people. This is not to say, however, that we do not 

need structures to help us navigate our worlds, and narratives, images, and ways of 

interpreting and reinterpreting the roles we play in society, how we keep repeating certain 



habits, how we tell our story in relation to our past and hopes for the future, all these can be 

quite helpful in such processes.  

 

Ego-images make it possible to not only imagine complex actions, but future life trajectories, 

as well as tell the stories of our lives. We weave our ego-images with various more linguistic 

aspects of our world, those which portend to complex meanings, and by means of these, we 

form complex hybrids of feeling states, more abstract images, words, and forms of speaking, 

to weave accounts of our habits, producing narratives of our trajectories and possible life 

paths. There are times, however, when various forms of distress arise which makes it such 

that this process seems to get stuck. We may become attached to this or that particular 

narrative or way of framing ourselves which petrifies us in various ways, leading to a lack of 

sync between the feedback we get from the world, and how we understand ourselves, and 

various forms of distress seem to arise when this happens. For when we cannot integrate an 

experience or action into the story we tell of ourselves, or the dominant images we have of 

ourselves, this can often lead to crisis, even splitting the self into many inner images and 

stories which are incompatible.  

 

Nevertheless, such notions became reified in a wide variety of ways, and few thinkers 

embody this set of contradictions as does Erikson and his work on Identity. Erikson argued 

that the model of self produced by capitalism as it shifted from production to consumption was 

in fact the very structure of “healthy individualism.” From such a perspective, the self is little 

more than its ego image, the means whereby it anchors sub-images and narratives to a 

discrete and transparently knowable image, a mirror which reflects the self to itself without 

darkness or flaw, and which, even if this is implied, also reflects the structure of the capitalist 

nation-state and its ideals as well. This is the self for which there are no secrets, the 



unconscious is “fully analysed,” and nothing is repressed because everything is exposed to 

the light of day by the means of a dream of perfect transparency in the light of Cold War 

paranoid vigilance against anything which might lurk in the shadows.  

 

It is a small jump from here to the simulation thereof as capitalism jumped not only from a 

production to a consumption based model, but from a consumption of products to images. 

The atomistic image introjected within the self became an anchor for lifestyle marketing, even 

if any identity other than those of white, heterosexual, normatively able-bodied, gendered, and 

sexualized were seen as having only partialy formed identities at best. There are many 

reasons to think that such a notion is highly problematic, and the next chapter will examine 

how various alternatives arose from within critiques of such formations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Critique and Pathways Beyond 

 

The Self Beyond the Ego-Image in Psychoanalysis  

 

Freud died during a time in which, in his words, “the lights were going down across Europe.” 

While he longed to remain in his beloved Austrian culture, even he finally saw that he was 

finally in grave danger, and he was spirited away from the Nazis just in time, arriving in 

London in 1938. By 1941, the oral cancer he had fought for years finally took him, and his 

legacy was carried forward in the rather conservative hands of his daughter, Anna Freud, and 

into some very conservative times. Ego psychology emerged in part from so-called ‘Anna-

Freudianism,’ as well as due to the influence of prominent German-Jewish emigrees in the 

United States, such as the leading theoretician of Ego Psychology in the increasingly 

American dominated post-war period, Heinz Hartmann.  

 

Nevertheless, when Anna Freud arrived in London with her largely retired father, they came to 

realize that psychoanalysis in London already had a leading light, and it was no longer 

Freud’s long-time representative in the UK, but rather, an upstart German-Jewish Emigree 

theorist who had arrived from Berlin twelve years prior in 1926, and had developed a strong 

following around her new theorists and towering personality. Melanie Klein, a divorced mother 

with no college education, had turned her own need for therapy into a training analysis, and 

not long after, not only had she started to see her own patients, but based on analyses of her 

own children, threw Freudian orthodoxy to the wind, particularly in Freud’s assessment that 



without language one could not do therapy with children, as she essentially invented play 

therapy with children all but overnight. By the time the Freud’s arrived in London, Klein had all 

but transformed a relatively sleepy backwater of the psychoanalytic world into a laboratory for 

her increasingly adventurous ideas about the self which grew out of psychoanalysis, but 

contrary to the work of figures such as Ann Freud and Heinz Harmann, who sought to shore 

up the conscious Ego, rather saw this as a very tiny part of the whole self. 

 

In this way, Klein influenced an entire generation of theorists and practitioners to look for 

models beyond the increasingly American dominated and highly restrictive Ego psychology. 

Because her work was in many ways difficult to integrate within more conservative contexts, it 

tended to take root at the margins of the Anglo-American post-war capitalist hegemony, and 

while Klein remained in London for the rest of her life, the Object-Relations school of 

psychoanalysis to which she gave rise became the most powerful counter-tradition within the 

therapeutic models which grew from Freud, and the source of countless other branchings. In 

the UK, Klein was a crucial influence on figures who developed the object-relations tradition, 

such as D.W. Winnicott, W.R.D. Fairbairn, and Harry Guntrip. In France she was a massive 

influence on a young psychiatrist Jacques Lacan, a figure who derived many of his most 

radical insights from reworking her ideas, even if he only grudgingly admitted the influence of 

such a powerful woman who clearly terrified him. In the United States, her work lead in part to 

to the experimentalism of Fritz Perls, the progenitor of the radical Gestalt therapy, as well as 

the Self-Psychological models of Heinz Kohut, with their far more expansive notion of the self, 

even as today orthodox Kleinians are flourishing in the psychoanalytic climates of South 

America, particularly in Argentina.dccclxxxi Many of the more radical family systems, relational, 

and intersubjective schools of psychotherapy at work in the present day draw upon many of 

the object-relational insights developed from Klein’s early branching from the Freudian tree.  



 

These perspectives argue that alongside the ego-image, we also contain within us image of 

many of the more important others who populate our lives, or self-objects, in the language 

often employed, even if these are more images or functions in the sense used here.dccclxxxii We 

then occupy an inner matrix of images and related functions. For a theorist like W. Ronald 

Fairbairn, we carry networks of ego-other pairs within us, for we do often act differently with 

different people, in what are often called enactments, scripts that tend to repeat ourselves, 

often even despite our wishes to the contrary. For Fairbairn, each of us has a central ego, 

composed of subsidiary ego-other pairs within us. Each of these is a mixture of image and 

function, each is partially unconscious, and when we cannot integrate a split in our lives, we 

may split our ego-other pairs, repress aspects of them, or even use more powerful inner 

defensive structures.dccclxxxiii 

 

For Lacan, however, it would be a mistake to imagine that full integration or anything like 

“happiness,” at least if considered something like an image we may have of full satisfaction of 

our deepest desires, is possible. For if we reduce happiness to an image, we will try to reduce 

our lives and our selves to images in order to satisfy this. Lacan argues that we learn to do 

this early on, when as infants, we learn to deal with the world in terms of inner images, 

entering what he calls the “register of the Imaginary” once we develop an ego out of the 

image we have of our bodies. Looking at the bodies of others, or our own body in the mirror, 

they seem to full, but from the inside, we often feel unsatisfied, incomplete, frustrated, etc.  

 

Even as adults, we may be tempted to reduce the world to images, and as we often feel a 

lack of sync between our inner world and the abstract images of ourselves, we may imagine 

others are, like the image of the baby in the mirror, seemingly more full or complete than we 



are, or imagine that everyone other than oneself is not lacking in some way. In this way, we 

might find ourselves chasing some notion of fullness we imagine the images of others around 

us have, even as we know that we still often feel insecure inside. This is to be captured by the 

realm of images, to be “alienated in the image.”dccclxxxiv Lacan argues that language, with its 

roles and narratives, is generally less reductive than images, but we often reduce ourselves to 

“symbolic mandates,” anchored by various images we may have of the selves we want to be, 

often for internalized others whose love or approval we desire, and in this way, we are still 

captured by images.  

 

For Lacan, learning to not reduce ourselves to images is part of what it means to develop a 

sense of self which is far less pained than otherwise.dccclxxxv Lacan builds in part here on on 

D.W. Winnicott, who argues that we need to discover our “true self” beneath the “false selves” 

we so often force ourselves to imagine ourselves to be.dccclxxxviFor Winnicott, it is common for 

children to conform their behavior to images and roles which will gain their caretaker’s 

approval. Such “false selves” are what Lacan would understand as constraining ego-images 

and symbolic mandates, along with various mechanisms of defense, which while adaptive to 

often anything but supportive early care situations, tend to be maladaptive to quite different 

circumstances later in life. When those who grew up in highly controlling circumstances later 

in life find they finally have the freedom to explore other ways of being in the world, often this 

creates all sorts of inner conflict between the “false self” and various urges towards change.  

 

For Winnicott, we need to learn to discard false selves, even if the notion of a “true self” is one 

which is likely always only something only partially revealed by ego-images, no matter how 

much they may arise from us rather than the need to satisfy often quite imperfect parents. 

Lacan, influenced by Winnicott and Klein, was deeply skeptical that there is anything like a 



“true self,” at least, one which could take the form of anything which could be represented 

easily by images or language. For Lacan, one is perhaps most truly oneself when one 

separates out from various images and discursive scripts which one uses to orient in the 

world, and chooses new ones. In such moments, one leaves imaginary images and symbolic 

roles and narratives and dips into the groundlessness of what he calls “the Real.” One cannot, 

for Lacan, stay within such a state, for this would leave one without modes of expression. 

Images and language always reduce, at least in part, in order to represent, and when we try 

to reduce ourselves to such things, we suffer.  

 

Learning to remember this, and how to separate out from these when we need to, is for Lacan 

part of what it means to come to more full forms of existence which are “not-All” in relation to 

such formations. From the perspective argued by Lacan, we are only rarely selves in any 

sense worth the name, which is to say, only when we are subtracting ourselves or separating 

off from a particularly limiting image or narrative of ourselves. Most of the time, we are not 

ourselves, but the images and stories others have of us. If we try to grasp ourselves, 

however, as this or that image or narrative, we will always slip away from ourselves. There is 

something peculiar about this, of course. Such a self is more like an emptiness or lack of self 

than anything solid. This is the self as excess to any particular reduction. If we try to reduce 

this self to an image, narrative, structure, or function, the freedom which is the core of 

ourselves, the freedom of time unfold the world and us differently in the future, our selves 

always slip away. Any self worthy of the name is, in a sense, then, no self.  

 

From such a perspective, however, what lends coherency to the experience of life? How does 

one navigate the world? One must pick up this or that story or image, but one must always be 

ready to rework or depart from these. At an extreme, of course, this can lead to a sort of 



opportunistic spontaneity which feels no strings to attach it to anything, its own past actions 

notwithstanding. That said, those around us will often demand that we take responsibility for 

our words and actions, that our actions and reasons line up to some degree, that we do not 

merely reinvent our histories completely anew on the fly, and that we otherwise link up our 

present and potential futures with our past. And in this, the most self-serving images and 

narratives are usually not fully possible. Our bodies, which anchor us in the world of others, 

makes sure of this. For Lacan, the body is in this sense a brute stain, a resistant core of which 

prevents us from telling just any story, or imagining ourselves in any old way. But as this body 

continues to endure and unfold, it allows us to have an opening on to the more of tomorrow 

whereby we can imagine and narrativize anew. 

 

When the self is seen as that which subtracts itself from images and static functions, however, 

it not only becomes difficult to say precisely what it is, but how to say anything much at all 

about this which could help make the world much better. Some might argue that this simply 

recasts the need for capitalist style adaptability into therapy in a newer form. The capitalist 

self is, as many have argued, nothing if not flexible, particularly as social roles are continually 

reworked in our ever shifting virtual networked webscapes.dccclxxxvii That said, if the self is 

merely freedom to detach from images other than those of capitalism, freedom from images 

and narratives which do not fit those of capitalism is hardly freedom in anything but name. 

True freedom, of course, should also not be abstract only, but be able to move out into the 

world in the form of actions which, in relation to those of others, can change the very terrain in 

which any sort of freedom could unfurl, including that of the capitalist worlds in which we find 

ourselves. 

 

Take, for example, the case presented by Franz Fanon. That said, not everyone gets such 



freedoms. Franz Fanon, psychoanalytic psychiatrist and anti-colonial theorist and activist, 

describes in his pathbreaking text Black Skin, White Masks (1952) how one may be forced to 

“wear a mask,” an image or “false self,” which is not of one’s own making.dccclxxxviii Fanon 

describes the shattered ego-image which develops when anyone, even a small child, can 

shatter the sense of coherency of self when they can hurl a racial epithet at them, and in 

doing so, bring to mind the ways in which Fanon would always feel like the outsider, despite 

being raised in a department of France, with a fully French education, being Black in Paris.  

 

Fanon describes how his sense of self ego can be shattered by any child. Such a state is one 

which is quite similar to what Lacan would describe as being forced back through the mirror 

stage.dccclxxxix And as much as Fanon may want to separate off from the various false selves 

into which he is forced by mainstream society, he and so many others oppressed by many 

other social formations – racial, gendered, sexual, ablest, and otherwise – may never be able 

to unify the splits within themselves until society changes. Our world is not free for anyone 

until no-one has to deal with such oppressions. In such cases, it is perhaps the collective 

egos of society which are distorted, evidencing splits within our collective psyches. Only when 

society is able to separate out from the images and discursive structures which force some 

people to bear the projections of other’s, and all the violences and deep social imbalances 

which attend these, that we will as a society stop hurting ourselves, and some of our 

members more than others, as we currently do. 

 

Learning from Paranoia and Schizophrenia 

 

Within all these contexts, psychoanalytic or otherwise, it is generally felt that if the individual 

does not develop a firm self beyond that of their early infantile care environment and later 



family, they will not develop the mental and emotional structures needed to navigate the world 

beyond later in life. It is worth investigating accounts of these, as descriptions of what people 

are like when their ego comes into crises can better elucidate what is meant by an ego in 

such cases.  

 

There was a time in which states in which people “lost themselves” were indicating by 

possession by spirits, or simply madness, in more and less extreme forms. In the late 

nineteenth century, various ways of categorizing these arose which works to bring such states 

into the domain of science as it was coming to be understood. Today it is widely believed that 

various difficulties in living most often described as forms of psychosis, in which there is little 

ability to distinguish between inner and outer experiences, often arise in part due to biological 

predisposition. Twin-studies, for example, demonstrate that if twins are raised by different 

families in different environments, if one twin exhibits psychotic states, there is a higher than 

average likelihood their twin will as well. That said, psychotic states can also be induced by 

trauma, and it has generally been observed that the earlier and more severe the trauma, the 

more likely that psychotic states will recur later in life.  

 

As with all such difficulties in living, it is difficult to distinguish the role of nature versus nurture, 

and it does seem that life-long susceptibility to psychotic states, often considered some of the 

most difficult to deal with, tends to involve a combination of both. It is worth noting, however, 

that torture and sensory deprivation can often induce psychotic states rather rapidly, 

indicating that such phenomenon are mechanisms of defense against a world seen as 

fundamentally overwhelmingly threatening and painful. Psychotic states can also be induced 

by drugs, and there is substantial evidence that the inner states described by those given 

LSD indicates a sort of ego dissolution similar to that involved in psychotic states. One 



massive difference, however, is that subjects are generally aware and willing to undergo what 

they realize is a temporary dissolution of their ability to form and relate to themselves as egos, 

while those in psychotic states have this happen involuntarily, and usually as a mechanism of 

defense against an experience of the world as deeply traumatic.  

 

Psychosis and infancy indicate two states in which humans seem relatively unable to 

distinguish what, at least to others, seems internal and external states, and this has lead 

many psychologists of various persuasions to argue that psychosis is a sort of regressive 

return to infantile states that most are able to surmount in their path towards adulthood. When 

the ego dissolves, the subject becomes not fully unlike an infant, unable to distinguish outer 

crises from inner ones. Adults, however, are generally able to express what they are 

experiencing in language, and many report states which seem to indicate, at least to 

psychologists, that they often experience their own feelings as threatening external 

persecutors, usually taking the form of various experiences which do not line up with those of 

others.  

 

Those experiencing such states may hear voices, smell odors, or even see things which 

others do not, all evidencing what psychologists have generally referred to as an inability to 

distinguish inner and outer stimuli. Art made by those in such states exhibits an inability to 

distinguish figure and ground, and is often accompanied by various forms of language 

disturbances, including an inability to understand metaphors and parables, and even more 

extreme forms of disordering of thinking, giving rise to what is often described as “word salad” 

by psychologists. The inability to interpret metaphor, often one of the first evidences of the 

likelihood of an attack of such a state to outside observers, has lead many to argue, in regard 

to many other disturbances of that person’s normal functioning, that there is an increase in 



concreteness. The ego is, after all, an abstraction from the flow of experience, and has a 

similar which is not all that dissimilar to that of metaphor.  

 

The ego is the abstract representative of the self to the flow of experience, and as figure and 

ground begin to collapse, the ego collapses back into the flow of experience, and the 

distinction between inner and outer begins to become fuzzy. What was previously seen by the 

subject as distinct objects in the outer world now begin to become “facialized,” taking on 

emotional valances which seem projections of the inner emotional states which used to be 

repressed within the subject, but which now are externalized as external persecutors in an 

outside world closing in on itself, even as the inner world becomes less emotional, dead, 

affect-less, and thing-like. Any attempt by others to ask about inner states seem to increase 

the intensity of external persecutors, as inside and outside seem to dissolve.  

 

Infants of course do not express, at least to the outside world, the sort of living terror which 

those encountering such states describe. This may be, however, due to the fact that so much 

of their more terrifying affects are continually mirrored back to them in less threatening 

“metabolized” forms by caretakers. Many developmental theorists have argued that such 

“metabolism” provides the “mirroring” whereby infants develop the rudiments of their own 

egos. That is, they internalize bits of the soothing presence of caretakers, the image of their 

faces and bodies, and as object-permanency takes hold, the infant comes to realize that their 

caretakers are likely to return, and this gives them a sense of inner anchor to help them 

weather inner storms.  

 

While at first the caretaker processes the infants more extreme inner states, neither being too 

threatened or enraged by the infants rages nor devastated by its crises of fear and anxiety, 



over time, the infant is able to “self-soothe.” In this way, the caretaker’s image becomes a 

“transitional object” whereby the infant forms their own ego, and their own ability to soothe 

themselves thereby, taking over the role of their own caretaking and becoming inner 

modulators in this way. This is about the same time in development as infants are often given 

a literal transitional object, such as a comforting blanket or soft toy, often a doll or a bear, a 

figure which can be either comforted by the child, their comforter, or a friend in need of 

comfort as well, and one will often see children switch roles in such ways in relation to such 

objects as they attempt to internalize their caretaker’s presence in periods of absence. 

External object constancy and inner “object” constancy support each other in these ways.  

 

The very idea of self-modulating in this manner, of course, would require that the infant split 

their own psyche. There is the side that is essentially “freaking out,” and the side which 

identifies with the caretaker and soothes the other. Even as adults, we may often feel that we 

need to “calm ourselves down” by “talking to ourselves,” extending such structures into our 

adult lives. There is in this sense the ego as the image of the self, and the self as flowing of 

experiencing which is able to “grasp” itself, to some extent at least, by means of forming a 

semi-static picture of itself, one based on the face or body, even if it represents the self in a 

more dynamic way.  

 

When I think of myself, for example, I get a vague feeling which includes various bits of 

images of my face or body, and vague associations of various traits and potentials, bits of 

narratives and stories, and a general sense of being within rather than without. If I talk about 

myself in discussions with others, I pick myself up by means of this sort of inner handle, and 

think about myself doing this or that, as if I were an object like others, yet a special one, the 

object which I dynamically am in the world of others. This ego-object is not the same as the 



dynamic self I am, nor is it quite distinct, and in this, the ego is more like a handle I use to 

grasp my more dynamic selfing.  

 

To return to more difficult situations, most psychotic states are not those of complete 

dissolution of the self. Rather, they seem to be varying modes of defense against this. There 

are times of radical “decompensation,” as it is often called, moments in which a person slips 

into a semi-catatonic state in which it is all but impossible to relate to the world by speech, if 

not even action. Such attacks are so disorienting, particularly when they seem to have 

biological causes or stem from early and deep trauma, that few who enter such states as 

adults emerge from these the same as before. The entire world of those who experience such 

states seems to form itself thereafter, to one degree or another, around defending against a 

return to such states. Neuroscientists have noticed permanent shifts in the brain, and these 

seem to increase in severity with each such major attack. This has lead many to now see 

early treatment as essential preventing the brain damage which seems to occur with each 

attack.  

 

After such deeply disturbing attacks, there are often various forms of what researchers have 

tended to call delusions. These are deep seated beliefs that the subjects have that are shared 

by generally none of those around them, yet which seem unshakeable, even if they are often 

radically different from beliefs they have had before, and if the subject is able to come out of 

such states fully, they may look back on such beliefs with disbelief that they could even think 

that way, even if some residual hold of such beliefs may remain.  

 

Such delusional states have several basic structural contours, many of which were first 

studied in depth and systematized during the early twentieth century. In most such states, 



subject reports experiencing a world split into two poles. One is dominated by a persecuting 

agency, from Satan to the CIA, who tries to invade the subject and destroy them, and the 

entire world with this, employing an army of small assistants which help them. The other pole 

is dominated by some beneficent redeeming force, often a divine one, with a parallel army of 

assistants, who seek to transform the subject into a savoir for the whole world. As the subject 

is terrified by their inner world, they tend to fear or desire the arrival of these outer 

messengers that only they see, often “supported” by aspects of the world shared by others, 

but not with these additional meanings, which are often termed “projections.” 

 

The more extreme the breakdown, the more scattered and dispersed these projected 

agencies are, and the more difficult they are to tell apart. The more the subject is returning to 

their normal states, the more the persecuting and salvatory agents are unified, and often 

projected on specific individuals, even if they are often seen as having secret inner identities, 

and supernatural powers able to marshal the forces of the cosmos to make the very objects of 

the world convey their subterranean desires. Subjects in such states tend to be frantically 

searching for an answer to some sort of riddle, the answer to which could save them and 

thereby humanity, preventing apocalypse in the process, as their own inner drama becomes 

extended to world-historical proportions. But as the subject returns to the sense of themselves 

to which they are accustomed, or are given drugs which now make this possible, these extra 

“delusional metaphors” which are “projected” on to the stuff of the world tend to fade, and 

things take on more common significations which tend to be relatively shared with others.  

 

Many theorists have argued that what is at stake here more than anything else is the social 

bond. Interpreting the world of experience in a manner which is in any way linked to the world 

of others requires a degree of trust. Those training to work with client populations which 



experience such states are often taught, as I was, never to challenge a client who says they 

see something you do not, as this will be seen as an attack. Rather, ask what you can do to 

help relieve what must be a very scary situation. If the person tells you that the enemy hates 

wooden barriers, so help get a chair and put it between them and what they see, then do so. 

Once the person sees, rather than the expected condemnation once again for “seeing what is 

not really there,” someone who treats them with care, wants to help, takes them on their own 

terms, and feels compassion for their suffering, the persecuting agents often will go away. 

Trust is established, and with it, the slow pathway to repair of the connection to the wider 

world and how it is able to work together to process experiences in an at least partly similar 

set of ways.  

 

The world populated by projections, however, the split world described by Klein, is one which 

guards against more extreme forms of fragmentation that subject no longer able to process 

their own fears and aggresions is trying to ward away. The split world, in its dispersed and 

unifying dimensions, seem to indicate the twin poles of an ego trying to extract itself from its 

dissolution. Pleasant emotions congeal at one pole, terrifying at the other, but both having an 

external valence which is trying to get inside a subject which is terrified or desiring of these, 

but is able to feel little else. As the subject is able to integrate all this, the outside world is 

seen less and less as full of hidden meanings to this existential riddle, and the subject is able 

to feel more states other than expectation of transformation into a new self-world, or dread of 

dissolution into the feelingless void of “soul-murder.” Between manic excitement and bone-

chilling fear, often felt far more in the body than in an abstract way, the subject tries to 

integrate the splits in their world.  

 

Not all difficulties with living, however, indicate dissolutions of the ego, and in fact, this is the 



exception rather than the norm. Most involve symptom formations in which subjects only have 

“leakages” of sorts between inner and outer states in one localized aspect of their experiential 

worlds. One may experience panic attacks at certain stimuli, or feel a need to repeat this or 

that ritualized behavior, such as hand-washing or checking. Such “neurotic” behaviors are 

those in which the structure of the world and ego remain in tact, even if there is some aspect 

of the world which seems, even to the subject, to have special emotional valence beyond that 

shared by others. In extreme states, there may be a reduction of the “observing ego” able to 

align in a “working relationship” with the therapist’s ego, in the words of Ego-Psychology, to 

see these states as inner rather than outer, leading to what is often called a “lack of insight,” 

and in such moments, neurosis slips into psychosis.  

 

Most neurotic phenomenon, however, are of the sort which subjects find as ridiculous as 

anyone else, even if they feel unable to make them otherwise. Today many of these difficulties 

in living have also been found to have organic causes, even if the form they take often molds 

to the anxieties of the particular person, in regard to their individual histories and cultural 

contexts. There seems every reason to think that societies, of course, can enter into such 

states. Psychoanalysts have produced many analyses of group-psychosis, and Fascism has 

often been described in such terms, even if it is controversial to apply such notions to groups 

in such ways, even if the tendency to split the outside world into angels and demons, the 

latter often split between large scale outer persecutors and scapegoated agents, seems quite 

common when societies become overwhelmed by fear and paranoia.  

 

Those victimized by groups unable to process their own aggression are seen to be “the real 

aggressors,” even if they are merely the repository for the paranoid group’s projections of 

their own aggressive desires outside of themselves. There seems every reason to think that 



as soon as a society begins to scapegoat all their problems on some “othered” group, often a 

marginalized group easy to attack, that they are angry at their own impotences, and unable to 

reconcile this with their delusions of grandeur, lash out at anyone vulnerable who can serve 

as a screen for the violent fantasies of the paranoid group.  

 

While mainstream Ego-Psychology felt it was necessary for the therapist to model “normal” 

Ego behavior for clients, and Cognitive-Behavioral therapies aimed at normalizing behaviors 

in the here and now, few had any success with psychotic phenomenon. During the late 1940s, 

however, another pathway emerged, the Object-Relations School of Melanie Klein. Klein was 

a single mother without a college degree who, after going for therapy herself, went on to 

become not only a psychoanalyst, but one of the most influential innovators in theory and 

practice during the long twentieth century. Klein is generally credited, in part with British 

analyst D.W. Winnicott, with inventing play therapy with children, along with art and more 

expressive forms of therapy. Klein is also someone who built upon Freud’s early accounts of 

psychosis, and develop an account of how healing occurs.  

 

For Klein, when there is a breakdown of the ego, the subject regresses to a state similar to 

that before object-constancy, which she termed the “paranoid-schizoid state.” This is a state 

of generalized splitting (“schizz” REF). There is a “good” and “bad” version of the ego, and 

this pairs off with a “good” and “bad” version of the object, an internalized image of a person 

who is the object of the subject’s desires or fears. Klein argued that before object-constancy, 

infants do not understand that the same caretaker who brings them food is the one who is 

“persecuting” them by being absent when they are hungry and unattended to, a notion 

supported by the moments in which the caretaker is angry. For Klein, infants become enraged 

at the “persecuting object” whose return they fear as much as they desire the return of the 



“good object.” As the infant cannot quite distinguish inner and outer states, however, there is 

instead the pair “good mommy good me” and “bad mommy bad me.” It is unclear in this 

formulation if the bad object arises because the subject has been bad, and vice-versa, or if 

the badness of the other creates the badness of the subject and vice-versa. This is a period of 

labile affect, and before and after seem to exchange in terms of cause and effect as well.  

 

When the infant emerges into object-constancy, however, they do so, for Klein, by having 

integrated these splits, and this indicates they have progressed to what she calls the 

“depressive stage.” The infant realizes that the supportive and withholding/angry caretakers 

are one and the same, and that rather than extreme emotional states which know neither 

inside or outside, that more moderate emotional states contained within individuals are 

possible, and that the individuals are distinct from these states, which may pass. Boundaries 

between individuals are established as are those between inside and outside, before and 

after, cause and effect, self and self-state.  

 

For Klein, the earliest infancy is a period of disjointed “partial objects” – mouth and nipple, for 

example – and only later do full objects, internalized images of people, emerge. The ego 

emerges from this nexus, and what are seen as splits of later more intergrated states when 

the subject regresses are in fact, going forward in this narrative, poles around which the 

infant, and perhaps recovering subject struggle within psychotic states, works to reassemble 

themselves. When a subject, infantile or adult, emerges from the paranoid-schizoid state, they 

tend to feel depressed, Klein noticed, because they realize that those who they saw as 

persecuting agents were inverse sides of those they idealized. The world is less “exciting” in 

the depressive state, for as later Object-Relations theorists argued, it is often by “killing off” 

the “exciting object,” the idealized side of the so-called “good Mother,” that the persecuting 



“bad Mother” disappears, and integration begins.  

 

While the various splits coalesce, for Klein, around images, depression seems to require a 

story. This is not to say there is not a temporal dimension earlier, and in fact, for Klein, time 

emerges in some of its earliest concrete forms when the infant moves from saeity to hunger, 

and begins to recall past states of satisfaction, and imagine what could be the cause of them 

not being currently present. Imagination pulls the subject into time, and as the caretaker 

arrives eventually with food, the ambivlanece of the infant in relation to this outer 

representative manifests as a joy of the departure of terror in the reappearance of the nipple 

providing food and the person who the infant will eventually realize brings it (hence, for Klein, 

before the split Mother, there is the split Breast), while the infant represses the anger and 

terror it remembers feeling earlier, blaming in this instead on what must be a separate cause, 

the hypothesized “bad” objects.  

 

When the infant later integrates all these, it feels a lack of excitement about the possibility of 

being purely good, but also remorseful at having wanted to persecute one who intended no 

harm. Development of an adult ego requires subject be able to come to terms with their past, 

even if this all tends to be repressed by “infantile amnesia.” Adults, however, may encounter 

traumas, or have various predispositions, to sliding back into fragmentary dissolution, the 

paranoid-schizoid states which defend against this, in the form of delusional defense 

mechanisms, or depressive states which are in some ways super-charged with energies from 

this realm, or the neuroses.  

 

Jacques Lacan, deeply influenced by such notions, argued that egos develop as subjects 

leave the Imaginary order, his reworking of Klein’s paranoid-schizoid position, and enter into 



the Symbolic order, his reworking of Klein’s depressive position. For Lacan, one is born in a 

state of generalized psychic fragmentation, and as with Klein, inner “partial objects” of bodily 

organs and corresponding aspects of the outer world which link up to them emerge like 

islands in the miasma of experiences. Such nuclei create a subject which feels like an 

omelette of partial objects of sorts (Lacan punningly calls it a state of being “L’hommelette”), 

until the moment in which a caretaker provides “symbolic ratification” by linking the infant’s 

image in the mirror with their inner recognition. “That’s you!” beings the moment of a dialectic 

whereby the “insufficiency” of the subject in perpetual “alienation” in the image, the image of 

the body seen from without, and the image of others bodies seen from without, all of which 

look more coordinated than the way the subject feels.  

 

For Lacan, it is a mistake to see the image as the self. The image is merely the “me” (moi), 

but the subject needs to learn to pick up the “I” (je). For Lacan, this emerges when the subject 

learns language, and with this, takes up a position in regard to social roles, particularly by 

identifying with a gender in relation to parents. There are many issues with the gender and 

sexual dynamics of this account, as well as how it tends to assume a nuclear family and 

various other cultural concerns. Without getting involved in such complex terrain, for the 

purposes of this explanation, it can be stated that for Lacan, the “I” of the symbolic emerges 

when the subject is able to realize that its feelings of insuffiency, manifested in the split 

paranoid feelings of anger and aggression against the mirror images out in the world which 

seem fuller than it, and dreams of idealized perfection of merging with the caretaker and 

gaining all their seemingly infinite powers, can be resolved.  

 

By giving up the always binary regimes of extreme images, and the feelings of dread of loss 

and excitement of pure fulfillment, the subject can enter the realm of social exchange and 



substitution. One can enter into chains of substitution for various ever more deferred goals 

which provide forms of fulfillment and security not quite the same as what one once imagined, 

and in the process, and get hopefully enough, and one does this by learning to play social 

roles in regard to social narratives, such as “if you get a job, you will get a paycheck, and 

assume this position within the social.” These positions are shifting and labile, unlike the fixity 

of images. For Lacan, the reason why people have “difficulties in living” is that they start to 

forget that they are shifting and labile, and lose the ability to substitute. They begin to long for 

ultimate satisfaction, or fear ultimate destruction, in regard to fantastic ideal entities, often split 

between wonderful and terrifying. The Imaginary “reinflates” the images of our everyday lives, 

and takes on super-charged meanings in excesses of those which are part of the shared 

social bond.  

 

This is not to say that the shared social bond is good, for it is in fact stultifying in many ways, 

and this is in part why Lacan argues that the only way to come to terms with the shared 

contract of the world of social meanings is to have a relationship of “not-all” in regard to them, 

and as such, the subject needs to take a relation of never being quite captured by any 

particular role, narrative, or image. I may deal with “myself” as an ego-image, but “I” am also 

much more, I am a set of social roles and exchanges, I am a citizen and teacher, brother and 

son, etc., and I can weave many images and narratives around these, shifting what they 

mean in various ways. For Lacan, all this breaks down when we start to take our narratives 

too seriously around fixated images which threaten to petrify and swallow the world as they 

fragment it in the process. 

 

Politics of Identity and the Oppressed 

 



Beginning in the 1960s, not long after Fanon’s path-breaking work, various social movements 

built upon the waves of decolonization sweeping the globe, and were able to shift many ways 

of thinking about identity in mainstream Euro-American contexts. With the rise of American 

Civil Rights movements, Women’s movements, and the start of Gay and Lesbian movements, 

the notion of identity ceased to be the abstract standard theorized by Erikson,dcccxc and linked 

to a variety of struggles for social justice based upon social identities which, rather than 

abstract, were concrete in relation to social identities of oppressed groups. Rather than 

merely individual identity, identity politics emphasized social identity and community building. 

And in this, one’s individual identity was also seen as arising in relation to various social 

identity formations. 

 

Identity politics produced massive gains for oppressed peoples around the world. That said, 

there were drawbacks to organizing around identities with specific limited contents, such as 

radical identity, gender identity, and sexual identity. Early African-American and Chicano rights 

groups in the United States, for example, were often male dominated, and early Women’s and 

Gay and Lesbian groups were often dominated by wealthier Whites, and often excluded those 

who did not fit into the carefully constructed and often exclusive notions of identity around 

which many organized.  

 

Without minimizing the gains of identity politics, today many organize in more fluid coalitions 

and groupings. Queer groups now organize not around specific identities, such as Gay and 

Lesbian, but a struggle against sexual and gender oppression and normativization. Women of 

Color and Third World Feminisms arose to deal with sexism and homophobia within anti-racist 

and post-colonial activists.dcccxci In a psychoanalytic sense, one could argue that there has 

been a shift in anti-oppressive organizing away from organizing “for” a particular oppressed 



identity image, and instead against the ways in which dominant images have become fixating 

and limiting symbolic structures of the social.  

 

Whiteness, cisgender maleness and masculinity, heterosexuality, assumptions about what 

makes one “able bodied,” and so many other images of what a “standard persons” identity 

would be like have for so long been image-fixations which became the form of the social 

bond, of the accepted and recognized social roles and symbolic mandates, functioning as 

“master signifiers” which determined what was seen as legitimate in society, and in doing so, 

erased, silenced, normalized, or otherwise dominated those who did not fit into such 

prescriptions.  

 

Rather than promote a particular image of what the social should be like, socialist theorist 

Ernesto Laclau has argued that keeping that image as blank as possible, and relating to that 

in the form of the “not-All,” is part of what producing a less oppressive social relation could be 

about, even as such an “empty signifier” needs to always form its relation by means of 

coalitions of identity formations which link together in relations, not of sameness, but rather, 

coalition and alliance.dcccxcii As Women’s groups organize with Immigrant’s groups, for 

example, they will need to be able to confront any lingering nationalism or privileging of 

Whiteness in the former, and sexism in the latter, at least, if they are really to work together.  

 

Rather than erasing the specificity of groups, coalition makes it possible for alliance to shift 

the groups so they can come to form what could be considered, following the theorizing of 

thinkers such as Chela Sandoval or Paulo Friere, a sort of “politics of the oppressed,”dcccxciii a 

politics against domination and oppression as such, no matter the form. Such a politics would 

need to continually remain open, continually reworking itself, as new forms of oppression are 



revealed, new shifts needed within the groups, and new forms of anti-oppressive politics able 

to form.  

 

Post-Colonial theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak has described the way in which subject 

identity relates to such formations as one of “strategic essentialism.”dcccxciv Rather than 

eschew identity formations, their images or scripts, or the use of these in politics, one often 

needs to employ these in identity political discourses which fight back against oppression. As 

Spivak argues, there are times in which she will speak “as” an Indian Bengali woman, born in 

the developing world, in order to use that position and standpoint to make claims upon the 

world and its need to recognize subject-positions and voices, images and scripts, beyond 

what they currently do, and to use her status as a well known intellectual who is from this 

background to advocate against oppression in this way. That said, she remains skeptical of 

the dangers of image based and even symbolic identity formations, in their tendency to 

become rigid in relation to particular traits and hence often exclusive and at times oppressive 

in their own ways.  

 

Spivak is critical of essentialism, the notion that identities must have essential traits to “be” 

this or that, and sees these in fact as social constructions. But she deploys identity for 

strategic purposes as needed to fight against mainstream discourses which are often equally 

essentialist, and with anything but liberatory intent. Spivak retains a certain distance from the 

identity positions she uses, a relation of “not-All,” even as she uses them for anti-oppressive 

intent. Rather than dispense with images and scripts, one changes how one relates to them, 

able to shift and mutate them as needed, particularly in order to be able to better work with 

others to help produce less exclusive worlds. One can see such a practice at work, for 

example, in some of the reclamative politics aiming to produce new sites for less exclusive 



identifications, such as seen in Gloria Anzaldua’s queer Chincanx work on Coatlicue, 

Guillermo Gomez-Pena’s border performances, or Jose Esteban Munoz’s work on 

performative disidentifications.dcccxcv Sandoval and Laclau argue something similar, but in 

regard to social groupings, and such a notion is deeply resonant with the approach to identity 

put forward in the works of prominent post-colonial intellectuals such as Anglo-Jamacian critic 

Stuart Hall and Indo-British theorist Homi K. Bhabha.dcccxcvi 

 

What sort of theory of self is at work in the varied work of such thinkers and activists? In order 

to produce a less destructively oppressive world, signifiers and scripts, images and 

identifications, all these need to be kept continually tentative and open, lest they solidify into 

exclusive disjunctions whose oppressions may exclude access to social and political power. 

To do so is to always keep a distance from images and scripts used to form identifications, 

introjections of various social contents and habits into the self, and in this sense, while the self 

forms itself in part by means of such introjections, it must always be in a state of questioning 

whether or not it may be necessary to separate off, to counter or disidentify with, any of these 

or their aspects. The self must continually be reworking their introjections in this way, 

individual or collective, as introjections form the basis upon which the often collective deeds 

which determine the meanings of images and scripts, words and roles, in our social domains 

are formed.  

 

What would such a self be like? In some ways, it may approach that of the “flexible” self of 

capitalism, always ready to shift itself to the needs of the market, always ready to repackage 

itself, having very little to anchor itself to this or that identity or position. On the other hand, 

there is a powerful difference. While the “flexible” individual of capitalism is always remaining 

in relation of ironic “not-All” in relation to any identity formations, whether image or language 



based, they only ever do so in the name of profit and for themselves. Each remains atomized 

off from all others, yet always in mobile relation to the form of pure quantity of potential for 

more investment in the future, the form of financial capital. On the other hand,strategic 

essentialism and disidentificatory coalition politics remain open in a manner in which 

everything is at stake, the open is far more radical, except to one thing, namely, closure.  

 

The openness of the capitalist subject however, is one which is not open to that which is not 

financially profitable, and in this sense, and so, while identity politics can become various 

branding logics under capital, there is a long history of revolutionary movements being 

relieved of their power by the power of profit. Capitalism may seem open to everything, but 

there is a content to its form, and that is the logic of profit. The content to the form of anti-

oppressive politics and identification with this is, on the contrary, the content of being against 

closure, the closure of the political and the social to various selves. We need to all fight to 

keep the social open, in a radical way, if our world is to learn the lessons of its past, and have 

any hope to give rise to not only individual but collective selves which emerge for the better 

for any and all.   

 

The rigid, abstract, implicit identity model of the pre-World War II capitalism, of course, has 

been replaced by the hyperbolic image self of image-capitalism. Everything is possible, so 

long as it makes data for algorithms which make money off of this. Anti-oppressive politics of 

the oppressed needs to learn to make use of the networks which support this, to open them 

up to formations beyond the paranoid cancerous formations of contemporary capital, and 

show how it might be possible to unleash the power of networking which has far greater 

potentials for growth than any of restrictive algorithms of our contemporary platforms allow.  

 



While the freedoms of the internet have made it possible to develop new forms of identity and 

community, there are seemingly as many neo-hate movements as anti-oppressive ones. 

Unless we learn to bring our varied identities into alliances to work together, to undermine not 

only the paranoid territorialist rigid identifications of the past, individual or collective, as well as 

the cancerous capitalist identifications with the superficially open form of capital itself, will it be 

possible to outnetwork the twin powers of reaction and profit at all cost which manage to keep 

our world continually destabilized yet uniformly profitable for the system.  

 

The political implications of such notions are beyond the immediate scope of this text, but it is 

hoped that by presenting less rigid and more relational forms of self-hood, that it may be 

possible to loosen the rigid exclusivity of prior forms of identitarian dominance, as well as 

point to more open pathways which are other than those of the hyper-trophied self-made 

brand of image-capital. 

 

No-Self? Moving Beyond the Ego-Image with the Buddhist Critique of the Self  

     “… the self and what belongs to the self are not in actual fact found ...”  
        - saying attributed to Siddhartha Gotama, the  
        Buddha (circa 450 BCE), in the Sutta Pitaka of  
        the Pali Canon.dcccxcvii 
 
As the preceding section worked to show, if one tries to reduce the self to an image, or 

otherwise reduce the self to something static or thing-like, the self runs away from us, it is 

excessive to such limitations, which is to say, if we try to find the self in such reductive 

models, it is not found, for it has slipped away. Such an approach to this notion is peculiarly 

similar to that described by the introspective traditions of Buddhism, far more ancient than 

than those of Euro-American psychology, and developed on the other side of the globe, and it 

is worth investigating how such issues are handled in this tradtion.  



 

It may seem distant from the present set of concerns to examine such notions at this point. 

Nevertheless, if today we live in a period in which the self is at once become magnified to the 

size of the world by various aspects of contemporary media formation, even while also being 

fragmented to bits by others, there are strong reasons to think that examining notions of the 

self which do such things, in this case the model present in the Ancient Brahmanic Upanisads 

and their Buddhist critics, respectively, are highly relevant. This will in fact be shown to the be 

case, and in some surprising ways. What is more, by moving beyond the Euro-American 

tradition to some of those it has worked to cut out of its intellectual histories, it becomes 

possible to integrate such debates within the contexts in regard to which it has tried to isolate 

itself, much like it has taught us to do with ourselves in the present day.  

 

One of the most fundamental Buddhist concepts is that of anatman, which in Sanskrit means 

“no self.” Such a notion is peculiarly similar to some of the later psychoanalytic critiques of the 

ego presented earlier, and how it unravels notions of the self against which it defined itself will 

help provide methodological inspiration in part for how this text will work to unravel and 

rework contemoporary Euro-American notions of the self currently dominant in our world 

today.  

 

In order to understand what is at stake with such a notion, however, it will be helpful to say a 

bit more about what the term self means in such a context. Such a notion is not as far from 

contemporary Euro-American notions of the self dominant in so much of the world today as 

they may immediately seem to be. The word for self in Ancient Sanskrit is atman, and as 

Sanskrit is a distant relative of contemporary English, it is possible to see analogs of this term 

in an English term such as “autonomous,” meaning something that is rather discretely 



individuated and separated out from its contexts.  

 

Theorizing the self was a powerful strand wtihin Ancient Indic philosophies, and one which 

changed dramatically over time. One can see this shift in regard to how the term atman is 

used in what scholars believe are earlier and later compositions which form ;one of the cores 

of such theorizing, the UpaniSads. The bulk of these works is in theorizing about the atman, 

or self. Early within these works, the self is spoken of more like a physical thing, and yet, also 

used as reflexive pronoun. This is similar to how this notion is used in more concrete 

situations in everyday English. I can say to a friend, “don't eat that with both a fork and spoon, 

use only the fork, by itself.” The self here refers to the fork, as a thing, but not by its name, but 

in a reflexive manner which emphasizes its discreteness from other things, in this case, the 

spoon. Similarly, I can say that “I will do that myself,” indicating that I will not do with others. 

Sanskrit uses the term atman in a similar way, if it conjugates it more complexly when 

combining it.dcccxcviii  

 

In the earlier Upanisads, sages inquired about what it meant for something to be what it is, to 

be itself. This thinking became more abstract over time, and the notion of atman shifted from 

a more physical and grammatically reflexive notion to that of meaning something more 

abstract, like the essence of a thing. In one classic explanation, a tree and an acorn are 

compared. They do not resemble each other much, and yet an acorn in the right 

circumstances will grow into a tree. What is in the acorn, not in a physical way, but in a subtle 

way, what is more the acorn than its mere gross physical body, is its self, that which is 

constant in all its forms, even as it grows into a tree.dcccxcix The atman is unchanging, an 

essence of sorts, but one which combines with its contexts in various to express its potentials, 

and in this way, guiding the progress of acorn to tree.  



 

Such a notion is quite similar, in its way, to that developed by Plato in Ancient Greece, his 

notion of the otherwordly forms (eidos, Gr.), ideal essences of which physical things are mere 

degraded copies. As Aristotle after him argued, modifying this in various ways, each entity 

extends various potentials in relation to causes, and many later thinkers influenced by both 

Plato and Aristotle, particularly those influenced by Neo-Platonic syntheses, saw forms as 

more like active powers expressing themselves through all the modifictions of a things 

transformations than a static ideal, and in this sense, quite similarly to this more Indic notion.  

 

That said, the Upanisadic approach is in many senses non-dualist, for the atman is seen as 

very much a part of the stuff of the physical world. It is able to do what it does by being 

incredibly fine and hence subtle. If one grinds up a plant seed, there is always smaller dust, 

yet the atman is finer than this, but even as one can dissolve salt in water and it cannot be 

seen, so its flavor permeates the water.cm As many critics have noted, scientists today speak 

of genetic material or molecules, all of which are too fine, which is to say, subtle, to see with 

the naked eye, even if they too are physical, in a manner not all that different from that 

described here.cmi  

 

Anything and everything is understood, from such a perspective, as having such a self, which 

in modern Euro-American terms, could be understood as a sort of active essence whose 

unfolding in various contexts is what makes something that which it comes to be. Each entity 

has its own atman, if one which expresses the atman of that of which it is a type. This was 

seen as functioning for classes of things as well as individuals. If one understands the atman 

of clay, one can work not only with one lump of clay, but all clay, it is said, for it is the same 

atman, with multiple manifestations. That is, the essence of clay is the same, no matter the 



instantiation, with the atman being “the real behind the real” which makes possible the “law of 

substitution” or “hidden correspondane” (one meaning of the Sanskrit word Upanisad), 

whereby if one understands the atman of one lump of clay, one understands all clay. cmii 

 

Later Upanisads take this further. If the atman of anything is the way it weaves individual 

atman, such that a stone, for example, may weave together its atman from that of stone-ness 

and gray-ness, then anything and everything can be understood by understanding the notion 

of atman as essence. From there it is an abstract but simple leap in some ways from looking 

for the atman of this or that, to this or that type, to then looking for the atman of atman, the 

self of self or essence of essence.  

 

As Sanskrit in its written form does not have a distinction between capital or lowercase letters 

any more than spaces between words, some modern expositors have unfortuntely 

differentiate the most general notion of atman from the more particular variants by means of 

assigning the former a capital letter, though this is not the case in the original, though 

understanding the can be helpful. Later Upanisads argue that the atman of everything any 

anything is the atman of what can be understood as the cosmos or world, and this atman is 

expressed in all the aspects of the world, it is the essence of all essences, the essence of the 

cosmos, essence itself.cmiii It is eternal and unchanging, but all change is its manifestation or 

expression. Just as the essence of clay remains the same across variations of clay, so the 

essence of treeness is the same across acorn and mature tree, for example, for it must be 

what is common to them all and expressed in its way in all of these.  

 

Likewise, Aristotle also famously looked to categorize substances in regard to what are their 

necessary and accidental qualities, and the necessary ones were those seen as pertaining to 



the form of the substance in question. What is necessary is that which can be seen in all 

manifestations of something, that which is seen as expressing itself through the variations. 

The cosmos is thus a network of causes expressing themselves, each in their ways, and for 

Aristotle, this lead to the uncaused caues, or the divine.cmiv  

 

For the Upanisadic sages, if the atman is that which all express, then it is also the creative 

power of the cosmos, or brahman. This term is also used to describe truth in words, that 

which is able to express the creative power of the cosmos when words and the world come 

into sync such that the words express the atman or the creative power which things express. 

Reallizing atman is brahman, one sees that the world and all experience is one.cmv And as 

there is no distinction between capital or lowercase atman, it is easy to see that despite 

differences, the atman in a stone, in oneself, and in the entire cosmos is clearly still atman. 

These are all expressions of each other.cmvi  

 

Coming to see atman as brahman, one sees the essence of one's self and that of the cosmos 

as the same. And so, if one can control oneself, one can control the world. In a state which 

brings together the peace of deep sleep, the power to create realities experienced while 

dreaming, and the effectivity of waking life, so is a state of truly becoming one, or real-izing, 

the notion that atman is brahman, which is to say, that ones atman is the creative power of 

the cosmos, or the Whole (sarva).cmvii And so sages worked to realize this by going inward, 

focusing on this notion with their entire self, so that like the gods, they could transcend the 

limits between inner and outer, their atman and atman.  

 

In such a state, one would lose one's individual self or distinct atman within atman as such, 

but in doing so, one would become what one already was, before one had forgotten this by 



falling into the illusion (maya, Skt.) of separateness. Becoming one with atman, one loses one 

may lose one's individualizing peculiarities, but as is said, why would the drop of water not 

want to become part of the ocean?cmviiiSuch notions of the self are nevertheless deeply 

criticized by the Buddhists. What is often described colloquially today by Buddhists in the 

parts of the world which are within the Indic sphere of influence is that the difference between 

Buddhists and Hindus (the latter of which claim the Upanisads as one of their scriptures) is 

that the latter claims that all is the self, while the former argues that there is no self.  

 

One of the earliest and most fundamental teachings of the Buddha is that there is no self, 

anatman. This does not mean there is nothing where many see a self, however. The Buddhist 

critique of the self sees in its place heaps or aggregates (skandhas, Skt.) of feelings, desires, 

sensations, ideas, matters, awarenesses. In the Pali cannon, the following statements are 

attributed to the Buddha, and it worth citing these at length: 

 … the informed noble disciple … does not look on physical form as his, as what he is, 
 as his self. He does not look on feeling  … concieving … volitional forces [ie: will or 
 aversion] … … on what he has seen, heard, sense, known, experienced, pursued, and 
 pondered in his mind … And the point of view, “The world nd the self are the same – 
 after death this is what I shall be: permanent, enduring, eternal, not liable to change; I 
 shall remain like that for all eternity” - this point of view too he does not look on as his 
 … he does not get anxious about what does not exist … both the self and what 
 belongs to the self are not in actual fact found … [one who sees this] has abandoned 
 the conceit “I am“ … [one is] freed in this way … [while some say] “The ascetic Gotama 
 is a nihilist [charvaka]. He teaches the annhilation, the destruction, and non-existence 
 of the being that exists. In saying this they falsely, mistakely, wrongly, and incorrectly 
 accuse me of being what I m not … I teach just suffering and the cessation of suffering 
 … [therefore] abandon what is not yours.cmix  
 

The aggregates of feelings, sensations, volitions, etc. are nevertheless not unorganized. 

Rather, they are all interwoven by the webs of karma, a Sanskrit term that can mean “cause,” 

“effect,” and/or the system of causality of which these are aspects.cmx We are nothing but a 

stream within the karmic web of causes and conditions which intertwiningly unfold, the 

weaving of the webs of interconnectedness (pratityasamutpada, more literally “dependent 



origination,” or the way in which everything is interdependent with everything else, including 

for its origination,” Skt.).cmxi Our cravings reproduce the style of weaving aggregates which is 

what we may take to be ourselves, and yet, our attachment to such a fantasm is precisely 

what gives it power. If we stop craving and grasping our world in a self-like way, we can be 

freed of the suffering caused by chasing after a self and what is thought to pertain to this 

brings.  

 

Just as a river is not a thing, but a process, we may call it a river, even though the water is 

always different and never the same. In this we turn a process or habit, in this case of water 

to flow a particular way in a particular location, into a thing. We thing-ify it, or as the Buddhists 

would say, we grasp at it.cmxii “Grasping” and “attachment” translations of the Sanskrit word 

upadana, or attachment, and the self is one of these. We are a habit within the interconnected 

webs of karma.cmxiii When we stop perpetuating these habits, we will stop circling in place 

(samsara, “cyclic being,” Skt), but to stop our habits of grasping, we need to stop craving, 

literally “thirsting” (taNha, Skt). The self is the anchor within this, which is to say, our selves 

are the primary way our thirst grasps at and becomes attached, by the grasping attachment of 

the self from which all others flow. Self, grasping, attachment, craving, and karma co-

constitute each other, giving rise to the self as sort of virtual reality which can nevertheless 

have quite powerful effects.  

 

And so Buddhists are taught to examine experience. For if you try to find something like a self 

in the flux of one's impermanent experiences, a stable or permanent nucleus which brings this 

all together, it cannot be found. One rather finds only heaps of sensations, awarenesses, 

matters, etc., all in the habit of coming together as they do, but with no core essence, any 

more than, say, a river is more than the habit of water to flow in a particular place in a 



particular way. And yet we still cling to a self, thirst for it and incarnate it as thirsting, and 

preoccupy ourselves with me and mine. We try to to possess ourselves and bits of the world 

through and for this self. But everything keeps shifting and changing, the world is 

interconnected shifting processes which cannot be turned into inert and isolated discrete 

things. Reducing processes to things, as if we were trying to grasp a river but only getting 

handfuls of water, we find ourselves in a state of continual disequilibrium, one which fails to 

satisfy or be satsifactory (dukkha, often translated as “suffering,” though many scholars argue 

for revising this translation today REF on trans issues).cmxiv This occurs whether or not we are 

attached to things, or to ideas or ways of looking at the world we treat as things, attachment 

to views (dRSti, “views,” Skt.), including the idea of the self.  

 

Some Western Buddhists have argued that Buddhists are not so much against what 

Westerners might call a self, but rather, a fixed and static image of the ego.cmxv And in this 

they are oddly closer to many forms of psychoanalysis than it might seem. Jacques Lacan, for 

example, argued that we need to reduce the ego-image in the service of the self as process 

which cannot be reduced to an attempt to grasp it as mere image.cmxvi If we chase images, we 

will suffer, so we need to give up reducing our world to static images, and ourselves in the 

process. We need to sacrifice the ego, in a sense, to release the self in a deeper sense.  

 

For Buddhists do not deny that something like the self appears, even if under close 

examination. And since it is not found, we should not grasp it, for that is a futile task that 

keeps us circling around in an unbalanced and thirsty way that will never satisfy, only make a 

us thirstier. Us and those around us will suffer ever more this way. It is the grasping and 

attachment which the notion of no-self is designed to eliminate, and in Western terms, this 

would be like the move of reducing the notion of the self as image. For according to millennia 



of Buddhist literature, there is still a physical body there, and habits, thoughts, feelings, etc., 

even if one knows that one has no self.  

 

That is, conventionally speaking, a self appears, and to speak of it is a convention of speech 

that is useful in social situations. Relatively speaking (samvRTI, “relative, provisional, or 

conventional truth,” Skt.) it is there, just not utimately (paramatha, “ultimate truth,” Skt.).cmxvii It 

does not have its “own being” (svabhava, Skt.),cmxviii its being is rather an effect of the 

interconnected webs of karma of which it is but an aspect. To use a classic Buddhist teaching 

annecdote, trying to grasp such a thing it is like trying to grasp the image of the moon in 

water. It appears, but try to grasp the image, and one gets only a handful of water, not the 

moon. Understanding how this happens, one can avoid this unsatisfactory situation, or being 

stuck repeating it.  

 

It is woth noting that as Buddhist philosophy developed, it became quite precise about 

precisely what it meant when it said that there was no self of persons or things. What all these 

lack, what they are empty of, is svabhava, “own being” which is distinct from the networks of 

interconnectedness (pratityasamutpada, “dependent origination”).cmxix That which has its own 

being is described as being eternal, immutable, and completely independent, which is to say, 

it depends on nothing else, and hence, has not relations or connections with anything beyond 

itsef.cmxx This would be the self as almost something like a Platonic form, if an active one, of 

the sort imagined by many of the Neo-Platonics who synthesized aspects of Plato and 

Aristotle and powerfully influenced medieval philosophy in Europe and the Arabic speaking 

worlds, even if they were likely influenced indirectly by Indic philosophies in turn.cmxxi  

 

Of course, as the Buddhists point out, it is not possible to even imagine something not related 



in any way to any other, and to some extent, they are fighting a position not quite the same as 

that proposed by the Upanisadic sages. And it was precisely to resolve this issue that the 

Neoplatonists argued that while the realm of essences of which this world was but an 

expression was radically unlike that of this world, the purer essences radiate off what they 

express, namely, the physical things and qualities in the world, much as the sun radiates off 

light but seems to lose nothing of its radiance thereby, the theory of “emmantationism.”cmxxii It 

was only much later that such notions were firmed into the dualisms of the medieval 

Europeans. Returning to the Indic context, it is worth noting that the Buddhist and proto-Hindu 

Brahmanic notions, competing for converts throughout much of the first millennia in India, 

took on a polemical tone after a while, each becoming in many sense the mirror inverse of the 

other.  

 

That said, such debates are highly relevant today. These debates dominated Indic forms of 

theorizing as society was shifting into urbanized forms, and as our world is intensifying its 

forms of organization today, so the self is shifting with this. The analogies between such shifts 

can help us understand the stakes and potentials of our times. The Upanisadic model of the 

self made world and world made self only works if the physical world can literally be absorbed 

into the self while meditating. But if everyone tries to absorb the physical world within 

themselves, would it be different for each, or the same? Surely this is an issue we are all 

encountering today, as the Internet promises to turn the world into the image each of us wants 

to see, and yet, doing so faces the danger of cutting ourselves off from the world we create 

between us, with others, physically and otherwise.  

 

Buddhism sees a way beyond this by arguing that there is no self. One no longer imagines 

one must do this or that, must be this or that, must possess this or that. The image of the self 



is no longer there as it was, and ceasing to be reduced to its own image, there is freedom. 

Some Western Buddhists have argued that the self is free of the ego, and that is certainly 

what Lacan argues for in his works, as un-Buddhist as they might be. Whether or not one is a 

Buddhist, it is worth saying that there are many reasons to think that whatever the self is, it is 

likely a mistake to reduce it to an image. My body image, after all, helps me plan actions, 

even tell my story, but it can limit me into leading the same life, even when I am in a rut. 

Images are static, they idealize and flatten, and even the moving images of cinema repeat the 

same moves again and again.  

 

Thank goodness there is so much more to me than such a self. If I try to look for myself in 

merely my ego-image, I would need to say that whatever self I am, at the place of my ego 

image, I am far more than that, and hence, cannot be reduced to that. If one tries to reduce 

me to this, I will not be found there. It is worth saying nevertheless that one who is seen as 

enlightened or at least on the path continues to speak and do, feel and think, but less 

graspingly because one does not reduce the self to an image, then one could also be said to 

be a self liberated from the image thereof. And in this sense, some have argued that the 

Buddhist notion of no self is a sort of program for the liberation of a deeper sort of self. The 

question of course, would be what something like this might mean.  

 

Many later schools of Buddhism, those of the Mahayana, argue that beyond the no-self of 

persons, there is also the no-self of things, or the emptiness of all phenomena. Many also 

argue, particularly in the Madhyamaka school of NagArjuna, that emptiness should 

nevertheless not be treated in a thing-like, imagistic sense either, and hence, it must 

deconstruct itself.cmxxiii In order to do this, some other schools, particularly those known as 

YogachAra, schools balance emptiness with appearance.cmxxiv These two schools and their 



offshoots came to dominate much of Indian Buddhism after their arrival during the first 

millennia CE. Both argue that if we reify any particular appearance, which is to say, become 

fixated on it, grasping and becoming attached to it, we need to remember that it may appear 

discrete, but it is utimtely empty. Both schools also argue that emptiness is simply the inverse 

of networking. That is, what makes anything that appears ultimately empty is that is only 

appears as it does because of all the interconnected processes, within, without, between, and 

through, which originate and maintain this and could transform it if they changed.  

 

Any appearance in regard to which we are fixated and attached needs to be dissolved, then, 

by remembering that it is empty, a play of the intertwining of interconnectedness. 

Appearances are then liberated from fixation, and us with this, at least in theory, even if it is 

often far more difficult to put this into practice. From such a perspective, however, the 

appearance from which we most need to be liberated is that of our selves, that which keeps 

us fixated to so many others, including entire weave of habits and ways of life which cause us 

and others around us pain.  

 

We can make use of the appearance of a self, like any other appearance, in order to help 

liberate ourselves and others, but if we become fixated to any image or story within this, even 

one related to the notion of liberation, we need to remember that it too is empty. Or at least 

this is the story so told, one more difficult to put into practice than describe. What is more, 

since our outer, physical worlds are so often crafted in part by the actions performed by 

others, we can only separate out from our inner images. And even if we become liberated 

from ourselves, understood thusly, we may develop images and stories which allow us to 

think or do things differently, but the world around it, particularly physical things and persons, 

may make it difficult to do otherwise. For Buddhists, however, while there is no self, the world 



beyond the mind is empty as well, and hence, one should not become attached to changing it.  

 

Whether or not one can liberate the self without changing the world beyond it, however, has 

seemed to many reinstate the self in some ways if not in others. Many have argued, Marxists 

in particular, that it is not possible to transform the self without transforming the world of that 

self as well, otherwise the self is always caught in the images and stories of others if not their 

own, as these are made into the very stuff of the worlds we navigate. From such a 

perspective, even if we see ourselves as empty in relation to various images and practices, if 

being empty is something like being free from fixation, if we simply do the same things as we 

had, then perhaps we are hardly as free as may want to think. If we only liberate the inner 

world and not the outer, have we not perhaps reinscribed ourselves, and the split between 

inner and outer, if not in theory, then in practice, and in a more detached form? The Buddhist 

answer to this set of concerns tends to to either absorb the world in one's own visions (called 

a Buddhaverse, or buddhakshetra, Skt.) in which one radiates teachings to those in the 

physical world from this other dimension, or one leaves it entirely, both notions which leave 

the world shared with others, physically and otherwise, behind for another, even if this is often 

described as merely another way of relating to the world we experience here and now.cmxxv  

 

These are complex issues which would take this inquiry far afield, but it is worth saying at this 

point that, as with psychoanalysis, Buddhism in its many forms finds what is most the self 

precisely in not being one, which is to say, not reducing the self to this or that, letting the self 

instead rather be excessive to such formulations, which in a sense, could be seen as not 

being. There is much in what follows that is inspired by such notions, even as it works to 

transform them in its way.  

 



While Lacan and certain other late psychoanalytists have been critical of the traditional notion 

of the self, and the Buddhists have been critical of this notion for millennia, even if Buddhist 

practice seems to focus on the self isolated from action in meditation and thereby reducing 

the self as well, the Euro-American mainstream has worked to individuate and then shore up 

the self, seeing the self as the source of all freedom, security, knowledge, certainty, etc. But 

can the self be captured in such logics, or is it rather, when carefully looked for there, rather 

“not found”?  

 

A Critique of Awareness: Cartesio-Kantianism in light of Buddhist notions of Shunyata 

and Pratityasamupada 

    “If the self were the aggregate making up a person (the material  
    form and the mental components), it would be subject to arising  
    and ceasing. If the self were other than these aggregates, it would  
    not have the characteristics of the aggregates. When the self does 
    not exist, how can there be anything belonging to the self? … one  
    is free of the ideas of “mine” and “I.” One who is free of the ideas of 
    “mine” and “I” is not found.” 
     - Nagarjuna, Fundamental Verses of the Middle Way, (circa  
     3rd century CE)cmxxvi 
 
The issues which have attended the project to imagine the self as an atom or nucleus  

grounded in something like thinking or experiencing awareness, is one which psychoanalysts, 

despite their massive debt to Descartes, would indicate as a repetition compulsion, which is to 

say, a limiting fixation. While many adherents to such a project keep saying the eventually the 

project will have these issues resolved, for all know there simply must be a self in such a 

form, others have not always shared their confidence, particularly beyond Euro-America. 

What can be taken for granted in one culture and time period cannot in another. One could 

argue that perhaps the reason so many could not admit there were issues with such 

approaches is because it was part of the very grammars of the capitalist world system within 

which they lived, which made its structures seem as if they were laws of the world. 



 

Once again, it may make sense to switch theoretical terrain to help explicate some of the 

issues at stake. Buddhist approaches to such issues can be of help again, this time in regard 

to how the notion of no-self plays out rather practically in regard to how the issue of 

awareness arises in practices of meditation. There are many traditions of meditation, more of 

a family of practices, commonly described in Euro-America as forms of self-cultivation, which 

arose from Asia, mostly from South Asia and the Indic sphere of influence.cmxxvii In many of 

these practices, Buddhist and otherwise, particularly in their Euro-American variants, one is 

urged to simply be aware. If one finds one's thoughts wandering from the subject of a 

meditation, whether towards another sensation in the present, or a memory or fantasy or 

anticipation, one is supposed to let this go and refocus. 

 

The result is remaining aware in a sort of perpetual present, and in fact, this is closely related 

to how the term often translated as “mindfulness” or “awareness” is used in Indic meditational 

traditions, namely, smrti (Skt.), which means to “call to mind” or “remember,” is used. When 

distracted, one becomes aware of the distraction as distraction and one remembers the 

meditation topic, one becomes aware of it again, so to speak, and in doing so, one renews 

one's awareness, and tries to prolong it. A distraction is said to break the samadhi (Skt.), or 

concentration, and so to be concentrated and aware means to be, in a sense, perpetually 

remembering something, and to the exclusion of distraction on anything else. 

 

But if the self is merely awareness, is one less one's self when one is not fully aware? Is this 

not to make the self pointillistic? Some have argued, of course, that the present is all we 

have, a flowing present, such that memory and anticipation are only illusionary projections, 

and that the self is in a perpetual flowing present. One could as easily argue the reverse, that 



there is no present, only the past emerging into future, and the present the vanishing point 

between these, for try to grasp the present and it always slips from grasp. Either way, it would 

seem that the self becomes less “itself” whenever awareness fades, and that one is only truly 

oneself when one is fully present and aware, aware of being aware, and hence, immersed in 

a sense in the object of meditation and awareness of it. 

 

In such moments, of course, one can loses oneself, in a sense, and in many meditational 

traditions, that is precisely the point. One is free, and perhaps even more truly oneself, when 

one loses that self in awareness. While many such practices may start with a topic or support, 

such as meditation on the breath, more advanced forms usually have no support, and may 

focus on awareness itself. When one becomes aware of this or that thought arising, it is 

allowed to pass away, one does not pursue it, one returns to awareness itself, and over time, 

such disturbances do not arise, one remains pure awareness “without stain,” or at least that is 

the goal. Free from attachments and cares that could link one to the world, one is free, even if 

one cannot be fully said to be a self anymore, at least not in any traditional sense. 

 

In the states leading up to this, one approaches a state which one recent author referred to as 

“thoughts without a thinker.”cmxxviii There are thoughts, yet not a self that thinks them. There is 

awareness of these thoughts, but as they fade away, merely awareness, but no self which is 

aware, only the awareness. This is of course a momentary state, one that is difficult to 

prolong, but the goal is often precisely this, to extend the length of time in which one is able to 

lose oneself in awareness itself. Eventually there is no need for any particular discursive 

thought or feeling, for one is in a state of equanimity (upeksha, Skt.). One is free from all care, 

and in fact, free from being a self, a limitation on the sort of freedom which we all ultimately 

strive for, but which could only come about by liquidating the self in any traditional form. This 



is why many later Cha'an/Zen meditators felt that awareness of basic physical activities, such 

a chopping wood outside a monastery, could be an effective as more traditional forms of 

meditation, such as resting the awareness on the breath, certainly as a preparatory practice, 

but also as a way of extending what one has learned in meditation sessions into the “post-

meditation” of everyday life. 

 

Awareness is, of course, clearly an aspect of everything anything we experience, and yet, try 

to grasp it in itself, try to hold on to it, and it slips away. For what happens when I become lost 

in an activity and “forget myself” and only later remember to fix my awareness on what I am 

doing? Awareness is, of course, clearly an aspect of everything and anything we experience. 

Yet if we try to grasp it in itself, try to hold on to it, and it slips away. For what happens when I 

become lost in an activity and “forget myself” and only later remember to fix my awareness on 

what I am doing? Did my self vanish in such moments, or fade, and in this sense, was I any 

less my self? Losing myself in activity, I certainly lose awareness of my self, rather being 

aware merely of what I am doing, but not aware as well of being aware of it in a sort of meta-

awareness. 

 

This seems what the Buddha intended when he described the practice of cultivation 

(bhavana, Skt.) of awareness (smrti, literally “remembering,” Skt.) by saying, in one of the 

earliest and most fundamental texts describing the process which has come to be called 

“meditation”: “breathing in, know that you are breathing in; breathing out, know that you are 

breathing out.”cmxxix In this, one can become one-pointed (a state of samadhi, Skt.) and 

achieve absorption, dyana (Skt.) with, in this case, the breath.cmxxx But if one loses oneself in 

an activity, such as breathing or paying attention to breathing, then one has also lost 

awareness in a sense. That said, the goal seems to lose oneself in the awareness rather than 



the activity, giving rise to a sort of meta-awareness of the activity. This produces a sort of 

detachment from any and all of which one could be aware, or doing, breaking the attachment 

(upadana, Skt), to any particular aspect thereof which could give rise to craving (tanha, Skt.), 

which could lead to the cycle (samsara, Skt.) of unsatisfactoriness (dukkha, Skt), the cause of 

suffering. 

 

Nevertheless, if I become pure awareness, can I really be said to still be a self? I can of 

course “forget myself” when I am intently doing something, even if my self can reemerge in 

my awareness afterwards, as often happens when I get busy doing something, and then 

remember something else that needs doing which reemerges into my awareness. So it is with 

my self. I may lose myself in activity, including that of focusing on awareness itself, but as 

soon as I stop, or when I get distracted, my self in its traditional form reemerges. This is why it 

is a constant practice, after all. If I am sitting meditating and someone walks by and knocks 

into me, I am likely to ask them to be more careful, and an experienced meditator would say 

that the habit of having a self takes long practice to overcome. Even experienced meditators, 

however, will still say things like, “I will wash the dishes myself,” and yet, this should not be 

necessarily seen as indicating that they still cling to the notion of self, for they may merely be 

using this to communicate. 

 

That said, it seems pointless to go looking for the self within awareness if one is only ever 

truly aware if one ceases being a self. But does that mean that the self is only there, and 

awareness only there, when the other has ceased? Are these moments with firm divisions? 

This would be odd, for after all, it seems commonplace to say that being aware is precisely 

one of capacities which makes a self what it is. Either way, from a Buddhist perspective, the 

goal is precisely to lose oneself, and gain awareness in the process. 



 

While it may seem paradoxical to attempt to find something like a foundation for a sense of 

the self here, there are many reasons that this line of inquiry is worth pursuing. For what is 

being proposed with the notion of dissolving the self could also be described as liberating the 

self from reductive forms thereof, of freeing the self, in a sense, of liberating it from reductive 

attempts to grasp it (upadana) in a thing-like way, which is to say, in the form of something like 

an ego-image, and some contemporary expositors have in fact argued that the dissolution of 

the self be understood as a dissolution not of the self as much of as the ego. It is with such 

concerns in mind that it is worth looking a bit deeper into the theories and methods at stake. 

 

As any novice meditator will tell you, and anyone with much experience as well, is that it is a 

practice. The difficulty in meditation is in trying to lay hold of what seems to slip away as soon 

as one tries to grasp it. And there are so many distractions, for thoughts and feelings arise, 

memories and anticipations and fantasies, all of which clearly seem as much a part of oneself 

as pure awareness which, in its pureness, seems to have no content of its own. In order to 

deal with this, novice meditators are often directed to first develop “calm abiding” meditation 

techniques, or shamatha, in which one works to develop one-pointed attention (samadhi, Skt.) 

by letting distractions go. The mind craves this or that distraction, but as it calms down, it is 

able to focus, and goes from being a rushing rapids to a flowing river to a calm stream. While 

one usually begins to develop one-pointedness by concentrating upon a meditation support, 

such as focusing the vision on a stone in the distance, or concentrating upon the breath, 

eventually the meditator is supposed to move to more abstract supports until none is needed, 

and the meditator only focuses on awareness itself. 

 

Once one has developed one-pointedness, a meditation tradition which many Buddhists will 



admit is a practice which existed before the advent of the Buddha, one then engages in what 

is believed to be the Buddha's unique contribution to this, a more analytical sort of meditation, 

often called vipasyana (Skt.), which leads one to examine various aspects of experience.cmxxxi 

Novice meditators are often lead in graded stages of inquiry, and are told by their teachers to 

examine this or that aspect of experience with their newfound powers of concentration. Many 

such sets of stages have the meditator examine sensations, and then after this, look for the 

self (atman) within these. While all sensations seem to arise within or in relation to the self, 

one cannot grasp the self as this or that, it has no solid content. After close examination, it 

simply “is not found.” 

 

After the self is not found in sensations, then the meditator can move on to volitions, and up to 

more abstract stages, which in many of the Mahayana schools, proceeds to the examination 

of mind itself, only to conclude that while everything we experience we encounter through our 

minds, mind itself cannot be found, and hence, is empty. In this way, the meditator is enabled 

to see for themselves, firsthand and in their own experience, what generations of meditators 

before them, and Buddhist philosopher-meditators themselves, have concluded 

themselves.cmxxxii That is, in the words of Shantarakshita, in his powerful synthesis of the 

Madhyamaka and Yogachara philosophical traditions as presented in the 

Madhyamakalankara (“Ornament of the Middle Way,” 8th cent C.E.), argues that “all is mind/ 

and mind is empty.” The more conservative Theravada schools do not go quite this far, 

arguing that the realization of no-self is enough to bring about liberation, or nirvana.   

 

Such examinations are not, however, confined only to the process of meditation. One of the 

earliest Buddhist scriptures describes a dialogue in which a Buddhist monk, Nagasena, 

presents an argument to the King Menander, the Greek speaking ruler of a Seleucid Bactro-



Greek kingdom on the border of India since the times of Alexander's conquests (if one of the 

later moments of Greek-Indic intellectual interchange), present a similar argument beyond a 

meditative context.cmxxxiii The King arrived on a chariot, and yet, the chariot is not merely the 

spokes of the wheels, the base, the axles, etc., it is more than merely these. And yet, if it is 

also nothing without these (and today one could expand this to the concept, form, matter, or 

term “chariot”), then the chariot itself, distinct from its parts, is not found (a process of 

investigation one could of course extend to any of the parts). 

 

And yet, if none of the parts themselves are the chariot, but the chariot is not other than its 

parts, what is the chariot? It is, simply, not found, and yet, the King arrived. So it is, according 

to the dialogue, with the self, which is to say, it is ultimately not there, at least as it seems, and 

yet, this peculiar illusion of sorts has powerful effects, at least, according to Buddhist doctrine, 

if we crave after it as if it were a substantial thing. Such a mode of argument is extended by 

the Mahayana, as Nagasena had done, not only to the self, but to the “selves of things,” the 

notion of emptiness. 

 

I have personally heard versions of such arguments used today in teachings given by 

Buddhist monastic teachers, in which listeners are told to investigate their immediate 

experiences. Examine what you see: a chair, a branch, a stone, a person. Is your self like one 

of these? Examine what you hear: a car horn, a dog barks, a person speaks. Is your self like 

one of these? Examine your inner experiences: a thought, a feeling, a desire, a memory. Is 

your self like one of these? If the self is not a sound, sight, touch, taste, smell, feeling, or 

thought, then what is the self? A self “cannot be found.” 

 

Now look at a chair. Is the chair the legs, the seat, the back? If the chair is more than these, 



then what it is it, beyond these parts?  The chair itself, beyond these parts, is not found, and 

yet, any of these parts is also not sufficient to make the chair. The chair, then, appears, in a 

relative sense, but in an ultimate sense, according to the doctrine of the two truths, it is not 

found, and hence, is empty, and so it is with all things. One could, of course, adapt this 

argument a bit to contemporary Euro-American concerns. For some would say that what 

makes a chair a chair is how it brings together its parts according to a particular form, shape, 

or plan, and that this is related to a concept, idea, or function of chair-nes, or even a word 

such as “chair.” Nevertheless, the chair in front of one can never be reduced to merely any of 

these. It is always more than the idea, concept, or function, for it is also matter, and it is more 

than merely matter, because it is these particular matters shaped as they are, and it is more 

than merely the shape, because it is also the social function which determines these, and so 

on. What makes the chair what it is is always more than any particular one of these, and 

rather, the nexus of all of these, each contributing in their way. 

 

The chair then, is in a sense, more than the sum of its parts. But if one tries to grasp this 

more, one cannot. For it is not a thing, it is rather an intertwining, a weaving, an 

interconnected networking. If one tries to reduce this to a thing of the sort that one can grasp 

in a thing-like manner, with the hand or the mind, one will instead find there is no thing, which 

is to say, it appears and yet is not there as it seems. Like a balloon or illusion, it appears, and 

yet, it is ultimately hollow, inflated without yet within a void, which is to say, like a gourd or a 

cup, it is empty. And yet, a cup is able, despite being empty, to be filled with various contents, 

and hence it can be quite powerful in the world despite this, and so it is with empty 

appearances. We grasp at them, and they catch us thereby. 

 

For Buddhist metaphysicians, however, emptiness is the obverse of interconnectedness, 



pratityasamutpada, “dependent origination.” Everything arises, is maintained, transforms, and 

ceases in and through the webs of interconnections which it ultimately is. We may relate to it 

as a thing, but it is a weaving. Relating to it as a thing, we will get caught in dissatisfactory 

cycling again and again, but coming into sync with the logic of networking, to put it in terms of 

this text, a crucial liberatory shift in perspective becomes possible. Appearances are able to 

become virtual realities which can help move mountains, at least, once emptiness liberates 

them and us from the cages they so often become. The question, of course, is once 

appearances and selves are liberated from each other, what should guide the potentials for 

world creation and the virtual realities opened up unveil. 

 

From such a perspective, awareness is as empty as anything else one might try to grasp. It is 

everywhere and nowhere, but as soon as you try to grasp it, it vanishes. Even if one sees it 

as a particular type of networking of self and world, self and world are equally networkings as 

well. Each is a manifestation of causes and condition within the webs of karma (“cause-

effect”), understood as the way in actions tend to become self-fulfilling prophecies. Liberatory 

actions give rise to more liberatory appearances, which then potentiate our ability to see more 

liberating ways to do what we do in the world in relation to those around us, and vice-versa. 

More constricting tendencies, on the other hand, reify all they touch, including ourselves and 

our yearnings, making us focus on me and mine, this and that.  instead of refracting the here 

and now within the contexts and processes which link any and all to how the big picture 

seems in relation to these  

 

The Temporal Self of Henri Bergson 

    “It would be a mistake to conceive of the psychical and the physical aspects of  
    matter as two aspects absolutely distinct. Viewing a thing from the outside,  
    considering its relations of action and reaction with other things, it appears as  



    matter. Viewing a thing from the inside, looking at its immediate character as  
    feeling, it appears as consciousness.” 
     - C.S. Peirce, “Man's [sic] Glassy Essence,” (1892).cmxxxiv   
 
No matter how frequently we update the images we have of ourselves as an Ego, we reduce 

ourselves to images. Likewise, when we reduce ourselves to the mere flow experience, 

whether of incoming sensational awareness or agential doing, we leave out those aspects of 

us beyond this. These are domains of memory, anticipation, and fantasy, provided by the 

aspects of our brain which are beyond immediate conscious access, beyond the seeming 

immediacy of consciousness as much as decision-making, even if, far beyond the examples 

provided in the preceding section, they saturate these in a wide variety of ways. 

 

For to reduce the self to something like the mere flow of experience, without memory or 

fantasy, erases so much of who we are, for in so many senses, we are the networks of our 

memories, reworked into anticipations, both of which infuse the flow of our experiences with 

an always already present meaning. When I vanish into sleep each night, I wake knowing 

already who I am and how to understand my world because I do not need to relearn my entire 

childhood from scratch each day. Without memory, I would likely not even be able to make 

sense of my incoming experience. Those born blind who have faulty eyes restored by surgery 

need to train their visual cortexes how to decode what they see into meaningful patterns, and 

afterwards, these people experience having only seen blurs during this period. Without the 

memories stored in my visual cortexes, I would not even be able to see as I normally do.cmxxxv 

These memories not only record aspects of the past, but shape presents in the future, to the 

extent that sometimes when I expect to see something I feel like I do until I look back again 

and notice it was just anticipation, or a trick of the eye, much as the entire center of my visual 

turns out to be. 

 



In this sense, the present is never fully present, for it is always already networked with past-

future, memory-anticipation. And yet, we are not merely these either, for if we were, we would 

never be able to be surprised by new sensations, make new decisions, all of which jolt us out 

of complete immersion in networks of fantasy or memory. While memories and the fantasies 

and anticipations to which they give rise to when reworked by my brain do help provide 

coherence to my experience, my self seems neither merely its past nor its future any more 

than its present. 

 

Bergson's theories of lived experiential time can help describe some of what is at stake here. 

According to Bergson, present experience emerges from the past, just as much as present 

experience emerges from the future, if differently. The past extends into the future by 

changing, and the future calls up aspects of the past as relevant memories which 

recontextualize how we interpret these changes, with each stretching into the other. New 

experience arises from the future, new interpretation from the past, indissolubly intermixed in 

the present which is always intertwining each with the other. 

 

My sense that my world as mine relies upon my memory of being me, for I could not 

recognize my body as mine, after all, had I not experienced it before, for recognition requires 

the ability to fold the past into the present in order to compare these. I can only recognize the 

world as mine by experiencing the present in relation to the past. In this sense, my world is 

not only centered, but continuously re-centering itself in relation to my memory of it being 

centered. The continuity of my memory, and of my memory of my memories being linked in 

one continuous history anchored by my body, is in this sense part of what makes my 

experience of the present moment recognizable as mine. Each night I go to sleep, and my 

awareness fades during deep sleep into the internal horizon from which it reemerges. Yet 



when I wake, my continuous past reemerges, and this is what makes my body, my present, 

and my future part of a continuous temporal unfolding. The sense of a thread of continuity 

within my world, extending past into present and future and future from present to the past, is 

what the Tibetans call a mindstream, and what here could be thought of, following Einsteinian 

relativity science, as a worldline.cmxxxvi 

 

Such a perspective on experience helps explain why Bergson says that our new experiences, 

including those of our actions, extend the past into the future and vice-versa, with the present 

as the midway point of tension between these, the past extending into the future, and the 

future into the past. The latter of course happens in the ways in which we only seem to 

experience present experiences as threaded through with possibilities of anticipations as 

much as memories. I see a bit of food as food which means in part I see it as a potential 

meal, something which is only possible to the extent to which I imagine future possibilities by 

means of rifling through my memories of the past. In fact, as soon as I recognize a bit of food 

as food, I am already futuring it as a potential meal by means of how I recognize it with bits of 

my past which help it anticipate futures in turn. In this, I am networking my future to my past 

and past to my future in the temporal networking of present experience. I see what is in front 

of me by means of memories which rise to meet my present. But I imagine potential future 

actions by means of rifling through past memories and reworking bits of them to fit potential 

future situations. It is as if the need to do this or that in the present reaches into the future, 

which then scours through the past in order to find the raw materials whereby to frame itself, 

even as the past reaches into the future in order to frame potential actions in the present, or 

to imagine actions and situations more distantly. Past reaches into future, and future ino the 

past, and the present is simply where these meet. Past, present, and future are a dynamic 

intertwining, which each only an aspect or side of the others rather than something radically 



distinct.  

 

All of these interweavings show demonstrate further why Bergson is famously critical, in ways 

already articulated, of attempts to spatialize time by reducing time to space. Time is never for 

Bergson at all what happens when we see a clock hand move from one notch on a clock 

hand to the next, see a pendulum swing back and forth, or see a digital clock change number, 

or imagine moments as beads as a string.cmxxxvii Bergson sees time rather as that which 

endures, that which continues from past to future while shifting in the present, deepening as it 

goes, presenting a much more relational notion of time than those espoused by various more 

reifying theorists. 

 

From a Bergsonian perspective, the world always arises against the horizon memory which 

extends from the past into the future when reworked into anticipations which permeate and 

interpret my present. The past is anything but inert, for experiences in the future influence 

how it is linked with the present, reinterpreting the past and interpreting the present and future 

potentials in the process. I may have new life experiences, after all, which provide new ways 

of interpreting past episodes, and in such a sense, it is as if the future can impact the past, or 

at least, how an aspect of it networks with the rest of my memories. Each one of us is in this 

sense a time traveler, and time-travel films of the present day can in this sense be seen as 

allegories for what flowing time feels like, individually or collectively or beyond, particular 

when seen in a Bergsonian manner. 

 

There is much in common with a networkological approach to such issues, many of which riff 

on Bergsonian understandings in various ways. From such a perspective, the present outside 

of my body seems quite concretely networked, with each aspect I experience determined by 



each other in relatively consistent ways. If a bird flies through the air around me, it displaces 

the air, yet I can only displace it if I move my body in ways which follow the relatively 

restricted physical rules I have come to know, at least to the extent to which the world 

continues to network as it does. But the past is different. If I call up an image of a bird in my 

memory, it may not be firmly linked to the air around it, or the branch of a tree upon which it 

lands. It may be more firmly linked to a song I remember, or another bird I saw in the past. I 

can choose to remember the bird I saw, but wearing a strange hat. 

 

I can think of such things more in the present, of course, by imagining the bird I see upon a 

branch wearing a silly hat, taking aspects of memories of the past, rearranging them in my 

present, and coming up with novel combinations, and since my memory seems anything but 

atomistic, with an ability to imagine the new down to the very fabric of things. Still, no matter 

how vivid I am able to imagine, my fantasies never take on the degree of determinateness 

and detail which seems to occur in my present experiences of the external world. Memory 

turned imagination and fantasy is fuzzier than external experience yet more abstract, more 

able to be linked this way and that, and more according to my seeming whims than the 

physical world which seems largely beyond my ability to influence it as I do my imaginations, 

seemingly by my very desires. The freedom of memory is the freedom of interpretation and 

reinterpretation, even if this is likely simply the way I shift patterns of activation within the 

channels produced by the living wires of my brain which map my body and brain by means of 

traces of patterns of incoming activations from these. 

 

While there are aspects of both past and present which are abstract, I cannot fully abstract 

present and past from each other or otherwise “thingify” them to grasp them in something like 

a “pure” state. For I do not seem able to explore my past purely devoid of my present 



experience. No matter how lost I am remembering aspects of the past, some part of me 

remains tied to my body, even tacitly, and I am often jolted out of reverie because some 

aspect of my present experience, usually in my body, calls to me, showing how some aspect 

of my self remains aware of my body in the present. 

 

While I seem unable to lose myself fully in the past, I also do not seem to experience in the 

mode of pure present either. For reasons already described, my present is shot through with 

memory, but even evidences from the human blind spot aside, whenever I recognize 

something, even if this seems purely present, this shows how my past is folded into the 

seeming immediacy of the seemingly pure present. As soon as I see something as mine, after 

all, I experience it in relation to my memories of being me. Even in an implicit and summed 

over form, in this manner my present grows from my past as an iceberg which slowly arises 

from the waters of the sea. Even if I try hard, in meditation, for example, to see something 

only in the present, this requires enormous effort and seems only ever to be partially possible. 

 

Just as the past is more abstract than the present, so it is with the future. I can imagine, for 

example, all sorts of possible combinations of things which could occur in the future with a 

freedom I do not experience in regard to the past whose aspects seem more concretely and 

fixedly intertwined. Of course, I can also explore reassembled aspects of memory, or 

imagination, which have no seeming possibility in the future in the mode of anticipation, an 

experience generally spoken of as fantasy. But the future always extends before me as 

networks of possibility. I can do this or that, and I imagine these scenarios by reworking my 

past memories in regard to futures which could be. 

 

The past is much more concrete than the future, of course, because its aspects seem 



relatively fixed. While those in the present are concretely networked in how they change in 

terms of spatial coordination, those in the past are concretely networked with each others in 

ways which are more fixed than those of present and future. My memory may shift some 

aspects of what it remembers, but there is a still a weight and heaviness to the past, a 

resistance to being fully malleable to whims, unlike the way in which we may come up with 

completely fabricated situations in the imagination, or imagine future potential states. 

Memories intertwine and support each other in a weaving of mutual imbrication, one which 

lacks the more vibrant yet determinate opening of the present, the more open yet semi-

determinate opening of potential futures, or the radical opening shorn of most forms of 

determinacy of the imagination. 

 

The abstract potential of the future is the opening on to freedom, even if one which is tied to 

the relative determinacy of the horizon of the determinacy of the past gnawing into the it by 

means of the relative fixity of the past. For while the future can be anything and everything, it 

cannot be this or that in particular without actualizing in the present and then becoming fixed 

as past. While anticipation manifests some of this freedom while anchored to the present, 

pure fantasy and imagination removes that anchor, if usually with it the potential for 

actualizing concrete determinacy in turn. Imagination never seems completely unmotivated, of 

course, for it is always my imagination, and in this sense, is tied to the projects of my life in 

various ways. Even the most random of my thoughts seem to be inspired in some way by 

something more immediately present, and to have potential future links to these, even if 

tenuously so. We play with memory and possibility in our imagination like we play with 

physical toys when we are young, in order to see what works and what could happen. Some 

avenues are discarded, some are applied to our projects directly, but each remains related to 

others in their ways.   



 

All this happens not only in regard to more concrete forms of imagination, such as imagining a 

bird with the face of a dog, but also more abstract imagination still, such as my attempt to 

imagine dogness as a concept, abstracted from time, place, or even any particular dog. Such 

a form of imagination is what is often described as abstract thinking. I can carefully permute 

concepts in this way, link them to each other, imagine them in various other situations than 

those I normally experience, similar to how I may try to see if I can carve a block of wood in 

some particular way to see what happens if I carve this way rather than that. I am playing 

concretely, but with abstract aspects of my experience. This can get more and more abstract, 

and this is what is often described as theorizing or philosophy. 

 

That said, if I am looking for something such as the past, the future, the present, my 

imagination, my memory, or my fantasy as such, these are likely all abstractions of the 

varying ways in which the networks of experience manifest. These are lenses, each of which 

describes certain aspects of the world better than others in particular contexts and in regard 

to particular projects and purposes. To treat these as ultimates would be to make it more 

difficult to bring these into sync with an emerging world. Bergson argues that the sort of time 

we experience within is nevertheless a function of the ways in which the cosmos itself 

endures. If time is the opening within us on to the open whole of the durational unfolding 

cosmos, then the unfolding of the cosmos is the unfolding of which our own is an aspect. And 

in this sense, to understand what it means for us to unfold in time which endures, we need to 

understand how we unfold in relation to the unfoldings beyond us. 

 

For according to Bergson, time should not merely be seen as a set of passing moments, such 

as beads on a string, any more than a mere ecstatic present fading into the past and opening 



on to the future, though this latter description gets closer. Bergson's model, however, is one in 

which our experience of time, and hence ourselves, is one in which the past endures in the 

present which opens into the future. This is what memory is, a past which does not ever fully 

fade away. Even if I am not currently thinking about how to play the piano, nor even 

consciously aware of how I do it, the memory of this continues in me, it endures, and I can 

bring this to the fore more or less powerfully as I need. 

 

Likewise, I may not be immediately thinking of the date of my birth, but I can recall this 

because a trace of my learning of this endures in my memory. I am the endurance of my 

experiencing unfolding, with so many strands of micro-endurances within this as the 

memories which rise or fade into explicit awareness at any given moment, even if they are 

always connected to my awareness in some way “by the thinnest thread,”cmxxxviii  the potential 

to arise again within me. Endurance is the way in which the past extends its tendrils into its 

futures as living present, full with memory. Habit is memory tightly coiled with the concrete 

bodily actuality of the present, barely distinguishable from it, recognition a circuit deeper 

within endurances more abstractly distant from the exigencies of the present, and recollection 

and dreaming further still. All endure, even if connected to the present by means of “the 

thinnest thread” of the continuity in memory which is the subject unfolding in time.  

 

In this manner, Bergson sees the self as the manner whereby the endurance of all my pasts 

together as they influence, summed over and as a whole, my present, and the way that this 

frames my senses of what could come to be through anticipation and fantasy. The present is 

the cutting edge of the sum of my pasts, as they frame my sense of what the present could 

come to mean in regard to future actions whose projections through my fantasies of them shift 

which aspects of my past seem most relevant at any given time. My past frames my sense of 



my potential futures, and my various pulls towards competing imagined potential futures sift 

through my past, each competing with the others to call up the images from my past which 

can help frame the present in a manner which brings them into action. Past and future reach 

into each other, each in their ways, and my present is the site of their intertwining. 

 

Whatever a self might be, to do justice to the complexity of how it feels from the inside, it 

would seem to need to be this rich, this complex, this multiplicitous, this full of potential 

emergence. This is the self as a continuity, a durational unfolding of memory always in 

recreation which, to use a metaphor employed by Bergson, is similar to a snowball which, 

while rolling on snow, grows in size, even as our memory grows in depth as its endurances 

grow and continue, modulate and mutate, as we endure through life. 

 

Such a notion of the self is one which is difficult to reify, as well as to cut off from the rest of 

the world. For Bergson, it makes no sense to say that there are quantitative intensities of 

various feelings.cmxxxix That is, to say I am four units of happiness more happy today is 

ridiculous as it sounds. No state of the self is identical to any other, for each state of mind, any 

mood or emotion or idea, is the cutting edge of the past pushing towards the future and 

various futures trying to actualize themselves in and through the past towards the present. 

Since our past is always deepening, no feeling we have is even identical to any other, no 

matter how similar it may seem, for it is the cutting edge of a non-identical set of memories, 

for the past has deepened within us in the intervening time. 

 

Such a deepening is not quantitative, however, it is not merely the passage of more clicks of a 

clock. It is a qualitative deepening, the deepening of the potentials of the past, and its 

richness potentials for emergence in so many differing futures. The more types of experiences 



I have, the more lenses I have to recast my present in terms which could give rise to differing 

sorts of futures. A richer past can unleash richer potential futures, if we let it, and stop trying to 

reify it into this or that form of stultifying repetition of the homogeneous same. Too often we try 

to do this, of course, reducing time to clicks on a clock, reducing our inner states to quantities 

in relation to movements of our actions from the outside, as so many experimental 

psychologists have tried to do. 

 

What makes us most what we are for Bergson is precisely our potential for radical 

differencing, the core of the present to give rise to actions which surprise. For Bergson, 

stones do not tend to surprise us much because they do not have dynamic memory systems 

of the sort which could reframe the present in ways which could lead to new potential futures. 

They simply sit there, repeating their prior states with no end in sight. Humans, however, have 

brains which are able to interpret the present differently than before, liberating it from its need 

to simply repeat the past. In this way, become what he calls a “center of indetermination,”cmxl 

one which can endure in a manner which can use memory to unleash us from being 

determined by it. 

 

Bergson's model of the snowball is carefully chosen, for just as snowballs extend the past into 

the future as they grow, so Bergson describes ways in which durational experience is not 

merely the province of humans, for in fact, there are physical worlds which endure. Such a 

notion can be seen in the manner which the past flow of water in a river influences the path of 

water yet to flow by means of how it creates, maintains, and alters the shape of a river bank. 

In this, the influence of the past flows of water continue: they endure, impacting and feeding 

back into the ways in which the flows of water in the present will flow. 

 



From such a perspective, human-style duration is only a particularly complex type of that 

seen in simple physical systems, and Bergson even argues that our durational flows are only 

particularly complex aspects of the durational flows of the cosmos as a whole.cmxli Today, 

complex systems science has shown, in analogous ways, how the ways in which humans are 

able to emerge from past patterns is not as unique as we may have once thought. There are 

simpler analogs at work, not only in the world of animals and evolutionary populations thereof, 

but also in simple physical systems which adapt by emerging to greater complexity in regard 

to their surroundings. A whirlpool, for example, is composed of water molecules with very 

basic physical forms which can intertwine with those around it to form a dynamic whole 

different from the sum of its parts, a complex patterning of balance able to dynamically adapt 

to minor fluctuations in its environment in a distributed way, a whole intermodulating its parts 

and vice-versa, across multiple levels of scale, in a manner which anticipates the basic 

rudiments of life.  

 

Genetic systems are systems which can use memory to inscribe their form into code which 

can be rearranged differently, making it possible for such systems to not merely repeat the 

past, and hence, adapt far more dynamically to their contexts. Neural systems, such as 

human brains, make it possible to do this even more powerfully. For Bergson, the ability to 

use memory to imagine futures different from the past is that which is able to liberate the 

future from the past. This is what, for Bergson, time really is, which is to say, freedom, the 

freedom which is the opening of the world to the open as such, the unfolding of endurance 

which endures by differing with its past as unfolding, and the endurance which unfolds in 

differing from itself precisely as how it endures. 

 

This, for Bergson, is why time is freedom, aspects of the open as such,cmxlii and while we can 



express this, we cannot contain it any more than the quantity of a moment can. This may 

sound mystical, but quantum cosmologists have argued that precisely why time goes only in 

one direction, the “arrow of time,” is because the energy from the Big Bang continues to 

unfold, and us with this.cmxliii We unfold because the cosmos unfolds in and through us, and 

we complexify and emerge because the Sun provides a state energy source which makes it 

possible to unfold in increasingly complex ways. 

 

There are many ways in which the notion of the self described by Bergson will inspire much of 

what follows. That said, there is much in Bergson that remains incredibly ideal. While he was 

steeped in the neuroscience of his times, today since has filled in much of what was, for 

Bergson, speculation. While Bergson's instincts are often resonant with much of what follows, 

this project will not end here. For Bergson's method remains one which focuses on the 

internal and introspective. If we are to have a model of the self, it needs to be one which can 

also get beyond what is merely the self. It must account for the self as much from outside as 

within. While Bergson provides a relational alternative to the dualisms of Descartes, Kant, and 

Husserl, he nevertheless still privileges introspection. And in this way, it reifies the inner off 

from the outer, but a relational approach is one which needs to bring these together. 

 

The Embodied Self and Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

    "… the self-model is a real-time predictor" of actions ... we need an internal  
    image of our bodies as a whole that predicts the likely  consequences of, say,  
    an attempt to move our left arm in a certain way ... this body emulator, which  
    constantly generates forward simulations ... the resulting Ego is a fiction;  
    however, it is also a highly efficient control device"  … [for Spinoza] soul is the  
    idea that the body develops of itself ... The Self is not a thing but a process  
    … or rather, we are Selfing organisms.” 
          - Thomas Metzinger, The Ego Tunnel: The Science of  
       Mind and the Myth of the Self (2009).cmxliv 
 

The Cartesio-Kantian tradition, while clearly dominant within the Euro-American traditions, are 



not the only models within this tradition to have emerged. There are in fact more relational 

traditions of theorizing the self which share much in common with the more relational 

psychoanalytic and Buddhist notions described above, but in ways which move beyond the 

still relatively disembodied concerns of such introspective approaches, and begin to develop a 

notion of the self which is more directly intertwined with its world in other ways, including 

those related to materiality and the body.  

 

As has hopefully become apparent from the preceding discussion, there are many reasons 

why the attempt to look for a foundation of a notion of the self in something like awareness is 

not only problematic, but in many senses, a downright paradoxical endeavor. The simple fact 

that my heart continues to beat and that I continue to breathe, or that I have memories which 

can emerge into awareness at any moment should be evidence enough for the fact that part 

of me is always necessarily unconscious, and in this sense, awareness is only an aspect or 

part what could be considered my self. So many philosophies have attempted to ground the 

basis of the self, however, in something like awareness, abstracted into something like a 

formal ideal. Doing so, of course, assumes that the self is something like an internal observer, 

sitting patiently and passively as the world flows by. 

 

Quite few philosophies, however, have emphasized the fact that the self is as much an 

agency, a doer of deeds, as a passive recipient of incoming stimuli. Perhaps this is because 

philosophers tend to sit and ponder a bit. Some philosophers argue that when we understand 

how we receive experiences, we can then move to how we create those, as if perception 

somehow precedes action. While as infants we enter the world with reduced motor capacity, 

we learn about the world as much from exploring actively as passively. Philosophers in many 

traditions, however, tend to over-emphasize the passive in-flow of experience, and often the 



sense of vision over others. While vision is in many senses the most abstract sense, and 

certainly that which makes use of the greatest amount of our neural resources. That said, we 

never simply see. If I hear something beyond my line of sight I turn my head in that direction 

to see more. If my vision is out of sync with any of my other senses, I become quickly 

disoriented. Incoming stimulus from one sense is always interwoven with that of others to 

produce a world which is sensately more than the sum of its mere sensory aspects. 

 

My motions, however, are as much a part of this as any sense. If I cannot see something 

clearly I immediately incline my body closer to it. Not only do I continually modulate how I 

sense in regard to how I move my body, and often move my body in order to shift what I 

sense, I continually interpret what my senses show me in regard to potential bodily actions, 

and in ways which may function beneath my conscious awareness. If I see something out of 

the corner of my eye approach me too swiftly I find I move out of the way instinctually, before I 

can even process what is happening or recognize precisely what it hurlling in my direction. My 

potentials for motion saturate my sensory awarenesses. In fact, I generally pay attention to 

those aspects of my perception over others in relation to my projects of action already in 

process, and only do otherwise when I take up a contemplative stance in relation to the world 

which is the exception rather than the norm. 

 

The self has often been imagined as ideal, which is to say, as something like a soul, a 

manifestation of another realm beyond the material, a tiny node of the sacred or otherworldly 

within the mundane. As these other domains are often imagined as being beyond the limits of 

time and space, change and or action, and so, it makes sense to imagine any self designed to 

link up with such other domains as one which is beyond the exigencies of the need to do 

anything, or the needs of a body which could impel this. As the self has often been modeled 



on internalized notions of idealized and abstract notions of deities, it makes sense that such a 

self would be seen as less than active, and like a deity, more emanating actions incidentally 

than needing to do this or that. 

 

There is something about the self as agent which is in this sense fundamentally opposed to 

the self as inner atom or idealized observer. The self in motion is that which is embodied and 

situated, which extends the past into projects for motion in the future, which is to say, a self in 

process. And if the ego-image is likely an introjection, one which perhaps came about, as 

psychologists have argued, in part to help us plan multi-stage actions, then perhaps the ideal 

and abstract notion of a self is one which is built from memories of images of the self doing 

this or that in the past, and projections of images of the self doing this or that in the future, are 

in fact the basis from which any notion of an ideal observer self were abstracted. Perhaps 

then it is the active self which is primary, the self which does, and any notion of an ideal or 

atomized observer within this, would be more a derivative abstraction. 

 

But is there something within me like an inner doer of deeds? Is there a small homunculus, a 

core of myself which would be responsible for reacting to my perceptions? Within myself, 

within my body, there must be a part of me which decides to do things, and from such a 

perspective, perhaps that is the locus of the self within my body. That said, it seems difficult to 

tell precisely which part of me decides to do things. My heart beats, for example, and 

scientists tell me that my brain makes this happen, but this is not something I consciously will 

to happen, nor can I seem to stop making it happen. Even when I consciously will to do 

something, however, it is difficult to tell precisely which part of me does this. If I think about 

raising my arm, I can imagine doing it first, and then I do it, but often, particularly with more 

habitual motions, there seems hardly any difference between these. Even when I do sense a 



difference between imagining a potential action and doing it, at what point do I really shift from 

the former to the latter, or are these aspects of each other? Does imagination precede acting, 

or are these perhaps two sides of the same? And is the part of me that decides to do 

something different than the part that executes the action by rippling the actions out to my 

body, how do these differ from those which imagine, and which are more me?   

 

Neuroscientists report that similar parts of the brain light up in the motor cortexes when we 

imagine an action and when we do it, and in this sense, it seems that the only difference 

between imagining and action and performing one, is that we block imagined actions from 

happening. In this sense, imagination and action really are aspects of each other, with action 

simply an imagination of an action which is not blocked, and hence extended concretely into 

action.cmxlv But from such a perspective, which is more my self? Tthe part of me that imagines 

an action, or the one which blocks it? Is one of these more like an active doer and the rest 

more passive? Furthermore, what if aspects of these are unconscious? Obviously, these are 

rhetorical questions, for all of these are aspects of my self in their way. 

 

It is also worth mentioning that much of any of these may be partly or mostly managed 

beneath the level of conscious awareness. After all, so much of my brain functioning is 

outside of my awareness and control. I do not keep my heart beating or digestion going, and 

yet parts of my brain are responsible for these actions. Does it make sense to say that these 

parts of my brain still me? They seem like they must be, but they function outside my 

conscious awareness, and so, if they are still me, then aspects of me must be unconscious. 

And if these are unconscious, how much else? How could I know then whether or not any of 

the actions I feel like I choose to perform are not in fact chosen by unconscious aspects of my 

brain, similar to those which keep my heart beating? Might the unconscious parts of my brain, 



such as those which keep my heart beating, be in fact those which make the decisions, 

perhaps at the behest of evolution and instincts beyond my control, and they only notify my 

conscious awareness after the fact? This would imply that free choice would be something 

like an illusion, bringing into question even further which of these aspects could be seen as 

anything like what a self is imagined to mean. 

 

Such an approach has some degree of support in contemporary neuroscience. Scientists 

have in fact shown that there is a gap between when we must have made a decision in order 

for it to become what feels like an immediately executed action, and when we feel like we 

decide to do this.cmxlvi This has led some researchers to question whether or not we make all 

our decisions unconsciously, and perhaps only let ourselves know afterwards, giving 

ourselves the illusion that our decisions are made consciously. Actions such as protective 

reflexes in fact seem to happen before we can will then, and are often halted only halfway 

through, such that perhaps something like the conscious self only gets veto power after the 

fact, a notion which in fact has support from neuroscientific evidence.cmxlvii That is, it seems 

that decisions which require quick action, such as reacting quickly to dangerous fast moving 

situations, happen unconsciously first and we are only notified after, even if our conscious 

mind gets an ability to veto these decisions usually in time to stop over-hasty actions. This 

seems quite evolutionarily useful, of course. But it also brings up the complex question of the 

extent to which our decisions are mediated by awareness, and the potential stakes of this. 

 

Perhaps it might not be fully unreasonable then to say that much of what we consider a self is 

unconscious. For beyond the way my brain keeps my heart beating and other automatic 

aspects of my body functioning, so much of what my brain does seems beyond my 

awareness. Very often images arise to my awareness even when I do not seem to go 



searching for them or choose to think them. If I see a dog on the street, my brain seems to 

automatically bring to mind the dog that lives with me. It feels as if associations such as these 

emerge because they want to as much as anything else. 

 

Neuroscience shows that this occurs because networks in the brain automatically send 

impulses to trigger those to which they are weakly connected, mediated by varying degrees of 

focus, thereby giving rise to associations in the process.cmxlviii Sometimes we focus tightly and 

associations are largely filtered out, and vice-versa, but even this is not completely under our 

control. If see something scary, my body draws its focus tight rather automatically by 

releasing adrenaline and related chemicals, and the reverse happens whether I want or not 

when I am sleepy, even if stimulants such as coffee can partially reverse this. In this, it feels 

as if there are so many semi-independent mini-agencies within me, and I only have access to 

some of them. 

 

Psychological concerns take this a step further. For many people may decide to do things that 

they wish they did not, such as what happens in various addictions and compulsions. Which 

part of themselves is most themselves then, or is the self split against itself into mini-selves, 

all aspects of one self? Are some of these more the self than others, and how does this relate 

to whether or not they are conscious? We all know we act slightly differently with different 

people, leading some psychologists to argue that we have sets of self-other pairs in our 

brains, with aspects of each being unconscious, so many ego-images and other-images in 

networked relation to a more central set of these, and in terms of neuroscience, there seems 

no reason to think that the brain's mappings and meta-mappings, which seem to include 

networks even for individual people, do not likely have various such structures.cmxlix 
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Psychologists have long questioned the potential that we do not act as we do for the reasons 

we give to ourselves or others, of course, and in ways which could indicate how our cultures 

and history have influenced our ways of thinking. Perhaps Descartes simply wanted a cogito 

to satisfy his own repressed neuroses, or his own class aspirations, or how his shifting society 

semi-programmed him to think, or perhaps he came up with a conflicted theory of the self 

because part of him hated himself, or perhaps we simply want to imagine this because we do, 

or were taught to pretend we do by our societies. The infinite regresses that such questions 

raise evidence precisely why more binary perspectives seem to want to hold such questions 

at bay, and yet, to both ignore such concerns or think they make it impossible to say or do 

anything both eliminate the potential for feedback which does not simply overwhelm a system 

in the process. 

 

All of this is to say that while we may want to imagine we are transparent to ourselves, there 

are so many reasons to think this is a massive oversimplification. Consciousness, the more 

contemporary scientific word for what is often referred to as awareness, is likely simply the tip 

of the iceberg, whether taken in a more traditionally psychological sense or a more 

neuroscientifically oriented one. While it may at first appear that psychological approaches 

more radically undermine traditional approaches to certainty in nearly any sense, 

neuroscience is equally as powerful in its way. So much of our immediate sensory experience 

has been shown to be composed of memories, such as the way the brain pre-processes 

much of what we see in the visual cortex by means of what the shards of memories it stores 

there. These filter and package much of what we see before we even see it, and this all 

happens outside of our awareness and control.cml How do I know my visual cortex might not 

lie to me or at least not strongly warp what I see? And if it did, would that be a part of me, or 

maybe the real me, and how could we decide amongst ourselves if not? 



 

Putting aside issues of potential nefarious purpose, even if I simply want to be sure that the 

world is the way I see it with my own eyes, there is no way beyond how memory impacts this 

such that we should not imagine that what we see is simply as it seems. The most classic 

example of this is the famous blind-spot in our vision. Scientists have shown that the there are 

no neurons in the center of our retinas, for this is where all the neurons in our visual receptors 

connect to our optic nerves. This means that there should be a blind-spot in the center of the 

field of vision of each of our eyes. And yet, we do not see this unless we cover one eye and 

focus on things in very particular ways, for our brain fills in what it does not see. It does this by 

anticipating what it should see, using a combination of short and long term memories to 

imagine what it thinks it should be seeing there.cmli As our eyes keep making short swift 

movements, our bodies tend to move around, and we see variations on similar things, are 

eyes are so good at this, literally fabricating and see what is not there, that even when 

presented with evidence for this, it feels hardly believable.  

 

This is only one of the ways in which our experience is shot through, from one side to the 

other, with memory, to an extent to which it is nearly impossible to realize. In so many ways, 

much of how we experience is shaped by the sedimentations we abstract from experience 

and apply back to it in ways that we do not even realize. When I see my dog, I see him as my 

dog, I do not have to think about this, my memories leap spontaneously before me and 

categorize all this before I have to think about it. My seeing my dog is in fact an intertwining of 

traces of past experience with incoming experience in ways which are impossible to pick 

apart without more of the same. When I see my dog, I see him and recognize him whether I 

want to or not, which is to say, my memories do this for me, intertwining indistinguishably with 

the incoming data of my senses. 



 

This is not to say that I likely do not experience shapes, colors, and textures first, and 

assemble these into recognition of my dog by combining these, for neuroscience has shown 

that our visual cortexes are hierarchical in this manner. That said, at each layer, traces of past 

experience link with incoming patterns of experience, match, then pass these on to other 

layers which meta-match, from simple features at first to more complex. At each level, there 

are traces of memory which intertwine with experience, and when these match, they pass 

these matchings to more abstract levels, such that by the time I see a dog in my conscious 

awareness, it has already gone through many layers of memory intertwining, and when I feel I 

recognize this as a dog, even more.cmlii And I am already imagining what he might do next, 

and in this way, my memories give rise to prediction and fantasies about possible outcomes, 

without me having to consciously do any of this. Rather, it takes effort for me to do otherwise, 

and in this sense, to step outside the automatic coding of my experience by memory which 

seems always already there and active within me takes a work of abstraction. 

 

For if I try to separate out the color or shape of the dog, then, this is not to get to pure 

experience, but to focus after the fact on a layer abstracted by traces of my memory which 

likely influence the shape of the data of my senses as much as convey it. And if the brain is so 

good at filling in our blind spots, it could hallucinate much more than this if it chose, and we 

would likely not know the difference. When those who analyze the seemingly direct 

phenomenon of experience describe what may seem like unmediated experience or the “raw 

data of the senses,” there is strong reason to think this is anything but. 

 

Even without neuroscience, however, it does not take much to see how even my everyday 

actions are more saturated with memory than I may think. I do not have to think about every 



step I take because I learned to walk long ago, and the networks of memory which make this 

happen everyday are so automatic they are now unconscious. How much could my very ways 

of thinking then be simply more abstract manifestations of the same sort of process of 

unconscious or habituated sedimentation? My memories impact everything I experience 

before I even have time to think about it, they are there before I am, reworking, elaborating, 

associating, imagining, and so much more. 

 

None of which is to say it is senseless to say, think, or do, only that it is likely worth reframing 

what we see as happening with these. Our current actions impact our memories, and they in 

turn impact how we frame our potentials for future action. Our future actions rewrite in part 

how we see the meaning of the past, and the potentials for future action we execute in the 

present. Socially and individually, we change the world in and through how our actions 

change the world in relation to which we produce the memories which shape how we see the 

potentials for action in regard to our world. The metaleptic temporality of networkological 

argument takes this form for more reasons than one, for there are reasons to think that 

memory and action intertwine in such ways beyond the structures of human brains. 

 

Many prior relational theorists of experience have made similar points in the past, if lacking 

the neuroscience to support their arguments. This has lead to the need to forms of 

philosophical invention which nevertheless still have many benefits over the more dualist 

models past. Merleau-Ponty's notion of a pre-reflective cogito (reworked from Sartre), for 

example, or his descriptions of the role of the body in regard to habit, or his notion that there 

is not atomistic distinction between doer and deed, intention and object of action, have much 

in common with what has been described here, even if he lacked the neuroscientific 

discoveries utilized here which could help fill out his account much as Gestalt psychology did 



form him when he wrote.cmliii 

 

The same can be said about much of what Bergson writes about in some of his more counter-

intuitive formulations (ie: the “pure” past), or Dewey in regard to his somewhat idealist notions 

of Experience and Nature, or Henry or Spinoza in their relatively abstract theorizings about 

affection.cmliv The benefit of the scientific discoveries is that they can help guide philosophical 

forms of speculation, particularly in work like this in regard to internal and external forms of 

experiencing, so they do not stray too far from the concrete as they easily do, producing 

tighter sync between abstract and concrete in the process.     

 

None of this is to say, however, that philosophy is simply a manner to hypothesize what 

science may one day fill in, for as relational philosophers of science such as Thomas Kuhn or 

Bruno Latour have argued, the worldviews within which scientists frame their inquiries have 

powerful influences on what and how they find, and how they understand these and their 

implications.cmlv Scientific discoveries are forms of interpretation laden with values of the 

various cultural contexts from which they emerge, and while they may be a bit more 

constrained than philosophies, they are not radically so. For the production of worldviews, 

such as done in philosophy, is a more general endeavor, one which aims to speak not only to 

physical concerns but more cultural ones, and while there is no firm binary between these, 

each has their emphases and uses. While saying much more would take us far from the focus 

of this inquiry, it is worth noting that science and philosophy can both be relational or 

reificatory, each in their own ways and with powerful potential implications, and each can 

influence and synergistically potentiate the other, as this text has worked in its way to show. 

 

Such an approach can be seen as undertaken, in part, by Maurice Merleau-Ponty, a process 



begun in texts such as The Phenomenology of Perception (1949).. In this work, Merleau-

Ponty draws extensively upon the work of Gestalt psychologists, who argue that we only 

experience any particular entity as a figure against a background. For Merleau-Ponty, any 

object of our experience is such a figure, one which is always contextualized by a background 

which is not an object in any classical sense. If we try to grasp this context, we objectify it, but 

what we previously objectified is not part of its context. One cannot grasp everything at once, 

there is always a background which exceeds these, as well as the boundary between these, 

and the process of grasping, none of which can be objectified without them always being set 

against backgrounds, boundaries, and processes of splitting these in turn. If we try to grasp 

ourselves in this way, we objectify the processes of objectification which give rise to 

subjective experience as we know it. And yet, we do not do justice to it, for the process cannot 

grasp itself without changing itself. Grasping and grasped are related, but their relationship is 

asymmetrical, and to if one tries to grasp oneself grasping, one only ever grasps what is 

grasped but not that which grasps it. 

 

According to the position articulated by Merleau-Ponty, if we try to grasp ourselves as cogito 

in the sense proposed by Descartes, we may grasp something, but not the grasping which is 

the other side, and in fact the more subjective side, of the grasping of the world we are. There 

is something beneath the cogito which situates it in the world, and for Merleau-Ponty, this is 

not merely the self as image or idea, or even the body as image or idea, but rather, the lived 

body in process, that which grasps the world in many ways, including by means of concepts 

and ideas.cmlvi It would be a mistake, however, to take our graspings, corporeal or conceptual, 

imagistic or thingly, as presenting more than reductions of the more relational processes of 

which they are only ever aspects and partial reifications. 

 



In his later work, particularly in the chapter “Chiasm” from The Visible and the Invisible, he 

argues that we participate in the thick flesh of the world when we experience, intertwining 

what previously would have been understood as subjective and objective aspects in the 

process. We grasp what is visible to us, and yet, we intuit invisible grammars at work within 

these. While there are aspects we contribute to our experience, we also know that our 

experience cannot be merely the product of our whims, desires, or limitations. What Merleau-

Ponty did really speak to in such later sketches, however, are the ways in which such a world 

could be made meaningful in regard to how others experience such a flesh, and in ways 

which are perhaps radically different than how I experience this, even if similar enough that 

we can often coordinate and cooperate in various ways. 

 

Towards Relationalism with Dewey, Whitehead, Simondon, and Deleuze 

     Individuation must therefore be considered as a partial and relative resolution  
    that occurs in a system that contains potentials and encloses a certain   
    incompatibility in relation to itself--an incompatibility made of forces of tension as 
    well as of the impossibility of an interaction between the extreme terms of the  
    dimensions. 

       - Gilbert Simondon, On Individuation, 5.cmlvii 

 

Gilbert Simondon, in his massive work on individuation, extends many related notions beyond 

the self to the world itself. He argues that any aspect of the world that seems discrete and 

self-contained is individuated off from contexts and processes which gave rise to it. To 

understand these entities, we need to understand how they became so enucleated, which is 

to say, to trace them back to the conditions of their genesis or emergence, and in the 

processes, come to learn how they became individuated by means of closing off and sealing 

up processes of further creative growth within the seemingly static boundaries of entities as 

we know them.cmlviii 

 



For Simondon, everything which is not creatively growing in the world is simply dormant, a 

process arrested and bound within that which may seem like a solid thing, but which has and 

could again become much more. If we learn how to break open the potentials within things to 

intertwine their aspects anew, the processes of emergence can be restarted again.cmlix While 

reification is the means whereby new forms emerge, it can also calcify into a cage.cmlx We 

need to use our reifications, conceptual and otherwise, to unwork themselves as well to 

unleash bound potentials. Rather than distortingly reduce the world to connections between 

relatively inert things, we need to see the contexts and processes of differentiating and 

intertwining. Any individuating grasping is only a temporary congealing in the process of 

unfolding creative potentials, one which it would be a massive loss, if not potentially also 

dangerous, to try to enucleate and seal off.cmlxi For Simondon, the self is simply one such type 

of individuation, and the self of the living being should in this sense be understood, in the 

manner of Bergson, as always in process, seeing “psychic activity within a theory of 

individuation as the resolution of the conflictual character of a metastable state … a pairing of 

sensation and tropism, an orientation of the living being in a polarized world.”cmlxii 

 

Around the same time as Bergson and Husserl were writing and not long before Merleau-

Ponty and Simondon produced their work, various Anglo-American theorists were working to 

rethink traditional notions of the self in some surprisingly resonant ways. John Dewey, 

building on the work of theorists such as C.S. Peirce and William James, argued that our 

experience and nature as experienced should not be seen as firmly divided, in the manner in 

which Kant saw phenomena and noumena, but rather, as poles of a process of which both 

are aspects. For Dewey, our projects are dialectical, we feel tension in our worlds, and we try 

to relieve this in various ways by developing interpretations and evaluations, goals and sub-

goals. We analyze how well our actions seemed to further our goals, and we pragmatically 



recalibrate.cmlxiii Our concepts are not otherwordly, necessary, or universal, but rather 

provisional and relative, always being reworked retroactively as we reprocess how we form 

ourselves and our tools in relation to our surroundings. 

 

A.N. Whitehead, who clearly stated he was influenced by James and Bergson, argued that 

the entire cosmos could be understood in ways not incredibly dissimilar to that articulated by 

Dewey. The creative advance of the cosmos, for Whitehead, is the means by which it 

attempts to have a clearer sense of its potentials, unfolding them in the process from potential 

to actual. Integrating Einstein's relativity theory within his work, Whitehead powerfully argues 

that there is no need to imagine the stuff of the world as unitary in any simplistic way. One 

particularly salient issue addressed in Whitehead's work regards, for example, the ways in 

which Einstein showed, time and space were not ultimate in any traditional sense, but relative 

to observers, with no necessarily privileged perspective in regard to observers who are 

separated in a “time-like” manner, and the philosophical repercussions of this. In a more 

general sense in Whitehead's work, it iis in fact the differing ingressions of how the world 

manifests to every aspect of the cosmos, whether understood as alive or in more simple 

forms of physical societies, which brings out the differing potentials within our world which its 

manifold perspectives make possible to bring to greater concretion.cmlxiv 

 

If we look for the widest possible context within all this, we end up with the process of the 

cosmos itself, which for Whitehead, is that which not only is everything, but the movement 

within everything to creatively unfold. For Whitehead, the stuff of the fabric of the cosmos is 

its creative advance,cmlxv and when we come into sync with this, we are more in sync with the 

very nature of God which is the cosmos in its unfolding. God is the cosmos itself, and yet, 

those aspects which are most intensely emergent within our world are the most intensely 



God-like. It is these which he feels present a sort of pull, which he describes as a “lure” into 

development, what he calls “creative advance,” thereby helping to deepen the creative 

advance of the cosmos itself in and through and for any and all.cmlxvi From such a perspective, 

all is God, and God is in a state of tension, between his determinate embodiment and abstract 

potentials, the unfolding of which is the unfolding of the cosmos, with time, and our selves as 

temporal unfoldings within this, as aspects.  

 

Gilles Deleuze is a thinker who built was deeply inspired by Bergson, Simondon, and 

Spinoza, and who felt that Dewey and Whitehead were kindred spirits. Deleuze argued a 

position quite similar to Whitehead, arguing that we need to find ways to unleash the virtual 

which has become bound within the striations of the world. Deleuze felt subjectivity was one 

of the more massive sorts of reifications of our time, and he argued instead for something like 

the need for an unleashing of multiplicitous micro-selves from the macro-selves we imagine 

ourselves to be, lording over the potentials within us like a petty dictator or capitalist investor 

always looking for a profit.cmlxvii Deleuze was deeply skeptical of anything like phenomenology, 

or the very notion of first-person experience in any sense, particularly in the form articulated in 

the more detailed descriptions of a figure such as his friend Merleau-Ponty or his beloved 

Bergson. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. A Neuro-Relational Approach to the Self: Post-Dualist Neuroscience and AI, or Re-

weaving the Self in Process as Neural Web  

    "The brain and the body are indissociably integrated by mutually targeted  
    biochemical and neural circuits ... When I say that body and brain form an  
    indissociable, organism, I am not exaggerating. In fact, I am oversimplifying,"  
     - Antonio Damasio, Descartes Error: Emotion: Reason, and the Human  
     Brain (1994).cmlxviii  
 

 

If the self is not found by means of mere introspection, exceedingly slipping away from 

attempts to reductively grasp it, it is, however, also not found by those who reductively study 

bodies and brains as mere physical organs. Look for a location, organ, or sub-organ within 

the brain which “is” the self, and one finds only more and more neural weavings. That is, there 

is only flesh, without any evidence of what could be understood as a “ghost in the machine.” 

Nevertheless, and for a variety of reasons, including the limitations of both materialist 

reductionism as well as more introspective and idealist approaches,cmlxix contemporary 

science has, at least in regard to the study of the brain, largely abandoned a reductively 

materialist approach which views the brain as merely a machine, and the mind as fully distinct 

from that. That is, increasingly researchers are ceasing to bifurcate their understanding of 

what it might mean to be a self into the traditional dualisms of subject and object, or mind and 

matter.  

 



This non-dualist shift within neuroscience, cognitive science, and artificial intelligence 

research is well known, goes under several names (ie: embodied cognitive science, for 

example), and is represented by the work of popularizers such as Andy Clark, Joseph 

LeDoux, Rodolpho Llinás, Gerald Edelman, George Lakoff, Rolf Pfeiffer, Rodney Brooks, but 

perhaps most influentially, in the work of Antonio Damaiso, in such provocatively titled books 

such as Descartes Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (1994) and Looking for 

Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling Brain (2003). It would not be much of a stretch to say 

that some form of non-dualism is the rule rather than exception within the fields relates to 

research on the brain and intelligence today, even if few have worked to bring together the 

implications of these shifts as powerfully and vocally as Damasio.  

 

Some of this shift simply makes sense in regard to the development of these branches of 

research. In earlier times, in which little was known about how the brain functions, it made 

sense to see what it does as beyond rational explanation, and more like the work of an 

otherwordly divine. But today, as more of the brain's processes become at least in outline 

comprehensible and at times even simulatable by cutting edge AI, there is simply less need to 

see what has been previously thought of as “mind,” even the human mind, as being beyond 

the realm of what it is possible to understand matter as being able to produce. Increasingly 

research in AI is feeding back into that within neuroscience. While a survey of this work would 

take us far from the matters at hand, and is likely also due in its way to more relational cultural 

shifts, few researchers in brain and cognition studies today see the need posit something like 

a firm divide between body and mind as they once had.cmlxx  

 

While there is much to the details, a more general sense of non-dual approaches to mind and 

body does not require difficult scientific research to explain. When I explore my memory, 



develop fantasies, imagine potential futures, dream, explore conceptual domains, or 

otherwise explore my so-called “mental” experiences, all of this can be seen as coming to be 

due to the manner in which I activate particular patterns within the networks of living wires 

within my brain. This happens in regard to how the brain networks with its inputs and outputs 

to the body beyond this, and before examining how the brain does what it does, it will be 

helpful to examine first how it intertwines with the body beyond it. The next few sections will 

therefore work to show why mind and body do not need to be seen as quite so separate, 

starting first with sensation and working inward from there to the sorts of highly abstract 

experiences which were the subject of the preceding section.  

 

Networking Sensations Between Body and World 

   "There is no rift between the psychical and physical, no within and without ...   
   The world of sense belongs to the physical and the psychical domain alike …   
   the boundary the physical and the psychical is solely practical and    
   conventional,”  

     - Ernst Mach, Analysis of the Sensations.cmlxxi 
 
Let us start this “body to mind” approach, a reverse in various ways of the preceding chapter, 

by examining simple forms of physical localization beyond the brain. Sensations arise in a 

relatively localized manner from particular sub-bodies within my body, even if various sorts of 

cross-talk and mutual influence does manifest in ways which indicate that there is likely some 

degree of unification of sensory information in various parts of the brain.cmlxxii Broadly 

speaking, however, particular aspects of my body specialize in certain sorts of mineness: 

touch through the skin, vision in the eyes, etc. If I turn my head, my eyes turn with it, and my 

vision with these, all of this giving credence to the notion that vision comes from the eyes, and 

similar experiences can be seen in regard to other sense organs. If I obstruct these 

specialized organs, the senses they special in becomes limited, and so, if I cover my eyes it is 

difficult to see, and if I cover my ears, my hearing becomes muffled. Localization requires a 



sort of specialization and foregrounded of certain sorts of experience over others. My eyes 

are impacted by air pressure waves as much as my ears, but if I cover my eyes, my hearing is 

not muffled. My retinal cells focus exclusively on the impact of photons, and seem oblivious to 

the impact of air-pressure waves, and in this, they background these other sorts of 

impacts.cmlxxiii  

 

Sense organs not only localize particular types of mineness, but extend these out into the 

world. My eyes extend what feels like visual feelers out into the world, as I rest my gaze, as 

the saying goes, upon this or that. While scientists tell me that my sight is the result of 

photons entering my eye rather than sight leaving it, my sight nevertheless feels as if it 

reaches out to meet aspects of my world far into the distance as much as the reverse, such 

that my sense of mineness seems intertwined with my world at the horizons of the limits of my 

sensory capacities as much as at the limits of my body.  

 

Not all sense organs are the same in regard to how this manifests. My vision seems to extend 

the furthest, unless my sight hits obstacles which block it. My hearing extends quite far as 

well, localized in my ears. It is more enveloping and less directed than my vision, for while my 

vision occurs mostly in a direct line of sight between my eyes and various objects, sound is 

ambient, composed of waves which go around corners and obstacles, mixing together in 

various ways, and coming from all directions at once. My sense of smell is less able to sense 

at a distance, less fine grained, while my sense of taste requires contiguous contact between 

my tongue and what it tastes, as does my skin and what it touches. 

 

While my senses of taste and touch find their limits at the end of my skin, my other senses 

are able to sense mediately at a distance. That said, when I hold a stone in my hand, 



however, the tips of my fingers feel the outside of the stone, and the tactile sensations feel 

beyond the tips of my fingers, bringing the surface of the stone to feel like it is to some extent 

within me, just beneath the skin, my fingers reaching into the stone and the stone reaching 

into it. When I feel the weight of the stone in my hand, I feel the earth pulling on the bottom of 

my hand through the weight of the stone, and I feel this through my hand as a whole in the 

way I kinaesthetically feel my body as a whole from within. If I am standing in an elevator 

which beings to accelerate upwards, I feel my “gut” pull down within me, my entire body 

feeling the impact of the shifting contours of gravity, and in this way.  

 

In various ways, my senses extend the world within me, and my feelings into the world. When 

I see a tree in the distance, the tree is reaching into my brain to form patterns in resonance 

with some of its aspects by means of photonic “fingers,” so to speak, which literally reach into 

my eyes, as much as my vision feels like it extends into the world by sensing the tree’s 

aspects with my “visual” fingers. Many ancient philosophers described vision as leaving the 

eyes: Aristotle, for example, imagined that our eyes exude invisibly small bits of fire which 

bounce off objects and back to our eyes.cmlxxiv  

 

Certainly sight feels like this, but there is more than mere analogy at work here. Sensation, 

from a relational perspective, is a phenomena of the between. While there are temporal gaps 

between, for example, when a sound may be emitted and when I hear it, even with hearing, 

there are strong reasons to think the sensation in question is still between all the aspects in 

question, for change the source of the sound, and what I hear changes, and so it is with all 

senses. Using vision as an example, change the object, and what I see is different. Remove 

the photons, and I see only darkness. Cover my eyes and I see the blindfold. If I take certain 

drugs, these may impact how my brain processes visual data and my vision may blur.  



 

If an effort is made to locate vision in any of the “parts” which give rise to it, it cannot be 

found. An object is not seen without eyes, photons on their own are not seen, eyes without 

photons see nothing, visual cortexes not connected to eyes hallucinate. Any of these parts, 

however, can be made to do other things than create vision. Objects can create sounds 

instead, photons can bounce off my skin and not create vision, I can touch my eyes and they 

will feel as much as see, and if fed other data, my visual cortex will try to parse it but will likely 

be confused.  

 

One could in fact eliminate one part after another in the visual system in this way, given 

enough time and energy, technology and drive. One could “see” materials other than photons, 

for example, if one hooked up inputs to the optic nerve which translated information from a 

video camera into the right sort of neural inputs. And perhaps one day an artificial neural 

network will be able to parse all the visual data that could be sent to it by an organic eye, 

much as they already parse simpler visual data sent to it by cameras.  

 

What is more, researchers have managed to teach some subjects with eyes damaged 

beyond repair to “see” with their tongues. A video camera was connected to a screen, the 

screen divided into large pixels, and on a small area of the tongue, a device was connected 

which created pressure whenever there was something present before each such pixel on the 

screen. Those who partook in the experiment were able, after training themselves to 

“understand” what they were “seeing,” to recognize rudimentary shapes. They had trained 

parts of their gustatory cortexes, or other parts of their brains they were able to recruit to the 

task, to parse visual data.cmlxxv  

 



Our senses are as much in the brain as the sense organs in which they have been so often 

localized. The blind spot in human vision has been mentioned earlier in this text, and it is 

common knowledge that the images on our retinas are inverted, and need to be set “right side 

up” by the brain. Furthermore, those who have had sight restored as adults, who have had 

organic issues with their eyes that were able to be fixed with surgery, for example, report that 

their sight after restoration is at first blurry and difficult to read. It takes time for the visual 

cortexes to interpret the data being presented to it, for it to be able to learn to distinguish 

objects, read relationships of distance and depth, etc. And today there are cochlear implants 

to help the hearing impaired,  

 

Even before this, however, we have long amplified our hearing with microphones and forms of 

spectral analysis which have far extended the range of our ears, often converting audio to 

visual data. These examples are less astounding in some ways that those which have 

restored various senses to those who lacked them, but they show how we extend and mutate 

our sensory capacities in powerful ways. Often our extensions become such a part of us and 

our sense of the lived body we may forget they are there, such as often happens when 

wearing glasses.  

 

When we more radically extend or mutate our senses, for example, with various forms of 

imaging or long distance capacities, we often need to retrain the brain to parse the data of our 

extended senses. Various forms of medical imaging, or those taken vertically by satellites, for 

example, force us to rework aspect of our visual cortexes responsible for recognizing objects 

in visual fields, and yet, many learn to do this each year, and this is not radically unlike how 

those with sight restored as adults need to train their visual cortexes as well. We teach 

ourselves in part to sense anew each time we extend our senses in such ways, and literally 



change our sensory capacities thereby.  

 

Just as the “organs” of our senses can be extended by various technological organs, in some 

senses, they are as much prosthetic extensions of the brain, and the ancilliary parts of our 

sense organs of the more crucial ones. Without the lens, my retinal cells would see differently, 

but how is the function of the lens where all that different from that of a set of binoculars or 

MRI used to produce a magnetic image of the inside of a body? There are strong reasons to 

argue that it is the inner hear that hears, rather than the eardrum, but were the eardrum 

differently formed, it would hear quite differently. Hearing would not sound like it does without 

parts of the body which are widely distributed in space, including the brain. Hearing is 

between these, not localized in any one special place, and so it is in various ways with all the 

sense organs. 

 

None of which is to say, however, that our senses are “really” in the brain any more than in 

any other aspect of our sensory fields. Deprive a sense organ of stimulus, and soon the brain 

will hallucinate sensations. But such sensations, like those in memories, fantasies, or dreams, 

lack the vivid determinacy and full power of sensations which arise from the brain feeling the 

body feeling the world, rather than merely the brain feeling itself. When only the more abstract 

parts of our sensory cortexes are activated in such ways, our sensations feel abstract and 

only somewhat “real,” and yet, we seem unable to activate the lower levels of our sensory 

cortexes in a top-down way without bottom-up stimulus arriving from the body and world to 

meet it, and so, our dreams only ever seem so full.  

 

Swinging from the most abstract end of our sensations to the most concrete, our sensations 

are as much between our body and what is beyond it as otherwise. The brain’s role in 



sensation is one reason to see sensations as beyond the sense organs in which they have so 

often been localized. Another is the extent to which the points of contact are literally 

betweennesses. At the microscopic level, what I feel as my sense of touch is a series of 

pressures and micro-impacts of the molecules of the stone on those of my skin and vice-

versa. The pressure sensors in my fingers are compressed in patterns, and these impact 

neural connections in the maps in my brain in turn. At a molecular level, when the stone 

presses or rubs on my hand, various attractive and repulsive forces play out between the 

atoms and molecules and sub-atomic particles of the stone with those of my skin.  

 

Touch can in this sense be seen as the result of shifts in the networks of physical matters and 

forces and lower levels of scale. While I may say that the tips of my fingers are “within” my 

body” and the stone I feel without, when I touch the stone with my fingers, both are composed 

of electrons, protons, neutrons, and the forces between these, attracting and repelling, and 

touch is just a shift of the weaving of these in particular ways. These forces and aspects do 

not know inside and outside, and the sub-atomic “particles” in question are of identical form 

on either side of the seeming divide between what is inside and outside of my body. There are 

shifts in the patterns and the pressures which arise due to these, and this gives rise to my 

feeling of touch. But there is no radical difference in kind between what is inside and outside 

at such low levels of scale, the differences arise in how these are woven at higher levels of 

scale, and in this sense, what is “inside” and “outside” is a matter of the perspective at play, 

and so it is with all the senses and how they weave with “external” matters to produce various 

sensations “within” us.  

 

In all these ways, there is no simple way to “find” a sensory capacity merely in this or that 

isolated organ. Sensation is rather in between. Seeing is not in the eye, the optic nerve, the 



brain, nor the photons. Rather, it is in the ensemble, in the ways that these dynamically 

network. For change any aspect of the network of vision, and it is likely to feel different in its 

way, and so it seems with all sensory modalities. To sense can be seen as what a given 

physical networking of the complexity and particular form in question feels like from within. 

Each aspect in a sensory networking is one of a fabric of mediations, each modulatingly 

transforming what it transmits. Such a perspective frustrates attempts to locate one aspect as 

more crucial than others, for each impacts the whole which is more than the mere sum of its 

parts. It also makes it near impossible to determine absolute or simple boundaries between 

inside and outside, for such notions proliferate fractally at so many sites of juncture, within 

and beyond traditional distinctions between the limits of the body, or between body and mind.  

 

It is for these reasons that a theorist such as Merleau-Ponty argues that the senses do not 

“belong” in a simplistic way to any individual's mineness. My sight is not mine, for it only 

manifests in its more vivid, rich, determinate, and concrete, “non-hallucinatory” forms, as a 

networking intertwining between. I participate in seeing, hearing, etc. And in this, to speak of 

“my” vision, “my” hearing, etc., is a somewhat problematic formulation. For Merleau-Ponty, 

rather than say “I” see, “I” hear, it is better to say “one” sees and “one” hears, for one 

participates in a visual field, a sonic field, which is not merely yours. If a friend comes up to 

me in the park and looks at the tree I am looking at, we are not seeing the same photons, but  

we participate in a field of photons which are all interacting with each other, we feel the 

impacts of ripples in the same ocean merely at differing ends of the same waves.  

 

None of which is to say that what we experience is the same; after all, the varying ends of a 

wave are hardly identical, and our bodies differ, and so we will see differently, but there are 

not radical differences in kind here, rather, a multitude of local variations which are all 



physical, yet from each of our perspectives, felt, as each transmitter, from photons to retinal 

receptors to nerves to neural networkings in the brain, each contributes minor differences in 

kind, each in their way. Just as air-pressure moves the membrane of a microphone, which 

moves a magnet in front of a coil to produce changes in voltage, which moves the height of a 

needle which impresses heights on a vinyl record, each modulating what they tranformingly 

transmit, so it is with us. Our bodies are of course massively dynamic systems, far beyond 

that of a vinyl record player, and yet, the analogy is still helpful, particularly as sensation is in 

many senses about layers and layers of analogy, as far as any eye can see.cmlxxvi  

 

For if we look for the precise point at which mind “senses” what we see or hear, where the 

physical stops and the mental begins, if we look carefully, we will always find ourselves 

frustrated, and our distinctions ultimately arbitrary. The same sub-atomic aspects, often even 

the same types of molecules, are on either side of the boundary. The only differences arise in 

how they network, as is the case with the matters in question. Living matters network in 

particular ways, but if this gives rise to something ineffable in another dimension, like “soul” or 

“mind,” this seems like an additional hypothesis for which there is neither need nor evidence.   

Living entities network more complexly, and so they feel in the complex ways that they do. 

Complex feeling and complex material systematicity are two differing ways of looking at the 

same, the former from within, the latter from without.  

 

Mineness and My Body as Weavings Between 

    “... mind and body are one and the same thing, conceived now under the  
    attribute of Thought, now under the attribute of Extension.”  
     - Baruch Spinoza.cmlxxvii 
 

  
It is worth exploring some of the ramifications of the notions described above. A sensory 



capacity such as sight can be seen as how it feels from within to feel the dynamic networking 

intertwining, between my body and world, which compose the visual field. Sight is in this 

sense literally beyond the limits of my body, even if it still feels like me. After all, what am I as 

a visual mineness, more than a sort of feeling of the ripples at work in the networks of matter 

in question as they feel from within? I may shift the physical location of “my” body within the 

physical networks in question, and so the visual field shifts, and in this case, this shift is what I 

call a shift in “my” visual field, because I feel centered from within “my” body.  

 

But my sight extends beyond the limited boundaries of “my” body by means of photons just as 

much as my actions extend beyond my body when I use a pencil to write. While the photons 

arrive at my eyes rather than the reverse, they are still able to extend my body's intertwining 

with aspects of the world beyond it, like that of the tree that I see, beyond the limits of what I 

usually call my body. After all, does not the image of the tree shift when I walk around it, 

responding to my shifting how I dynamically intertwine with it? I am like the drain which brings 

about the start of a whirlpool, the tree the surface of the water, and the light in question like 

the water. Or the reverse: after all, I do not merely “look” for objects I see in the world, they 

“call” to me through my vision, soliciting my attention. Likewise, my fingers explore the surface 

of a table-top as much as the reverse: tactile sensations “call” my attention as much as I “call” 

to them.  

 

Matters impact matters outside my body and they reflect, bounce, resist, and push back on 

those around them beyond the physical limits of my body in all sorts of ways all the time. I 

simply feel the ones in my body from within because I am these, and the complexity of my 

material systems make it possible for the impacts towards the periphery impact those deep 

within in ways which can be interpreted in highly complex ways. But the networks responsible 



for these are composed of the same sub-atomic and often atomic aspects as those beyond 

them. Patterns ripple without my boundaries and some within and I feel these latter because I 

am them, even if the boundaries between within and without are matters of perspective, and 

in many context, issues of utility. When I playing a game with friends, it makes sense to say 

that my eye is part of me, but when examined more closely, the issue is far more tricky.  

 

No matter where one draws the lines, I feel what the matters beyond me which impact those 

at my peripheries convey to my interpretative centers send to them, each imparting its own 

contributions along the way, like so many interpreters passing along a message in so many 

foreign languages. Feeling as I do is simply what an organized, systematic, living complex 

material system of the sort I am does from within. But depending on the perspective, which 

often shifts with the concerns at hand, the boundaries of within versus without shift. For I am 

not only within my body, I am within my world, which is within the wider world of which it is an 

aspect. My body moves around within these, and the extended body I am within my 

environment shifts, and with this, my sensory fields.  

 

There is no reason to see sensation, thinking, feeling, or any of our “inner” processes as more 

than simply how physical processes feel from the inside, no matter how much the Cartesian 

dualists may have tried to convince us that “sensation” or “mind” are something like pure, 

ineffable, distinct, or various other forms of semi-secularized otherwordly stuff. Senses were 

so often imagined as something in need of divine intervention, or supra-physical powers, 

because they were complex beyond anything so far understood in a physical sort of way.  

 

One can see why many may have felt this way for so long, of course, for the inner workings of 

our senses cannot be seen from the outside without surgery. The details cannot be seen 



without microscopes, and even with microscopes, to understand what one is seeing requires 

understanding of complex mechanics far beyond the basic mechanics which dominated most 

of human technology throughout its history until quite recently. It is only in the last two 

hundred years or so that our machines are even starting resemble the complexity of cells, 

never mind neural systems and brains.  

 

It is worth noting, however, that dualists will tend to find evidences to support their dualisms, 

and one could say the same in regard to relationalism. While I am clearly arguing that 

relationalism is able to explain more of the world, not only in terms of quantity but quality, and 

unify more discrete aspects of inquiry with bigger picture concerns in ways which can help 

make more encompassing forms of orientation in our world today possible, it was always 

possible to take a more relational perspective on the world, even before all the science 

described in this text was there to support this. Spinoza, for example, as cited in the epigraph 

to this section, provides such an example from hundreds of years ago.  

 

But over a thousand years before Spinoza, the anonymous Brahmanic Indic sages who 

contributed to the composition of the Upanisads argued that “mind” need not be seen as 

radically distinct from matter. Rather, it is said, take a seed, and grind it to a powder. One will 

find no evidence of anything there but finer grains, able to be ground finer and finer until one 

cannot see them. If a particular sort of seed grows into a particular sort of tree, there must be 

a force which brings this about, and if there is nothing but finer and finer grains within the 

seed, then the “self” or atman of a seed is likely “subtle,”cmlxxviii” composed of fine stuff such as 

that of gases which cannot be seen, but like the wind, can be felt, and can permeate entire 

bodies, just as when we breathe, air permeates our body to help it performs its necessary 

tasks.  



 

Many other traditions saw essences as forces of sorts, rarely as static as such notions are 

often understood today after Kant’s formulation of the notion of “things in themselves,”cmlxxix a 

notion which re-shifting such notions in a more idealistic Platonic bent, reifying the more 

dynamic forces which essences were so often imagined to be before this.cmlxxx In either form, 

however, it is easy to see why essences were imagined as distinct from the world, divorced 

from matter, and mind with this, even if such approaches made it so difficult to find a way to 

sew mind and matter, essences and existences, back together again. And it is easy to see 

why senses have been such controversial topics, for their betweenesses were difficult to 

account for, and this is in part why for so long the evidence of the senses was seen as not 

only unreliable, but fundamentally so.  

 

While the denigration of the physical is not limited to what would become the Christian and 

then Euro-American theoretical traditions, the divide between these and the extent of the 

denigration of the physical, divorced so radically from the non-physical, was taken to new 

“Manichean” extremes in such realms. It is the legacy of such divisions which this text works, 

in part, to undermine. None of which is to say it is simple to form a relational approach to such 

concerns, and much of the redescriptive work of this text occupies itself with drawing out the 

implications and necessary reworkings needed to transform this impulse into a shift in 

perspective. All of which is not only to say that for those with relational lenses, the world looks 

relationally back, but that the task of this and other relational works is to show that relational 

lenses look deeper and further into our world than others, and this brings many benefits with 

this.  

 

Returning from these bigger picture concerns to those more directly at hand, to say that “my 



body” finds its limits at those of my skin is more a matter of speaking than anything else, one 

pragmatically useful in many more concrete circumstances, but rather reductively limited in 

others. My visual mineness extends to the limits of my vision, my auditory mineness to the 

limits of my hearing, and so on, which is to say, my mineness extends beyond the limits of 

“my body” when considered narrowly. And with this, it is sensible to say that “I” extend beyond 

my body to the limits of my world, at least, when such notions are considered in fuller senses 

than is so often the case in more reductive uses. Or, as Merleau-Ponty has deftly stated, ”My 

body is the fabric into which all the objects are woven …”cmlxxxi  

 

Taking this argument to some new terrain to explore some of its ramifications, however, while  

my mineness extends far and wide in such ways, it is nevertheless poorly represented in 

some parts of “my” body. My spleen is essential to the life in my body that supports the 

mineness I feel, and yet, I have few nerve endings in my spleen, so I hardly feel it at all, it is 

barely a part of the feeling of mineness. I would feel all sorts of effects within my feeling 

mineness were it not there doing what it does, of course. I can feel the impact of my spleen's 

weight, barely but nevertheless, as it pushes and pulls on those other parts of my body that 

have more nerve endings. And here it becomes possible to see that my sense of my 

mineness of feeling follows in many senses the contours of my nervous system.  

 

My toe, after all, is part of me, certainly in a colloquial sense. And I feel it, far more than my 

spleen. If I stub my toe, I feel it quite powerfully, and it increases in the degree to which it 

dominates my feelings. But in an ordinary way, it is a very minor aspect of what it means to 

feel like me, and this is, as scientists tell me, because as with my spleen, there are few nerve 

endings there. I have not seen nerve endings with my own eyes, but I can extend my vision 

with microscopes and such, and whenever I have looked in microscopes in my childhood and 



such, I have seen the things scientists generally speak about, enough to give credence to 

many of their findings, even if a decent degree of skepticism, particularly about the ideologies 

scientists often extract from their more concrete findings, is likely wortwhile.  

 

One could then argue that perhaps I don't need the body at all. I could just exist as a nervous 

system in a vat of some nutritive fluid, and many philosophers have played many games with 

such a notion.cmlxxxii While do not have the technology to bring this about, we could one day, 

and if we did, and were even able to hook my nervous system and brain up to a world 

simulation, then perhaps my mineness could exist in a world without this particular type of 

living body, even if it would require one of another sort, and likely feel in relation to the 

contours of that one and how it impacted this one.  

 

While my mineness may extend beyond the limits of my physical body, my body works hard to 

maintain various sorts of differences between its limits and those of the world beyond. If 

particles end up within my nose of the sort which my body does not want within it, mucus 

forms and I involuntarily sneeze to expel the particles. My body has all sorts of boundary 

protections of this sort. When I move my body around, for example, walking down the street, 

my body breaks its sensory networkings with the aspects of the world I leave behind in this 

way, linking up with others, and this is the clearest way in which my body continually re-

differentiates itself from its surroundings.   

 

Evolution has equipped me with a body able to move in this way, unlike the bodies of plants 

or other sessile organisms, so it is quite difficult to ignore the powers of this body to extract 

itself from one physical networking and shift to network with others. That said, it is never 

without a networking of physical stuff around it. My body would not survive without air 



pressure like that on Earth pressing on it from all sides, and in the relative void of space, my 

body would explode as the pressure within would exceed that without. My body requires 

certain ambient temperatures as well, and termperature is nothing but an average of the heat 

energy dissipated from physical impacts, or connective intertwinings, which is to say, my body 

is continually buffetted by small impacts from without. While technically it is oversimplifying to 

speak of shifts in quantum fields as impacts in the manner of more discrete macroscopic 

matters, nevertheless, without a level of activity of quantum shifts supporting the body, which 

are analogous to tiny impacts, the body would cease to be.  

 

In this sense, my very physical body is a particular sort of networking of its contexts. What is 

the boundary of the limits of my body, but the networking of the contexts within and those 

without? While many systems in my body work to keep certain aspects of the physical world 

without and others within, these limits are themselves merely a sort of balance or symmetry 

between the pressures of the forces exerted upon them. Put any of these forces out of 

balance, inside or outside, and a body may transform or mutate, shift or radically implode or 

explode. And at a micro-level, the boundary, its inner context, and its outer ones, are made of 

patterns of balance between the same sort of stuff.  

 

For our bodies are continually created and recreated from quantum fields, dancing and 

flickering in ways which are balance in particular ways, which give rise to matters, and the 

forces of attraction and repulsion between these quantum knottings push and pull each other 

into relatively consistent patterns as the molecules which give rise to my body as it is. 

Everything dances in ways that lock those around them into dancing similarly in the future, to 

a degree of stability, at least, which we recognize as relatively stable matters, and so it is with 

the dancing we call life at more encompassing levels of scale.  



 

In everyday ways of speaking, of course, it fully makes sense to say “my body” moves from 

my house to the store and back. Likewise, when a stone is put near the base of a whirlpool, it 

may shift the shape of the whirlpool, and yet, the whirlpool is still just a pattern of flow in the 

water. So it is with our bodies. We are like whirlpools in the quantum pool, atomic pool, 

molecular pool, and so on. We may think of our bodies as radically distinct from their 

surroundings, because these surroundings seem relatively empty.  

 

We may imagine our bodies discrete islands which move towards others in space. But 

science has yet to find any true void in the physical world.cmlxxxiii What may have seemed like 

void in the past has always had gusts of wind within it, and we now know that there are 

molecules of air surrounding us even when no wind blows. These exert pressures on us. 

Remove the pressure of the air, bring the temperatures far down, and the world not longer 

“bodies” at the site where my body once was. Likewise if one were to increase the 

temperature or pressure.  

 

To speak of my “body” then is a reduction, if a useful one at that. If I speak this way, I am 

understood by those around me, and for most everyday purposes on this planet, air can be 

treated “as if” not there. It would take to long to always speak of it, unless one is in more 

exceptional circumstances, such as trying to design an airplane, or trying to walk down the 

street in a storm. Our short-hands should not be dispensed with, but we shouldn't be seduced 

into thinking that our world is so simple. My body is a dynamic pattern within the quantum 

seas, a dancing wave pattern. It is one of massive complexity, of course, and one which has 

managed to be relatively self-sustaining within particular ranges of conditions. But to the 

quantum fields of which it is a pattern of flux, there is no inside and outside of my body, only a 



gradient or shift in the intensity of this or that flux as it intertwines with others.  

 

So it is with water within and outside the “boundaries” of a whirlpool, but they are water just 

the same. Certain quantum flows are repelled at the boundaries of my body more intensely 

than at other places within their fields, and so it is with the “boundaries” of all large-scale 

matters. But just as a whirlpool may seem very different from the water around it, it is still just 

pattern in moving water, just as my body is just a set of patterns within molecular forces, 

themselves just patterns within quantum fields. The more complex the pattern, of course, the 

more complexly it is able to feel from within, and I seem to feel far more complexly than many 

other simpler such eddies within the molecular and quantum fields, for while I can write a 

book on my feelings of my world such as this, I have yet to see a stone able to do anything of 

the sort, even if we are made of the same quantum stuff.  

 

Exploring Neural Mineness, Attention, and the Lived Body  

 

There are some aspects of the ways in which my inner feelings of my world play out in regard 

to my body and its nervous system and brain, using these terms once again in their more 

commonplace senses, which are nevertheless more complex than those already examined. 

The preceding sections emphasized the senses in relation to the body, and yet, my relations 

to my senses is not necessarily stable or simple in any way. Firstly, it is worth noting that my 

sensory fields overdetermine and impact each other in various ways. My inner ear makes 

sure that the visual data arriving from my eyes syncs up with the kinaesthetic feelings of my 

body as it feels itself shift in movement and stasis from within. This is not done by means of 

what the ear hears, but the relative position of tiny crystals within my inner ear, and how they 

interplay with the structures thereof.  



 

When there is a radical mismatch between visual and kinaesthatic sensations, the result is 

nausea, and vertigo is a condition which is used to describe when the very mechanism at play 

becomes disturbed and is no longer able to function as it should, produce a powerful nausea 

that will not simply go away. Family members of mine have had attacks of vertigo, and if the 

crystals dislodge from their normal positionings, a person can go from walking normally to so 

out of balance that they suddenly cannot get to their destination. The body loses its moorings 

in the world and the capacity for coordinated motion becomes all topsy-turvy and out of join 

with itself. Vertigo indicates but one way in which the senses need to be coordinated to be 

able to function as they do for us, and we often fail to realize just how much our sensory fields 

are anything but distinct.  

 

If I hear a strange sound, I turn my head to hear it, I see the cause, and I return to what I was 

doing, three different senses intertwining and the data from each being used to support the 

others and complement them. Filmmakers will often use sonic bridges to plaster over minor 

visual inconsistencies knowing that audiences will rarely recognize such inconsistencies if the 

ambient sound feels consistent around it. Numerous experiments have shown that 

expectations from one sense can influence how we experience another sense.cmlxxxiv Many 

people, including myself, are able to experience one form or another of synaesthesia. I have 

always found certain types of sounds give rise to certain colors, and so it is with certain 

musical keys, or even certain counting numbers. All of this is likely due to a degree of 

associative cross-talk between sensory cortexes, of course, a more extreme example of how 

various sensory modalities overdetermine each other.  

 

Various sensory modalities are unified in various ways by my brain, and I read their 



information off each other, such that my brain's predictions of what one sense will show me 

next are often the result of predictions derived from more easily recognized sources in 

another sense. As much as there is a visual mineness, a sonic mineness, a tactile mineness, 

a kinaesthetic mineness (for example, the feeling of motion in my body when I run), there is 

also a more general sense of mineness of which these are aspects.cmlxxxv While the form and 

limits of my sensory minenesses are often determined beyond by the interactions between 

physical bodies that are easy to determine, such as the way in which I can see further away 

from me when I rech the top of a hill or move obstructions to my line of sight out of the way, 

there are other feelings of mineness which are far more complex.  

 

Attention, for example, seems to respond to my will, even more directly than my bodily 

motions do. I can move my attention around within my feelings, and expand how much of my 

awareness they occupy. In this it feels as if I move my mineness around within my world, 

beyond the way I move my body. When I move my tongue within my mouth, I feel that I am 

moving a physical sub-body within my body, but when I move my attention within my feelings 

of my world, it feels like I am moving me, or the most intense part of me, within my feelings of 

my world, but in a way which is beyond the merely physical. Moving my attention does not at 

all feel like the movement of my tongue, it feels closer to the movement of my thoughts, like 

inner movement which responds to my desires and wills beyond the way my body does. It 

does not feel bodily, at least in any simply way.  

 

Attention and more abstract forms of thinking, whether in images, words, or other sorts of 

inner feelings, provide crucial examples used by countless theorists to argue that our inner 

feelings are somehow distinct from the physical, part of a realm of mind. These theorists 

always have difficulty explaining how mind and matter could then related back with each 



other, of course, and their works often spend far more time speaking of pure mind and pure 

matter than the zones between. The often seemingly voluntary inner movements of feelings 

seem anything but physical has been a powerful support to such approaches, evidence that 

mind cannot be simply the movement of physical matters and how this feels from within, but 

rather, must be something non-physical. While moving one’s tongue in one’s mouth is clearly 

physical inner movement, nothing of the sort happens with attention.  

 

Today, however, it is quite possible to understand how attention arises from shifting forms of 

patterns of activation within the brain. To describe how the body likely produces inner feelings 

of the sorts within our brains, which can be termed neural feelings to distinguish them from 

simpler forms of bodily feeling, is not however a sort of brute materialism or naive scientific 

determinism. Science is produced from various experiencers trying to describe their 

experiences, and coordinate how they reproduce certain ways of interacting with their world, 

called experiments, and devise abstract models for the grammars of relative consistencies 

within their of the physical experiences of the world. Scientists emphasize experiments which 

make it possible to produce analogous experiences between experiencers, and generally in 

regard to what is beyond the limits of their individual bodies.  

 

It is difficult to produce science from one's personal experiences, however, because there is 

such variation, and because one cannot experience the insides of one's body from outside 

without taking it apart, and that makes feeling it from inside difficult or impossible. While one 

could in theory perform surgery on oneself with local anesthesia, feeling one's body from the 

inside while seeing and touching it from without, this rarely happens. Science as social 

institution has been demarcated from other attempts to make sense of the world by 

concentrating on experiences outside of the body, and emphasizing only those experiences 



which can be coordinated with others.  

 

Science also tends to demarcate itself off from the realm of cultural model making. While we 

make abstract models of the physical world, apply them back to this world, and attempt to 

learn from the results, we do this in regard to our inner worlds as well, as well as the worlds of 

meanings we produce in various cultural formations. Since science is generally concerned 

with more physical ends, of making this simple matter do this or that, often in the service of 

technology or health, science tends to be quite determinate and concrete. Cultural model 

making requires more subtle and complex models, and these are often disparaged by 

scientists as being too inexact, and vice-versa.  

 

But at the limits of science, when it leaves the concrete determinacy of the more simple 

physical forms, when it has to account for phenomenon such as quantum dynamics, or those 

of how the matter gives rise to life and life to feeling, up to and including that of brains, more 

subtle models are needed, those with some similarities with those of cultural models, and with 

applications in this realm as well. Similarly, mathematics of the more concrete sorts often 

partakes of ideologies of scientism which reduce science to model making which is rigid, 

reductive, and prioritizes reified and reifying forms of thinking. At the limits, however, 

mathematics returns to subtlety as does science.  

 

Rather than use the findings of science reductively, it needs to be intertwined with the cultural 

practices and forms of which it is an aspect. Just as it is highly practical to speak of “my body” 

even though such a notion is reductive, and it is important to remember this when trying to 

deal with the world more subtly, so it is with science and math. When trying to produce 

determinate results which have determinate ends, such as building this or that highly 



complicated tool, one can think rigidly and determinately, and this may even make sense and 

help the endeavor along. But this all needs to be reframed if one is aiming towards bigger 

picture concerns, and one is attempting to speak of more complex phenomena.  

 

The brain is the most complex system yet known, and while more rigid forms of 

experimentation can help us understand the minutiae of the brain's workings, they will hardly 

help us understand how and why the brain feels as it does from within. This is why many 

working on issues in regard to how the brain brings its forms of functioning together are 

anything but dualist or materialist in reductive ways. This is not to say that the “facts” differ, 

but it would be a mistake to think that facts are independent of their framing and contexts, nor 

the ways in which they were produced in various experiments or the various ways of thinking 

which gave rise to these and explain them.  

 

A relational lensing of experience and more reductive one will often resonate very strongly 

when it comes to simpler physical findings in regard to the world, and this is why it is possible 

to use the science produced in rather reductive ways, reshape it a bit, but generally put it to 

relational use. It is far more difficult to do so with the more complex, dynamic, and global 

formulations needed to weave all this together, and get it to intertwine with aspects of the 

world far more complex than the physical world, namely, those which result not from reduced 

actions of individual neurons upon each other, but their complex forms of interweaving, and 

how these intertwine further with how we feel, do what we do, and produce cultural networks 

which feedback into all of these. Brute materialism is as problematic as brute introspection 

and idealism, and so, this project will work to play these off one another, if always to 

eventually unweave the foundations of each to produce that which is more than the sum of 

any of its reductive aspects.  



 

Returning our attention to attention, if attention can be understood physically, this can at least 

deconstruct one of pillars of the more idealist notions of “mind” which this chapter is working 

to unweave, even if unweaving some of these seeming foundations of more materialist and 

physicalist notions used as resources here will need to be accomplished later in turn. When I 

move my attention around within my sensory awareness, some aspects come more into 

focus, and can even feel outsized and all-consuming, yet then shifted into the background the 

next. This can happen even if I am completely immobile, and even without my external 

sensory inputs changing if, for example, I realize the significance of something in my visual 

field which I had not noticed before. Such “inner movements” do not need to be seen as the 

result of some sort of non-physical, purely “mental” action. Rather, when rather limited 

sections of my sensory cortexes link up with the much vaster neural resources of other 

portions of my brain, such as those within my working memory and associational cortexes, 

they are amplified, and this is as much physical action as a shfit in feeling, for the feeling is 

simply the action felt within.  

 

Rather than see attention as a purely mental event, many researchers now believe that the 

thalamus, one of the most densely and widely connected parts of the brain, functions as sort 

of attentional “searchlight” and “amplifier.”cmlxxxvi That is, the interconnections that run through 

the thalamus are continually scanning sensory inputs, unifying them relatively globally and 

linking up to wider level associations, and looking for associational triggers, particularly if they 

need further investigation by the body, which indicate items in the sensorium worth greater 

attention. When this happens, more of the brain is “brought online” in relation to the sensory 

networks in question, and I feel this from within as a shit in attention.cmlxxxvii 

 



For example, if I am walking down the street and think I see a friend across the way out of the 

corner of my eye, my head turns to investigate almost without me needing to think about this. 

When I realize it is just someone who looks like a friend of mine, I feel the tension and 

expectation decrease, and I go back to walking and a state of more wandering attention. 

During the brief interval in which I was unsure if it was my friend or not, my brain brought 

more neural resources to bear on the question, not only as evidenced in the turning of my 

head, but the way I examined what I was seeing more carefully.  

 

A shift in attention is not always voluntary. For example, if II am listening to a piece of music 

while working, and all of a sudden, something “catches” my attention. I had barely registered 

the music until a song I hadn't heard for so long and forgotten how much I love starts playing, 

and my work fades into the background, and I am absorbed in how the music affects me. I 

look away from my computer, and I sit listening, amazed at the complexity of the 

instrumentation, the depth of the reverb and the richness of how it surrounds the lead vocal, 

and I am transported into a musical space which doesn't envelop my physical space, but my 

feelings within me. Such a state can in many ways be seen as an expansion, by means of 

attention, to a state at the limits of mineness.  

 

Many prior theorists would use such an example as evidence that inner mental life differs so 

powerfully from anything physical, because the music has not increased in volume, but it feels 

absolutely huge in my feelings as immerse myself in this listening experience, and as I let the 

music call up memories and emotions and I give myself over to the sublimity of it, I feel as if 

the entire cosmos is linking up with me and the music. My body of course remains the same 

size, as does the volume of the music, and for so many, this would seem evidence that 

physical space and inner space are radically incommensurate, and that mind and body work 



differently. But when I feel this expansion of attention and feeling, more and more of my brain 

is coming online, and more powerful chemicals are being released which bring more global 

state of my brain into being in highly powerful ways.  

 

No wonder I feel like there is more of myself involved in whatever I pay attention to, for 

literally and quite physically, this is the case, for more neural resources have been deployed 

to the aspect of my senses in question. Attentional shifts of can in this sense be seen as the 

brain is simply moving around within how it feels itself. This occurs not by moving around 

literal internal limbs, of course, but rather by varying patterns of activation in the living wires of 

the brain coming in and out of sync in ways which activate some patterns within these 

patterns of wires rather than others. And as the brain is wired to strengthen the connections 

which it deems lead to beneficial outcomes, our brains shift the “freeways” for these “neural 

feelers” over time, this shifting around its self-feeling from within account for so much of what 

may previously have been understood as produced by something like a “ghost in the 

machine.”cmlxxxviii 

 

In regard to how this feels, I feel myself distributed in all the ways my brain feels the body feel 

the world beyond it. I am not distributed in this with equal intensity, of course, as some 

aspects of my body have more nerve endings than others, and my brain shifts around how 

much of its networks it brings into sync with various external inputs. All of these impact just 

how much an aspect of my world, including those aspects within my body, feel like they are 

invested with a feeling of demanding my attention, or being worth that attention, or otherwise 

being part of the mineness which anchors me in my world.  

 

Merleau-Ponty has written extensively about how the inner sense of the lived body, what 



could be understood as a perpetually reworking body imaging, is hardly identical to the 

physical body. Examining peculiarities such as phantom limb sensations or thing-blindness, 

he shows how such exceptions to the norm require how we think the norm functions. What 

Merleau-Ponty generally argues is that to understand any aspect of our experience 

atomistcally, in isolation from contextualizing wholes and dynamic processes which can help 

make sense of them, tends to lead us to understand them in ways which are ultimately 

contradicted by various observations of human bodies, the experiences they report, and how 

they react. While Merleau-Ponty does this largely by emphasizing resources from 

experimental psychology of perception paired with introspection and redescription, largely 

neglecting neuroscience, the general thrust of his work serves as a crucial inspiration for this 

project. Rather than plunge into textual exegesis, this text will remain as much as possible in 

the realm of redescription. The preceding description of how music expands in my awareness 

is inspired by Merleau-Ponty,cmlxxxix as is the following.  

 

Let us say I stub my toe on an object. I was hardly thinking about my toe a moment ago, but 

now it shoves most other thoughts and feelings to the background. While scientists have 

shown that most people can hold five to seven distinct “mental objects” at a time in “working 

memory” in the brain's “desktop” in our pre-frontal cortex, I drop whatever was in my brain's 

workspace as I hop around the room, making noises, cursing, reminding myself that going 

barefoot in the house causes this on occasion, but hardly any thought not linked to my toe 

seems to vanish until the pain calms down.  

 

It is an oversimplification to say that either I or my toe or both “are” in pain, for the pain is in 

and between these. My body is composed of sub-bodies, each of which experiences in their 

own way, passing aspects of this along to others, with my brain unifying these in its way. I feel 



how my brain feels my nervous system feel my toe feel its sub-bodies feel the sub-molecular 

forces which act upon these, and my sense of feeling is distributed between and amongst 

these, each in their ways, and my sense of mineness in the world in relation to this. I feel pain 

if my toe is in pain, but very little of “me” is normally “in” my toe except in such unusual 

moments such as this. I can of course, for example, in a body-scan meditation, “rest my 

awareness” in that same toe, and then my mineness “rests” upon this part of my body which 

is so often so weakly part of my primary feeling of mineness I my world. And in this, I see that 

I can shift my mineness around, but sometimes it is shifted for me.  

 

The contours of my central nervous and related systems have a large impact on how I feel all 

this. Those parts of my bodies with few nerve endings feel only vaguely part of me, even if I 

carry them wherever I go and often need to them to function. I know I have a spleen, yet I 

have never seen it, and most of my internal organs I only feel in vague ways, more the 

pressure of them pushing on other organs around them like my skin, muscle, and bones that 

seem to feel more than they do. If I taste the food in my mouth when I eat, this feels incredibly 

close to my sense of where I am in the world, but my internal organs, so much more essential 

to my survival than my taste-buds, so crucial to my body being able to make my feeling of 

mineness possible, I barely feel at all. They are more directly me in a physical sense than any 

sight or sound, and yet, a loud noise or bright light feels infinitely more intensely a part of my 

world than my own spleen which I only feel in the vaguest of ways, not to mention as mine or 

otherwise.  

 

I also do not seem to merely feel each sub-body on its own. If I stub my toe badly enough, I 

can barely concentrate on anything else, as this feeling moves from local to global, even if 

always emanating from my sense of my toe. As the pain intensifies, the pain from my toe 



begins to take up ever more of my feelings. This is why Bergson argues that our inner states 

cannot be understood by means of quantity, but only quality. A more intense pain is not more 

“quantity” of pain which could be measured in homogeneous degrees, but rather, my global 

feeling state has a greater intensity of toe-centered pain coloration, a unique qualitative state 

of the whole. Such a global state may be similar in intensity to tooth centered pain, or a 

feeling of intense depression, and each may be vaguely similar in terms of globality, but feel 

radically qualitatively distinct.  

 

That said, if I get an injection of painkiller in my tooth, my toe, or whatever causes the pain, 

the feeling state feels much less intense and global, and the same if I take a pill for 

depression. Were my toe to get cut off somehow, it of course ceases to feel like me, even if I 

may continue to feel sensations where my toe was because the parts of my brain which used 

to read these sensations can be activated in other ways, giving rise to “phantom nerve pain” 

unless they are trained to do otherwise, for example, with mirror therapy.cmxc If my toe remains 

a part of me and is simply numbed by drugs or other means, it feels uncanny, a part of my 

body but not part of my more direct mineness, mediated as it seems largely to be by my 

nervous systems. A numbed limb feels uncanny, me yet not, like toenails or hair which I carry 

around with me yet cannot quite feel except indirectly by how their weight impacts other 

aspects of my body, or as felt from without.  

 

This sense of the limits of what feels like it is part of my body is further complexified by 

extensions of my body.cmxci Many who play musical instruments or sports report that feel like 

instruments or sports equipment tend to become like exterior parts of their bodies. Merleau-

Ponty speaks of an organist, most likely in a Church, who has become so one with the 

instrument he plays, that rather than think about each movement separately, he instead 



explores emotional valences in “organ space” outside himself, within this extension of his 

body, but through his body.cmxcii Likewise, he argues that a blind person does not merely 

extend his feeling by means of a walking stick, but rather, they feel through the tip of the stick, 

because it becomes a part of the blind person's body image. Athletes often describe 

something like a baseball bat, hockey stick, horse, car, or other extension as becoming “part 

of them,” and so it is with most people when driving a car or riding a bicycle.  

 

In my case, I have played keyboard instruments since I was a child and continue to play 

synthesizers, and this is one of my great passions. When I am playing a synth or other 

keyboard instrument, I do not have to concentrate on any of the smaller movements, and if I 

do this, my playing often becomes stilted and loses its flow and natural musicality. The whole 

becomes divided into parts that are less than their sum. But as soon as I let the music flow, it 

feels as if I am only a part of the networking between myself and the instrument, the music 

making of which I am only an aspect. At times of course I need to concentrate, particularly if 

my playing moves towards something at the limits of my skills, but even at such moments, I 

need to make sure not to overthink in too local a manner, but rather, keep my attention taught 

yet global, so as to “flow” better through my fingers. While pushing my skill or laying back, 

however, my attention is open and hovering, not getting lost in the smaller details, so that I 

can keep my attention on the big picture feelings and the medium level choices. 

 

As I play, I feel as if I exploring colors and moods in some sort of mental space, located 

beyond the tips of my fingers, beyond the keys. It is as if loop into the world of sound in my 

auditory sensorium, reaching  through my fingers and the keys, to grab this emotional set of 

tone colors from potential sound into the world in which sound is heard. But leave me without 

a keyboard beneath my fingers, if I try to pick out chords or notes by tapping on a tabletop as 



if it were a keyboard, or playing “in the air,” my fingers quickly become clunky, I lose sync with 

myself, and I cannot hear in advance what sound my fingers will produce. It is as if, to use a 

phrasing beloved of Merleau-Ponty, the knowledge of this space is not in my brain, nor 

fingers, but in the keys themselves, this extension of my body, my living body imaging, in the 

world whenever there is a keyboard at hand.  

 

Scientists have explained that the sense of the body literally extends beyond the physical 

limits of the body at a neural level in such circumstances.cmxciii And in the moments in which I 

am concentrating on musical moods and chord choices, the micro-movements feel all but 

automatic, as if they are playing through me but outside my full conscious control, because 

my this is to some extent neurally the case. My conscious awareness concentrates on chord 

and note choices, tones and moods, because the micro-movements are managed, like so 

much of my bodily habits, by the cerebellum, and hence, the movements are largely triggered 

by conscious choices, but the micro-details are managed larglely outside my awareness. For 

once the brain learns repeated groups of movements that are executed together in series, 

however, it “downloads” these from the highly distributed networks in the cortexes of the brain  

to the much simpler, faster, automatic, and linear networks in the cerebellum, a part of the 

brain which arose much earlier in the history of mammalian neural evolution.cmxciv And just as 

adults do not have to think to coordinate all the micro-movements of walking, and simply 

move one leg, then the next, and all the hard-won gains of infantile bodily education take over 

from there, so it is with playing an instrument.  

 

When I play I often find my awareness so engrossed in a sort of musical tone space, that my 

fingers fall into patterns that I could not consciously describe if I tried. If I stop and look down 

at my fingers, I can see what I did, but only retroactively could I describe the patterns in full, 



analyze the chord patterns, though I know they sound right. The choices made loop through 

my conscious awareness, but also loop through the keyboard, the sounds I hear, and the 

unconscious parts of my brain responsible for automatic actions. I could not make the choices 

I do without any of these, and in this sense, the agency is not that of my conscious mind. I 

could not make these choices if my hands were static in my pockets, nor even if they were 

touching the keys without moving. The agency is in the doing, and the doing is in between me 

and the keyboard, in between consciousness and consciousness, just as my body is at those 

moments in between me and the keyboard, at least, my lived body rather than my physical 

one, and in this sense, my lived sense of mineness with it.  

 

When I am “in the zone” while playing a musical instrument, I lose myself in the moment, I 

flow, and in this, I often forget that I am me within my mineness. My personal history, my 

goals and hopes for the distant future, my memories recent and past, all these fade as I 

become absorbed in playing. As Jacques Lacan famously says, the subject “fades” at such 

moment, the boundaries of my sense of self become more porous.cmxcv My personal name 

makes less sense, I am less Chris or even I, the music musics. And in such moments, as the 

music musicing, as it gives rise to its gestures and sequences and flows and tones, its 

patterns and its emerging within its own musical spacetime, through me and the instrument 

but both and neither, the music musicing through us is at the foreground, and my mineness 

and my body are as much a part of the background as is the keyboard which makes this 

possible. These are moments often described as sublime, and yet, it does not seem they 

indicate access to another higher plane, but rather, a more radical betweenness with what is 

outside the limits of our physical bodies than that to which we are accustomed.  

 

Sometimes this can happen between humans as well. In moments of intense conversation, or 



when playing a basketball game as a member of a team to such an extent that one forms of a 

collective body, and one becomes a mere aspect of that body's song. Sex, likely as well, has 

such moments, not during climax, the moment perhaps of greatest fading of the subject in 

sheer intensity, but in those moments of dynamic interplay in which, like a basketball team at 

moment of peak synergy, the weaving of the bodies is at the foreground and the bodies and 

their minenesses are in the background. Such states seem to only emerge in glimpses, it is 

so hard to maintain them, whether one is performing on a musical instrument, playing 

basketball on a team, or having sex. We slip back so easily into our more demarcated zones. 

Orgasm is so often the least intertwined of such states, even when it happens at the same 

time, it is more the shattering of the flow than anything else. The intertwining flow is before, 

and sometimes after, in the moments of care and reverie, the chemical bath each feels on 

their own and the resonances which can arise between these.  

 

We cannot remain long within such states, however, and it would be dangerous and perhaps 

destructive to do so.cmxcvi We often project all sorts of meanings on such often highly 

pleasurable states, and we can become addicted to the rush they produce. Fascism, after all, 

seems the result of such desires for collective sublimity, and as boundaries break down in 

radical ways during such states, the collective bodies formed in this way tend to follow urges 

towards immediate gratification only seen in the youngest of children.cmxcvii There are many 

reasons to think our world is over-reified today, and that traditional conservatisms and 

capitalisms tearing our world apart today do so because they follow territorial and cancerous 

urges for sameness. But the sort of sameness produced by something like Fascism is an 

even more extreme than that.  

 

Chasing after sublimity for its own sake often leads to a dissolution of the intertwining 



betweenness of sameness and differencing needed to give rise to complex emergence, and 

the sustainable emergence thereof into greater emergent complexity, of the sort which is able 

to produce consistent pleasures and the sorts of organized potentials which can bring these 

into being. Sublimity for its own sake would lead ot having sex all day and doing nothing else, 

or in the political domain, fascism. This is not to say that community and physical pleasure do 

not have their places, but if we reify them off, take them for their own sake, the result is often 

dangerous dissolution and a warpage of everything around it for this. The greater pleasures 

are those which integrate dissolution and reification, not in pent up cycles at extremes, but in 

rhythms which can give rise to the pleasures of growth, not merely in quantity or discharge, 

but in the formation of new forms of qualitative intensity, of emergence, and one that can be 

sustained.  

 

Moods and Emotions as Feedback Loops From Brain to Body 

     “If we fancy some strong emotion, and then try to abstract … all the  
     feelings of its bodily symptoms, we find we have nothing left behind, no  
     'mind stuff' out of which the emotion can be constituted … a   
     disembodied human emotion is a sheer nonentity.”  

      - William James.cmxcviii    

 

Moods, emotions, and similar relatively global neuro-bodily states permeate and give a 

general tone to my awareness in varying ways, and examining these can further help 

elucidate the highly embodied manner in which our selfings happen in the world in ways 

which radically disrupt traditional dualist approaches to such concerns. When I am tired or 

angry, I still see what I see, hear what I hear, but as if through glasses tinted not by a 

particular color but rather a particular inner feeling state, such as dragginess, irritability, 

elation, etc. Such experiences do not seem localized as my feeling of my toe is within it, or 

vision within my eyes, and while they may arise from what we experience through one of 

these, such as seeing something that makes me very happy, they also take on a life of their 



own in ways that impact global functioning. If I feel intense pain or hunger, I often lose the 

ability to concentrate on aspects of my world beyond this. I still see and hear as I previously 

did, and yet, everything feels more distant, hazy, muffled, and filtered through a haze of 

hunger, sadness, well-being, or whatever other mood or emotion is in question. It feels in fact 

as if my sensory systems experience the world similarly as before, but my ability to unify 

these shifts how it seems to do this.   

 

Many researchers now believe that feelings of this sort likely begin from the body, even if it 

might not immediately seem this way, for research indicates that ourt bodies often react 

before we feel the sort of more global feelings generally referred to as moods or emotions. 

cmxcix From such a perspective, perhaps we do not smile so much because we are happy, but 

become happy when we smile; we do not cry when we are sad, but feel sad when we cry.  

Experiments performed during neurosurgery, which is often performed with patients locally 

anesthetized yet awake and alert, present evidence that this is likely the case. For example, 

in a famous set of experiments, when surgeons stimulated parts of the brain which caused 

patients to cry or laugh, they reported that after these artificially induced motor reactions 

continued for a bit, they began to feel sad or happy, respectively.m  

 

This would seem to imply that our nervous systems react first, and then we feel moods and 

emotions our brains think appropriate only after. This makes sense in part due to simple 

physiology. The nervous system, with its specialized channels which propagate 

electrochemical impulses, is incredibly fast in terms of bodily means of communication, while 

the more global systems of chemical messengers, both within the brain and beyond it, the 

legions of hormones and various other chemicals which produce and regulate the more 

general tone of the feeling states against which more specific actions and reactions emerge, 



are much slower to take effect and to cease having their effects.  

 

Take the example of seeing something frightening. I am walking in the park, and I see a dog 

running around on its own, without a person with it, looking angry. When I see this, I am likely 

to immediately tense up. The muscles in my leg get tense in case I need to run, my back gets 

rigid, I become hyper-vigilant, my heart beats more quickly and my breathing quickens, and I 

feel what is generally called fear. In this case, I see the dog, recognize aspects of my sight 

which I associate with memories from the past, and my brain decides there is potential 

danger. This triggers off other patterns of activation, such as tensing the muscles in my leg in 

case I need to run.  

 

When I tense my legs in case I need to run, the maps of the various parts of my body in the 

motor cortexes of my brain pick up on this, and these body postures are recognized by my 

associational cortexes as indicating a response to something dangerous, at which point, 

these alert my amygdala, the part of the brain which mediates my fear response, setting off a 

familiar chain of events.mi One of these is producing a set of reactions which lead to the 

release of adrenaline, the hormone within my body, which increases my heart rate and 

breathing rate, so that I get more oxygen to my brain and muscles in case I need to run or 

protect myself. Adrenaline in my bloodstream also leads to the release of dopamine in my 

brain, which focuses my attention on what feels the most important, and makes it more 

difficult to become distracted by what is beyond this at the peripheries of my awareness. By 

means of this complex set of loopings between brain and body, what is generally referred to 

as the feeling state of fear results.  

 

The way dopamine focuses attention within all this is worth describing in greater detail. When 



dopamine levels are low in the brain, nerve cells activate not only the cells to which they are 

most directly connected, but those around them as well. This is a process known as 

“spreading activation,” a relatively distributed form of networking.mii When dopamine is low, 

spreading activation is at normal levels, but when dopamine levels increase, normal 

spreading activation is reduced, and only those nerve cells which are most directly stimulated 

by nerve pulses are activated, a much more centralized form of networking. While dopamine 

impacts the sensitivity of individual nerve cells, it impacts how they relate to each other in a 

manner which, as with much else in the brain, goes beyond the mere sum of the inputs of 

their parts.miii 

 

In states with low dopamine, our thoughts tends to wander more, we are low on focus and 

speed, but are often highly creative as associations and tangents emerge rather freely. When 

dopamine is high, our thinking tends to become focused and quick, precise but also rigid, able 

to work quickly at specific tasks, but perhaps at the cost of losing a sense of the bigger 

picture, or of seeing alternatives which could obviate the need for such strenuous 

expenditures of time and effort. As the saying goes, “working harder is not always working 

smarter,” and in high dopamine states, one may often do the former more than the latter. That 

said, in times of stress when immediate action on the task at hand rather than creative 

problem solving is needed, all sorts of tangents tend not to be that helpful and just get in the 

way.  

 

Still, if I start getting worried that I am going to be late for an appointment because I cannot 

find my house keys before leaving the house, dopamine may help me look faster, and help 

keep on the back burner of my thinking the fact that something similar happened last week, 

and I was singing this great song to myself at that time, and it was a beautiful day, because 



none of that will get me out of the house more quickly. A high dopamine state may however, 

make it more difficult to to remember when where I put the keys the night before, and to 

remember that, I may need to stop for a second and really try to remember, even if this may 

likely only happen later when my dopamine levels aren't so high and blocking such 

associations from coming to the fore. Dopamine circuits are often down-regulated by 

serotonin, the chemical that, to simplify, tends to produce states of  comfort, relaxation, and 

well-being, and in down-regulating dopamine brings about states of more distributed 

networking that tend to potentiate more creative types of thinking. In this sense, if I start 

frantically looking for my keys and calm down for a minute, spreading activation may enable 

me to remember where I left them.  

 

In both the case of seeing the dog and not being able to find my keys, the body reacts, the 

brain picks up on this with its maps of my body and its states, and it releases the chemicals at 

play in a complex feedback relation, and it is worth describing what is meant by feedback at 

length here, as this notion will be crucial to what follows. A simple example of feedback can 

be seen when a microphone is put near a speaker: the output of the speaker feeds back into 

its input. Too much feedback and the sound begins to screech, and can eventually blow up 

the speaker, but when produced in less excessive amounts.  

 

Feedback is one of the most crucial aspects of many sorts of systems, and it is worth saying 

more about this in some detail.miv A thermostat, for example, turns the heater of a house on 

and off in response to how the heater raises and lowers the temperature. This sort of circuit, 

which turns the heater off when its output raises the temperature too much, is called negative 

feedback inhibition, because the feedback serves to inhibit rather than amplify, as the case 

was with the microphone. Many bodily systems engage in feedback. For example, the body is 



continually modulating the level of particular chemicals it produces, and often by monitoring 

their levels, and shutting off production when the total amount of the chemical in question gets 

too high. Just as a thermostat inhibits a process by feeding the results of that process back 

into it, feedback can amplify as well, as in the case of a microphone which gets louder and 

louder due to feedback when placed in front of a microphone.  

 

Feedback is often an interplay of amplification and inhibition, sometimes differentiated into 

feedforward and feedback, in order to produce a state of carefully modulated balance. If am 

trying to drive at constant speed, I am continually shifting between increasing and decreasing 

how much I press on the gas pedal of my car, as I adjust to factors such as changes in the 

pitch of the terrain. Many complex bodily processes are careful networkings of processes of 

carefully modulated balance between feedforward amplification and feedback inhibition of this 

sort.  

 

Returning now to the example in question of seeing a scary dog, the feeling states I question 

occur after the initial set of reactions, and takes a while to wear off afterwards, such that I may 

still feel stressed or over-focused for a while after I realize the dog is actually friendly, or I find 

my keys. All of this happens due to multiple forms of feedback, not only within the brain, but 

between the body and the brain, some produced by feedback produced within specific neural 

connections, but also in regard to the more global chemical feedbacks. Those within the brain 

are produced by chemicals, such as serotonin and dopamine, called neuro-modulators, while 

those at work in the body beyond this, some of which may interact with those in the brain in 

various ways, such as adrenaline or estrogen, are called hormones.  

 

And so, if I see a dog in the distance, without a human, and it seems to be looking 



aggressively at me, I feel a powerfully global interplay between my body and the world. If the 

dog starts barking and running angrily after me, it feels as if the dog is a planet or even Black 

Hole with a massive gravitational pull to warp the spacetime of my experience around it, as 

the whole tone of my world shifts. Even if I stand still for a moment before I start running, just 

to watch my reactions, my heart starts to beat faster on its own, my breathing rate increases 

on its own, as my amygdala has swung into action without my conscious consent with 

mechanisms which trigger below my awareness, even if I feel their effects. Photons bounced 

off the dog reach inside me, and whether I want this to happen or not, my experiential world 

warps radically. I can think of few things other than the dog, my mind starts to race, and I 

begin to run.  

 

Often when I get stressed, I get something like mild tunnel vision, sounds feel a bit more 

distant, everything feels a little like it is “on TV,” a neural defense mechanism often described 

as a mild dissociation. Some people tend to do this when frightened more than others, and I'm 

one of those who can mildly dissociate when stressed. Aspects of my world can reach into my 

body to produce this state, “curving” not only how my attentional and emotional states feel, 

but how I feel my body feeling its world beyond this. My more distant sensations feel more 

distant, but my inner experiences, like the pit of anxiety in my gut, feels more immediate. I 

may often deal with my experiences as if they present the world as such, but at times such as 

those of anxiety, I am reminded by the mild dissociation that the world is just as it was, and it 

is my body that has shifted. Most of this is helpful, of course, as my ability to focus only on the 

dog and ways to avoid it helps me to do so. What is less adaptive, of course, is if this 

happens at other times when there is little real danger.  

 

While I can impact some of how my feeling states of this sort play out, much of it is beyond 



my control. If I notice I am getting stressed for no real reason, I can try to breathe more 

deeply and slowly to try to disrupt the feedback chain, but this can be difficult. But let us say 

that when the dog gets closer, it realizes I am not threatening, stops running and then, after 

inspecting me some, it starts to relax and even wag its tail a bit. It takes a while for me to 

relax, but I start to realize the dog is scared and on edge because it does not know how to get 

home. I go into my backpack, get a small bit of food, leave it on the ground and back off and 

watch. The dog sniffs the food, cautiously eats it, I leave it some more, and after a bit, I get 

close enough to see the phone number on the tag it is wearing, which I can then call to help 

its human come get it while I continue to play with it in the park.  

 

During this process, I likely start to feel the effects of serotonin and oxytocin, neuro-

modulators which tend to produce feelings of well-being and bonding with others, and these 

increase as my dopamine and norepinephrine levels decrease. When this neurochemical shift 

happens, I do not merely feel better, but it feels as if the world, or at least, my world, feels 

better. Not only the dog feels safer, but my surroundings do, and as the dog likely has a 

similar neurochemical shift, we are able to bring our actions into sync a bit, tail wagging on 

the dog's part and gift of food on my part, small exchanges of non-threateningness, as we 

start to play around a bit.  

 

The neurochemical states in question are all modulated by feedback which tends to self-

potentiate. When the brain is relaxed, its neuromodulators tend to promote “speading 

activation,” a relatively decentralized and distributed form of activation in which the brain 

associates relatively widely. The more this increases, the more creative the brain is, even if an 

excess of this may lead to states of looser and looser associations, dream-like reverie, non-

sense, etc. After a while, one can learn to induce this relaxing state.  



 

The opposite, a high-dopamine state, that which pertains to stress reactions, but which can 

also be hightened by simtulants such as caffeine. In such a state, the brain decreases 

spreading activation, and the result is increased focus. The threshold for activating weaker 

connections becomes higher, and as such, rather than lighting up weaker associative links, 

thinking tends to go from “a to b” with few detours, with minimal feedback and diversions. If 

taken too far, however, such as when one drinks too much coffee, the brain can race from “a 

to b” but take little account of bigger picture issues or context. In neuro-computational terms, 

thinking becomes rigid and “brittle,” which is to say, little details tend to throw it off as it over-

concentrates on the trees over the forest, so to speak.mv  

 

Each state of course has their place, for it would be dangerous to be open and trusting with a 

potential predator, while if one treated everyone as a potential predator, cooperation becomes 

impossible. And as humans don't have much in the way of claws and fangs, it is mostly our 

capacity for cooperation and coordination which has not only been humanity's primary means 

of survival, but also the engine of its neural evolution. Cooperation is what made humans the 

dominant species on the planet, no matter what one may think of what we have done with 

this, and the need to be able to coordinate in much more complex ways has been humanity's 

greatest neural collective learning project.mvi Learning to get over how our fight-or-flight 

instincts still tend to overdominate our neural systems, I believe, is much of the task of our 

collective neural evolution today as well, which is to say, we still have so far to go in terms of 

learning how to better cooperate. So much in our culture still portrays cooperation as 

weakness, even though this is how humans have gained whatever control they have of the 

world, and the most dangerous aspects of each other.  

 



Trying to understand how and why to modulate different types of networkings, including 

potentially dangerous or destructive feedback cycles within these, including the over-reifying 

which tends to occur when networks over-centralize, and whether in relatively individual or 

collective forms of networking, is a crucial part of what the networkological project is about. In 

the environment in which early humans evolved, our hair-trigger amygdalas likely made it 

possible for us to avoid enough dangerous situations to be able to evolve our brains as we 

have. But our cultural and technological evolutions have far outstripped our physical 

evolutions. While our neural evolution is far swifter than our genetic evolution, the amygdala is 

one of the first bits of brains to have evolved, it is not going away. We need to learn to think 

the amygdala from dominating us.  

 

Over-centralizing neural states lead to over-centralizing cultural states, which is to say, fear 

and aggression are often self-perpetuating, and when humans are the dominant species on 

the planet, we tend to create the very aggressive situations which become forms of feedback 

for the sorts of fearful and aggressive thinking which further reinforces this cycle. As the brain 

is designed to reinforce what it thinks works, unless we change how we think, what we do, 

and how this influences our environments, the cycle of fear and aggression will be self-

perpetuating. Humans seem to have slowly learned to depend on each other, but if our hyper-

violent and oppressive world is any indication, we have a very, very far way to go.mvii  

 

By means of neuromodulators and bodily maps of the reactions the body engages in when 

reacting to various situations, our emotions and moods produce global modulations of our 

feeling states at a level which mediates between the bodily and neural, blurring the 

boundaries between these. While many would seek to separate this off from our process of 

thinking, to bifurcate reason and feeling, thinking and feeling, there are powerful reasons for 



not doing this. Feelings such as disgust or desire influence even our seemingly rational 

decisions, and many researchers seem to think that consulting our bodies, moods, and 

feelings is how the brain brings values into decision-making.mviii In fact, those who have had 

the emotional centers in their brains damaged, and are unable to loop their thinking through 

their bodies via emotions and feelings of “gut intuition” of various sorts, seem to be able to 

“think rationally” in some ways, yet without an ability to sense consequences or the stakes of 

their actions, leading to often reckless and dangerous decisions, even self-destructive ones, 

which most around them deem highly “irrational.”mix  

 

In this sense, our bodies and emotions link our more abstract and calculative ratiocinations 

with our deepest senses of what we want to accomplish in life, our goals and sub-goals, 

hopes and fears, with all that we value.mx While many have tried to imagine 

“Reason” as disembodied, we think in and through the body, and would not be deemed 

reasonable in any traditional sense unless we did. Emotion is part of what makes cogent 

thinking what it is, at least in the commonplace senses of these terms, offering a powerful 

challenge to many more rigid notions of “Reason” or what it might mean to think.mxi But if 

thinking is simply what brains do, feelings are a huge part of this, and from the perspective 

described here, there is every reason to think of thinking as simply the most abstract sorts of 

feeling in our neural systems, rather than try to divide thinking and feeling from each other. 

From such a perspective, “reason” need not be seen as something pure, ideal, or anything 

like this. Rather, it is simply what is able to potentiate emergence in a particular situation, and 

the more our brains are able to help us come into sync with this, the more it is able to emerge.  

 

All these matters can be understood more reifiedly of course, but this produces a wide variety 

of logjams. Feeding the brain reifiedly, however, and it will abstract and sync reifiedly back, 



and produce more reified worlds and forms of understanding in the process. Most languages 

other than some Ancient Indic ones such as Sanskrit have spaces between words, and this 

helps make it so easily to imagine language, that dynamic interplay of gesturo-sonic 

intermodulation, as a mere assemblage of units. Such an approach of course builds upon 

how our bodies pick up relatively discrete objects with relatively discrete hands, and as our 

brains abstract patterns from these, it is easy to see how the more complex and free forms of 

neural organization can be reduced to the more concretely determinate biases of our much 

simpler bodies. But the body has so few degrees of freedom compared to that of the brain, 

and it would be a mistake to surrender the freedoms the brain provides for the security which 

more atomistic and determinate thinking, and the corollary ideals which so often are used to 

anchor these, dividing the world into ideal atoms and physical counterparts, seem to provide. 

How few degrees of freedom in a human body, how many exponential orders of freedom 

more the brain. It is time that we develop worldviews which are as relationally neural as our 

brains.  

 

Returning to the concerns at hand, from a more relational perspective, experiencing occurs 

between, with experiencer and world as aspects of these. My self and the world can be seen 

as poles of experiencing which networks these together to give rise to my world at the join 

between, with more global states such as awareness or focus, fear or well-being, as more 

globally abstract grounds in relation to which the more specific aspects of my world emerge. 

Within this my feeling of myself and my world can be seen as poles of a networking 

intertwining, inner and outer foldings layering back upon each other in webs of mutual 

influence which twist inside out and outside in at multiple horizons. By means of nervous and 

chemical systems, my experiencing expands and contracts, looping and folding in varying and 

complex ways, and in ways which make it possible to see how there is no need for ideal 



entities or rigid binaries to describe all of this, but rather, differing forms of opening 

networking.  

 

Feedback, Learning, and Motivation  

 

This set of investigations has been slowly moving closer to the workings of the brain itself, 

and how this gives rise to the trickier and more complex forms of neural self-feeling, and so, 

let us now go deeper into such concerns. The brain was once commonly described as being 

much like a serial computer, composed of rows of discrete binary switches,mxii but 

contemporary research on the brain, its relations with the body, and attempts to simulate 

human style thinking in various forms of machine learning have shown that a more relational 

model is needed. As the preceding section has shown, there are many ways in which the 

resources provided by such work can help produce a relational understanding of experience, 

particularly when there is a threading back and forth between scientific work that describes 

how the body does what it does from without, and experiential description of how this feels 

from within, and this section will continue this path.  

 

If circuits through the body produce various forms of feedback for neural processes, brains 

are in many ways highly complex feedback machines. Neurons feed back upon each other in 

a wide variety of ways in the brain, and in ways which can either increase trigger something 

or increase the likelihood of it occurring more, more often, or with greater intensity, or the 

reverse. Often these come into balance in complex ways. For example, if I turn my head 

towards something I see unclearly out of the corner of my eye, as I turn my head, this impacts 

what I see, feeding back my action into the sensory modality whose experience it is trying to 

clarity. I stop turning my head when I recognize the object as it moves more clearly into the 



line of my vision, but until I do this, the feedback serves to support the movement of my head 

towards the object by continuing to tell me brain it cannot recognize what it is looking at. 

Feedback keeps my head moving until I can recognize the object, and feedback then stops 

the movement once I do, looping from action to perception and recognition and back.  

 

Feedback can be more abstract and internal as well. For example, if I think about whether I 

want to go home after I teach class, or go to the store, I imagine what each will be like by 

creating scenes of each my mind, feeding bits of reworked past into my projections of the 

future to influence my present choices. When I decide to go to the store, this is because I 

produced a feedback effect whereby my past was fed into my present via a reworked form of 

imagination of potential futures. When I am weighing options, it is as if the present is digging 

around in my memories of the past to create scenes of potential futures which feed back into 

these present deliberations.  

 

Each such imagined scene, of myself at the store and myself at home, are also in a 

relationship sustained of mutual inhibition, in that I cannot do both after class, I have to 

choose, and this mutual inhibition is also a form of feedback. Many parts of the brain are able 

to distinguish various states because they create complex webs of inhibition or amplification 

through connections which create feedback like states. Because some of these uses of the 

term stretch traditions definitions of the notion of feedback, many neuroscience researcher 

instead use the term “reentry” for when neural connections end up looping their outputs, 

through various detours and pathways in the brain, to influence some of what impact their 

inputs.mxiii  

 

Learning, of course, is also a form of feedback. I do this or that, and I see what results this 



brings about in the world. I interpret these results, determine which aspects I think were 

successful, and I try to remember to do those more in the future, and the others less. This is 

what researches call “reinforcement learning,” for I reinforce what I think works, and this in 

regard to what my environment, physical or social, shows me works for it as well. In this, I 

feed the results of my action back into the process of planning future action, and observation 

of the results.mxiv This is done by increasing the strength of the neural connections which gave 

rise to desired results, or increasingly the strength of inhibitory connections which would 

prevent certain events from recurring. All memory can be seen as a form of feeding back the 

present into the future via what will become that future's past.  

 

On a neural level, learning occurs by means of what neuroscience researchers as either 

back-propagation, or long-term potentiation (LTP). As an example of how this works, let's say 

that child is learning the names of animals.mxv A caretaker shows the infant a picture of a goat, 

and the child says, “chicken.” The caretaker says “no, it's a goat,” and moves on to the next 

picture. When the child recognizes it as a dog and says “dog,” the caretaker may say “Yes, 

great, that's it!. What sound does a doggie make?” If the child says “woof woof!,” the 

caretakes is likely to say something like, “so good, yes, great job!.” This is an example of 

reinforcement learning: in this case, the caretaker reinforces the behaviors it wants the child 

to learn.  

 

But another sort of reinforcement happens in the child's brain. When the child saw the picture 

of a dog, the neural patterns of activation rising through the sensory cortexes are being met 

with downward projections which are trying to capture, in a sense, these sensory inputs to 

produce a match. When the child says “dog,” it does so because a pattern of sync has come 

to be between the incoming stimuli moving up the sensory cortexes, and the projection 



downwards of dog which it has retrieved from memory. This feeling of matching then triggers 

the child to say the word that matches with the memory of a dog it matched with the dog.  

 

When the caretaker says, “yes, great job!,” smiles, or otherwise provides assurance that the 

match is correct, the child gets a chemical bath of feel good chemicals, a feeling of the nature 

high of reinforcement of its actions from the environment, a success. This mini-high is what 

keeps the child wanting to learn, of course, but it is not itself the learning. The learning arises 

because along the entire neural chain of events which helped to give rise to the child saying 

“dog!,” a message is sent backwards along this channel, and what it “says” is simple: grow 

more connections here. Existing connections are strengthened, and new ones are prompted 

to grow along this path through the brain. This is called back-propagation because it is 

produced by feedback which goes backwards throughout the neural chain of activation, and it 

is called long-term potentiation for it is how our brains gain potentiation to have various 

capacities in the long term.  

 

Backpropagation is the form of feedback which makes learning happen. While the basics are 

simple, the way this works in practice is more complex. Thickening connections that it 

interprets as leading to successes, the brain reinforces some pathways over others, 

amplifying their signals over the din of what is otherwise a rather discordant form of what 

scientists often refer to as “neural chatter.” As it is much easier to prune away what is not in 

use than build new modules as needed on demand, infant brains start off massively over-

connected and wired in a relatively scattershot manner.mxvi Infancy is living with the neural 

chatter, a bit like static on a television, but as the baby's brain begins to produce wave after 

wave of pruning, those connections which lead to basic successes, which help it summon 

food or a smile from a caretaker, or which help it coordinate its body to sit up, are reinforced, 



while those which it does not use are pruned away or swiftly overpowered by those 

connections which are reinforced.  

 

One of the primary ways this occurs is by dreaming. When we dream at night, our brains re-

adjust our neural maps. Experiences from the past few days that were new or different or 

otherwise impactful seem to leave traces in the small bulb at the base of the brain known as 

the hippocampus.mxvii When we dream, the brain seems to activate the hippocampus in a 

rather random fashion, and this produces patterns of activation within the various maps within 

the brain linked to those traces in the hippocampus. Activation that is reinforced leads to 

strengthening of connections, while those which are not tend to fade away or become 

overwritten or re-purposed over time. Researchers have hypothesized that the seeming 

silliness of the narratives of many of our dreams are due to the fact that parts of our brains 

which try to compose narratives from events encounter the brain's process of partial reliving. 

 

Dreaming is in this sense similar to going through a notebook you may carry around with you, 

and transferring the most important notes, such as phone-numbers, to long term storage, 

such as a book for phone numbers. While most of this is now handled electronically, the 

metaphor still works, though some have suggested a video or audio-recorder might be a 

better analogy.mxviii While the maps of an infant likely start off rather randomly connected, with 

little other than the basic wiring of how to learn and map and connect these mappings, the 

relatively random, which is to say, blank, maps at the start are connected to different things. 

Some are connected to sensory connections, others to nerves within our muscles, some 

receive sensation within, others send impulses outwards to produce action. Two truisms of 

neuro-science sum up what happens next: “what fires together wires together” and “the brain 

is what it eats.”mxix 



 

While reinforcement learning is continuous, over time, we only encounter few new 

experiences, and each day, these are registered in the hippocampus.mxx While the 

hippocampus is slowly overwritten, it stores what Freud famously referred to as “the day's 

residue,” and in our dreams, we adjust our maps in regard to how the day's residues brings to 

mind various maps in our past, and the intertwining of these leads to some connections being 

strengthened over others.mxxi Our maps then adjust accordingly. When my hippocampus fine-

tunes all this at night, it may take my experience of a particularly unusual tree and activate the 

patterns in my brain for tree and that particular unusual shape and color. If I remember seeing 

wasps near that tree, and they made me frightened, the associational links between the maps 

for that shape and those for bees might be strengthened in relation to networks that pass 

through my amygdala, which produces fear hormones. That way, when I see that particular 

tree next time, I may also think of bees, and walk away from the tree, in case the wasps have 

a nest there.  

 

While adults tend to encounter less and less that surprises them as they age, and such fine-

tuning is mostly consolidation, during the first few years of life, the brain goes from a largely 

random set of connections to a far more specialized organ. The infant is a sponge, and what it 

absorbs is the structure of its environment. Those aspects of its brain connected to its sense 

organs begin to “soft-sculpt,” as researchers often say, around sensory information, 

increasing their capacity to abstract what seems essential from there. Those connected in 

multiple directions to muscles map the body and its capacities, along with what it feels like to 

exercise these. Specialized nodes, such as the amygdala, hippocampus, thalamus, basal 

ganglia, hypothalamus, all of which likely arose early during the evolution of animals, tend to 

have one or a small handful of specialized functions that keep things on track.  



 

What keeps the infant learning, however, is that it craves that rush of dopamine in the right 

place and time, a chemical which not only impacts focus, but serves as a reward for learning. 

All the brains neuro-modulators play multiple rolls, as there are multiple receptors and sub-

receptors for neurotransmitters at varying points on neurons, making it possible for neuro-

mods to play multiple rolls, and in combination with parts of the brain which do varyingly 

different things. The dopamine rush that the infant craves, and that all humans crave when 

they feel they did something right, is nature’s reward for a job well done. Cocaine and many 

amphetamines are ways to artificially create such a state, a rush of dopamine, even if such a 

short-circuiting of nature’s mechanics in this way tends to be rapidly addicting and highly 

dangerous, as the brain will then down-regulate to compensate, which leads the cocaine user 

to feel highly depleted of dopamine, and hence, absolutely miserable, needing increasing 

amounts of the chemical to get back to even a normal baseline, digging in deeper over 

time.mxxii  

 

What this reveals, however, is the role our neuromodulators play in motivation. The only 

reason we do much of anything is because of what neuroscientist Gerald Edelman refers to 

as our “value systems,” those rushes of chemicals which nature provides us when we do 

things that evolution has programmed us to want to do. Bonding with other humans, I get a 

rush of serotonin and oxytocin, while when I accomplish a difficult task, I get a rush of 

dopamine. My body works to avoid pain, of course, but much of what makes life pleasureable 

is tied to neuromodulatory systems, and with this, the desire for these states. We eat, we 

have sex, we try to accomplish difficult tasks, we try to fall in love, all because these feel good 

in and of themselves, for their own sake, and this is because we have been evolved to value 

these things because those that valued these things were those in our evolutionary pasts 



which were able to survive.  

 

But why does serotonin feel like well-being, why does dopamine feel like accomplishment? 

Because they do. To ask beyond this would be to ask why certain frequencies of light feel 

green to us (an issue which will be address, of course, a few sections later). That is to say, 

these molecules do not represent well-being or accomplishment, rather, they are these 

feelings, at least, in relation to our neural systems, bodies, and worlds. We evolved to want 

these molecules to keep us going to want such molecules. Take the example of sex. No 

matter how complex our intellectual pursuits, or the heights of our technologies, and yet, sex 

runs the globe today still in so many ways. We invent the Internet, a second brain to humanity, 

and a huge portion of it is there for porn. Sex sells more products than nearly anything else. 

But in an age in which humanity can produce far more food than it needs and build incredible 

computing machines, we still yearn to rub glands together, far beyond the needs of 

reproduction.  

 

But why? Isn’t this a silly way to spend one’s time, one which doesn’t lead to anything most of 

the time anyway? Eating at least is still needed, but humans have sex simply for fun, and are 

one of the few species on the planet that seem to do so.mxxiii Humans are also one of the few 

species to produce art, to pretend, life, to be altruistic, or to be cruel, or mourn death, even if 

such behaviors are seen in various ways amongst various species with more complex brains, 

including ravens, dolphins, primates, and elephants. It is likely that this has something to do 

with our ability to make our desire more labile and multifaceted, and detach this from mere 

survival. Sex feels good, of course, because it feels good. If one doubts this, one simply 

needs to do this to get a sense of why.  

 



Evolution is full of exaptations, of course, a term coined by evolutionary biologists to describe 

the ways in which traits evolved in response to one set of environmental pressures can then 

be picked up by evolution and put to other ends, particularly once they become vestigial, but 

not always, and this is how over-determined aspects of our evolutionary development arises. 

Sex has become a crucial way to bond, and to keep ourselves doing this or that, to make 

ourselves more attractive, and to sublimate sex in a huge variety of ways. Sublimation, the 

channeling of one form of desire, often a simpler one, into more complex forms, is perhaps 

the very stuff of evolution itself. Freud argued something similar when he hypothesized 

sublimation was the genesis of art, and repression the source of “civilization” and “morality.”  

 

Without framing matters so brusquely, there are many reasons to think that exaptation of the 

varying ways in which evolution pressures us to do this or that is a large part of how culture 

arises. To quote a brilliant formulation by cognitive science researcher Thomas Metzinger, 

“the hedonistic treadmill is the motor that nature invented to keep the organism running ... we 

are this structure."mxxiv None of which is to say we should all behave like mere hedonists, at 

least, unless by this we mean something like what the Dalai Lama has suggested when he 

has said that selfishness is not a problem is we are smart about our selfishness, for if we are, 

we will realize that maximizing our long-term happiness can only come about when we give to 

others.mxxv Altruism is cooperation turned into principle, and principles are helpful in guiding us 

towards action when there are limits to our knowledge, which is to say, in most 

circumstances. While altruism can be naïve, developing a society in which that is not the 

case, in which we can trust others, in and through institutions, is one of the greatest issues in 

the world today.mxxvi  

 

Cooperation is precisely what has made it possible for humans to succeed and come to 



dominate the globe. Our most successful strategy in this world is to learn to better work 

together, and this is what some of our value systems are trying to get us to do with their 

hedonistic neuro-modulatory bribes. But there are other neuro-modulatory currencies which 

are far older, and these, mediated by the amygdala, set the fight-or-flight reptile brain, so to 

speak, against the social brains which humans evolved later. Old habit die hard, but our 

survival as individuals and species depend on us learning to learn to cooperate faster, 

especially as our technological capabilities gives us ever more massive capabilities even as 

our neuro-modulatory systems have barely changed in the last half a million years.mxxvii  

 

While we have recently developed medications which are able to alter our neuromodulatory 

balances, our brains nevertheless soft-sculpt in relation to our environments, those of our 

early childhood most of all. Investing in early childhood care is investing in the future in more 

ways than one. It can be seen, in many senses, as a form of coming to self-consciousness, 

not only as individuals, but as a species, as we try to soft-sculpt ourselves more intentionally 

to be less destructive of each other in the future. The ways in which our neuromodulatory 

systems, often referred to as the limbic system by brain researchers, intertwine with our 

neural networks is a crucial part of understand what makes us what we are. If our neural 

networks explain what we are thinking, our limbic system helps explain, why, and to what 

ends.  

 

 

 

Chapter 4: The Brain’s Neuro-Relational Networkings 

 

Weaving Neural Sync 



    “... the self is not the infamous homunculus, a little person inside our brain  
    perceiving and thinking about the images the brain forms. It is, rather, a   
    perpetually re-created neurobiological state,”  

        - Antonio Damasio.mxxviii  

 

When feedbacks of various sorts come into balance, often across levels of scale, this is what 

is often called sync. The study of feedback was a crucial development in forms of science 

which looked to examine not how individuals within any systems perform on their own, but 

how they give rise to systems which are more than the sum of their parts. Life, for example, 

cannot be understood simply by examining the individual molecules which bring it about, for 

these molecules can be found in many non-living systems in nature. What makes these 

molecules able to live is how they networkingly intertwine together, and across multiple levels 

of scale. Feedback of information and action produces complex resonances between layers, 

making it possible for these varying systems of molecules to come into dynamically balanced 

interactions. This is what is meant by sync.  

 

The science of complex systems tracks precisely how sync emerges in a wide variety of 

phenomenon in the world, from physical to living to cultural systems.mxxix When economies 

have sudden runs and crashes, for example, this is because the hopes and fears of many 

investors  come into sync, often not due to the intentions of the individual investors, but 

because they are reacting to similar conditions in the world beyond markets, or perhaps the 

hope or fear of other investors because a sort of “self-fulfilling prophecy.” A massive jump in 

the market occurs when all the feedbacks are amplificatory, and a crash when they are all 

inhibitory, but in normal market conditions, there are various forms of balance whose vagaries 

are incredibly difficult to predict. This occurs, however, because the market only measures 

one factor of a comlexly intertwining set of systems, while an organism is a form of sync 

which has innumerable such axes all in dynamic interplay. A market's value is as helpful a 



reading, and as abstract a reading, as taking the temperature of a living organism, something 

which only ever says so much.  

 

Sync is the means whereby form emerges from non-form, and this tends to happen in 

conditions with enough variation of materials, differing forms of intertwining, meta-stable 

conditions in energy and change, often bordering “on the edge of chaos,” and multi-level 

feedback between levels of scale.mxxx From such a perspective, physical systems can come 

into self-perpetuating sync as life, and life can further potentiate its emergence by means of 

creating a meta-stable state, as seen the sorts of sync produced in complex brains. It is 

easiest, however, to understand sync in regard to some basic examples.  

 

Certain types of fish form massive schools, often when they encounter predators. Predators 

often find it is quite difficult to catch individual slow fish when any attempt to do so ends up 

with an entire school of fish swerving around them as one, or smacking them in the face with 

a collectively emergent appendage. Slower fish get caught up in the current of the school, and 

there is real evolutionary advantage to the group to behave this way. That said, there is no 

leader or coordinator of such schools. They arise spontaneously, from everywhere and 

nowhere within a swimming group of such fish, if in reaction to shifts within the environment. 

When there is no predator, fish in such a group will swim in various ways, and it is possible to 

extract from this some basic rules which each fish seems to follow. Don't get too far away 

from the group, nor so close you bump into other fish, and if you see either is likely to occur, 

swerve your swimming based on what you see to try to correct this. When such rules come 

into contact with different circumstances, such as the emergence of a chasing shark, the rules 

shift a bit, for they now include swerve away from the shark, and as this new rule begins to 

interplay with the others, the fish start to school.  



 

Such behavior can occur at other times, however, when the conditions are right, even without 

a shark. Scientists have tried to models such behaviors with mathematical differential 

equations, and were quickly frustrated, there are simply too many variables and complex non-

linearities form which make such an approach quickly unworkable. But they came to realize 

that such phenomena could be more easily studied by simulation.mxxxi Computer models were 

produced which had virtual fish, and each was programmed to follow some basic rules in 

terms of how much to swerve, how fast to swim, and each had varying ranges of vision. But 

adjusting the parameters, eventually, researchers were able to get their virtual fish to schol 

just like fish in the real world, and then compare the rules and limitations of their virtual fish 

with those in patterns of observation.  

 

Such methods are now prominent in many fields of science, and are generally used to study 

how systems emerge from widely distributed contributions of many agents into collective 

behaviors which are more than the sum of their parts. The regular swimming patterns of the 

fish do not resemble those of the large schools, nor the rules at play. The limitations are 

different. It is not possible to predict the form of the schools by analyzing the behavior of the 

individual fish, and they do not seem to have any ability to coordinate via long distance 

communication to tell their “friends” to swim in a particular way. But just as water will 

spontaneously form a whirlpool if the conditions are right, so it is with fish and schools. Local 

interactions of many agents following basic local rules produces patterns of feedback which 

amplify and inhibit certain forms of behavior, and these begin to intermodulate, to impact yet 

not fully determine the behaviors of each other, starting from smaller to larger groups.  

 

Eventually, the entire group modulates the behavior of the individuals, even if that group is 



nothing but the balanced intertwining thereof. A whirlpool pushes its individual molecules as 

much as pulls, and the individuals contribute to the group which is now a collective agent of 

its own, more than the mere sum of its parts, for the vortex does not resemble the parts in 

form or in aggregate. A school of fish does not resemble an individual fish, after all, nor the 

swimming of a school the swimming of an individual fish. But just as “the wave” emerges from 

a sports stadium seemingly on its own, arising, mutating, and falling, and in a manner which is 

distributed and spontaneously, so it is with many of the most powerful and interesting aspect 

of our world, such as living organisms, their evolution, and complex brains.  

 

Each time a new emergence comes about, such as a school of fish or a whirlpool, this is 

because the behaviors of the individuals have come into states of balanced feedback, or 

sync, and sync is nearly always multi-level. If the atoms in the molecules of a water molecules 

weren't in sync, they wouldn't be able to support the coming into sync as a whirlpool, and if 

the atomic forces shifted within these water molecules, the whirlpool would likely scatter. If all 

the fish suddenly had heart attacks, they school would collapse. For more complex forms of 

sync to emerge, there must be sync between multiple levels of scale which contribute to its 

formation, and between a situation and its environment. In such conditions, however, sync 

becomes self-potentiating.  

 

Within the brain, neurons are continually pulsing, and they pulse faster when they receive 

more inputs of pulses from other neurons. When all the neurons pulse at different rates, the 

result is what researchers often refer to as “neural chatter.” The neuron are pulsing, but all in 

their own way, like a crowd of people all talking in small groups. Such small groups, however, 

sometimes start a chant, or sing a song together, and were this to happen, they would begin 

to come into sync. So it is with neurons. When populations of neurons, due to feedbacks and 



inhibitions between them, pulse at the same time, they are said to be in a state of sync.  

 

Many researchers now believe that when groups of neurons pulse together in this way, this is 

what it “feels” like when we have an idea. The brain's pathways, the neurons, are made of 

living wires, wires that pulse. The strength of the connections shifts over time by means of 

backpropagation/LTP. What this shifts is the relative strength that a particular pathway in the 

brain has over others, its ability to be heard above the disorganized neural chatter. The 

stronger a pathway, the more amplifictaory connections and the fewer inhibitory ones to other 

pathways in the brain, the more likely will be able to get others to come into sync with it. While 

all neurons pulse from time to time, they pulse more quickly when they are activated more 

powerfully and rapidly by the often thousands of inputs from other neurons.  

 

When I see something blue, for example, this lights up particular retinal sensors, and these 

light up particular connections in my optic nerves and visual cortexes which correspond to this 

color, and this results in them pulsing faster, hence putting out more pulses, which is to say, a 

stronger signal. If their signal is strong enough to overcome the cacophony of other signals, it 

may be able to sync up with other signals that code for shape, size, etc. If these all start 

pulsing in high intensity, and are able to come into sync with each other, then the neural 

equivalent of a schooling of fish, flocking of birds, or emergence of a whirlpool will come 

about. I may recognize a blue book on the shelf in my room out of the corner of my eye.  

 

Neural Architectures, from Memory to Abstraction 

 

Many of the brains more complex ways of producing neural feelings arise by means of the 

different ways in which sync can arise in the brain. Often neuroscience only gets so far in 



terms of studying how the brain “really does things,” in part because the ability to study brains 

is only in its infancy. That said, artificial intelligence research have recently made use of forms 

similar in so many ways to how scientists have produced flocks of birds via simulation. By 

means of such artificial neural networks, or ANNs, the massive recent advances in machine 

learning have come about. It was once imagined that recognizing faces would be in the far 

distant future, but by means of using simulated brain-lets with particular architectures derived 

from simpler simulations, Facebook's facial recognition algorithm rivals humans in the ability 

to recognize the faces in photos.mxxxii Personal virtual assistants like Siri and Contessa are 

able to understand human “natural” language in ways that many imagined all but impossible. 

Google's Deep Dream software can be trained to look for a given image, and then when 

shown another one, it will project the first image into the second at multiple levels of scale, 

producing “projections” which look like the paintings of those done under the influence of 

psychadelic drugs, or experiencing psychotic states, indicating powerful similarities between 

these technologies and various human states, even at their limits, in ways that are leaps and 

bounds beyond the rigid forms of machine learning of old.mxxxiii  

 

The reason for their successes is they are not trying to reproduce human style behaviors by 

means of traditional forms of computing which are serial, linear, or coded.mxxxiv Rather, they 

produce simulated neurons, and teach them to learn as one would teach children. The 

networks are set up with initially random weights, not unlike the rather random distribution of 

connection strengths in infant brains. Whatever random weight gets closest to what a “trainer” 

deems a correct answer is then reinforced, as in a living brain, and as such, the network is 

able to learn. By trial and error, researchers have studied the emergences which do or do not 

happen, and learned what tends to promote them and get in the way. In this, a series of 

primary 'wiring diagrams' have emerged, corresponding to certain basic aspects of human 



style thinking, such as memory, abstraction, associtaion, and others. In the human brain, 

these are generally intertwined, however, but these basic wiring diagrams have made it 

possible to develop more complex ones which combine these functions, and it is these which 

have produced many of these more recent advances.  

 

Today, some researchers view neural networks as taking two forms, living and artificial, and 

view the study of these as one field of science. Certainly advances in neuroscience have fed 

into those of artificial neural networks, but now work in ANNs is also feeding back into those 

of neuroscience. Much of what follows draws from both of these fields and the emerging 

convergence between these, even if these insights will of course manifest in regard to a more 

encompassing relational frame, one which is often implicit and emergent in such fields by 

their very nature, but often not explicitly thematized as it will be in what follows. Few textbooks 

in this field present these materials in quite this way, however, because I am organizing the 

materials into meta-concepts (ie: feedback versus pinching) that can relationally linked up 

with others in this project. That said, nothing presented here is in contradiction with the 

findings in these fields. This section is a bit more technical than preceding ones, but readers 

should feel assured that the sections after will present themselves in such a way that they can 

be understood fully on their own without this section, even if this will fill out the underpinnings 

of what it to follow in a substantial way.  

 

Neural network researchers have found that ANNs produce something like recall memory 

when they are fully connected.mxxxv That is, take a network of, say, one hundred virtual 

neurons, and then connect each to all the others, a massive number of connections, of 

course. Randomize the value of each, and whether the connection is amplificatory or 

inhibitory. Then present a pixelated image to the network, such that where there are dark 



pixels it will make the neuron to which that pixel is linked fire, and where there is a light pixel, 

it will not. Upon presenting the image, the network will engage in quite a bit of “neural chatter” 

before reaching an equilibrium point. Then reward whatever connections matched with the 

image once this is done, shifting the strength towards amplificatory feedback.  

 

Repeat this for many rounds, and eventually, after the period of chatter, the network will 

always produce an image identical to that of the image.mxxxvi What is more, if you trigger any 

random connection, now that the network has this memory “stored” within it, this random 

connection will also lead to neural chatter that will lead the system to reproduce the image, 

this time without the image itself being present. There is now not only matching memory, but 

recall memory. Memory is in this sense produced in this way by feedback which is complete 

with in the network, but of varying type and intensity.  

 

If one looks in the pattern of connections, one will nevertheless find nothing that resembles 

the image itself, but rather, only “neural spaghetti,” a mess of wires.mxxxvii The pattern is not 

stored like a photo in an album, or a book on a shelf. Rather, is recreated, each time, by the 

dynamic interplay of the connections. What is more, if some of the neurons are damaged, 

often intentionally by researchers to test things, the others will often pick up the slack, and if 

the network is connected to a separate output network to match up with the image, so long as 

each member of that output network is connected to each within the memory network, the 

whole image will appear.mxxxviii  

 

For what the memory network memories is not a mere one-to-one relationship, then, it is not 

merely matching pixels to neurons, and in fact, nothing of the sort. Rather, it is memorizing 

the patterns of relations, of parts of wholes. This can be seen if instead of memorizing one 



image, for example, of a face, it is given two different faces to memorize, and rewarded if it 

gets any thing right in regard to either face. So long as there are a substantial number of 

neurons involved, the network will not be able to reproduce face A when shown face A, and 

face B when shown face B, recognizing in a sense which face it is shown, but if it is shown 

partial or distorted versions of these faces, it will present the whole face, “guessing” based on 

partial information.mxxxix If the network is damaged, so long as it is large enough and memory 

and output networks are separate levels, there is no one-to-one relationship between the part 

of the network damaged and the part of the image to which it corresponds, but rather, a 

degradation in the level of detail of the whole.  

 

Researchers have also learned that if they create several networks of this sort, and weave a 

handful of connections between them, each memory learns to memorize its given tasks, but 

the networks as  whole begin to associate. That is, If you teach a variety of networks to each 

recognize images of individual animals, and weave a few connections between these 

networks, if you present an image of a cow to one network, it may also light up the network 

responsible for horse, but is unlikely to light up the one that memorizes fish, which is more 

likely to trigger than for whale. This is based, of course, upon visual similarity in a case such 

as this, but this nevertheless shows that rote memorization is formed by fully connected 

feedback, while association by “weak links.”mxl 

 

While such experiments increase the size of a network, all this breaks down if things are too 

reduced. If the network is too small, it will not be able to distinguish the faces, or will produce 

a hybrid in both cases. If one face is presented and reinforced, then another, the network will 

“forget” the older face over time. If too many faces are presented to a network, it will start 

making a lot of “mistakes” and eventually lose its ability to produce coherent matches for 



anything. This is why, researchers learned, feedback is not enough. What is needed it 

modularity, and layering. Facebook was able to recognize faces with its algorithm by 

producing a massively layered approach, mimicking the format of the visual cortex in this 

sense. Lower levels recognize low levels features, such as continuous versus broken lines, 

while higher levels recognize groupings from the lower levels, such as groupings of lines into 

shapes, grouping of shapes into assemblages of shapes, assemblages of shapes into faces, 

faces to names.  

 

What made this possible is a series of other crucial neural breakthroughs which researchers 

have learned. One of these is that which, in what follows, I will refer to as neural “pinching.” 

Researchers learned that if one wanted to get a neural net to sort through a varied set of 

inputs and outputs, no matter how much you wired the two layers, these networks would not 

be able to learn certain types of distinctions, at least, until they realized to put a layer in 

between these, the so-called “hidden” or “deep” layer, and all networks which use these, 

nearly all in contemporary AI today, are called forms of “deep learning,” to such an extent that 

the word in the popular press for ANNs is generally “deep learning.” What makes the hidden 

or deep level special, however, is that is “pinches,” and this is what makes it possible to 

extract groupings and categories from the materials an use this to sort them.mxli  

 

For example, say the input layer of a network is a series of neurons, each of which fires when 

the image of a particular animal to which it is connected lights up. The output layer of the 

network is connected to words for these animals. There are ten images of animals on one 

side, ten words for these same animals on the other, and each neuron in each layer is then 

connected to each in a middle layer of five neurons, the hidden/deep layer.mxlii The strength of 

all connections is randomized, a first image is shown, and if it matches up with the right word, 



a “lucky guess,” it is rewarded and the entire pathway through the network that got it there is 

strengthened. As this continues, the network will get more and more answers right, until it is 

always able to link image to word.  

 

The interesting part happens, however, when one plays with things a bit. For what does the 

middle layer do? If backward connections are now made between the middle layer and the 

input layer, it is easy to see what has been occurring. Trigger the first of the middle neurons, 

and it may light up both the image and word for dog, cat, horse, and pig. Trigger the second 

and it might light up whale and penguin. Trigger the third and it may light up penguin, chicken, 

and platypus. Trigger the third and it may light up chiken and hawk, etc. The middle layers are 

categorizing based on shared traits, in this case, four-leggedness, swims in wtaer, posesses a 

beak, has feathers.  

 

And so, if the network is then shown a new item not previously on the list, for example, a 

dove, it is likely to guess this is a chicken much more than a whale. Why? Because it has 

developed the abstraction for “has feathers,” and uses this to guess in regard to new 

information, applying prior abstractions to new situations based on similarities. This is a sort 

of meta-learning which requires back-propagation to be made possible, yet goes far beyond 

it.mxliii This is learning to do what cognitive science researchers would call extrapolate and 

abduct, or in more common terms, “reasoning by analogy.”  

 

The ramifications of this are massive indeed. To sketch the tip of the iceberg, it shows that 

concept formation is not necessarily something mental. Rather, it can be seen as the result of 

a type of diagramming. As Eric Baum puts it: “understanding is compression,” and what is 

compressed in this way is that which is relatively invariant in its dynamic interactions with its 



contexts.mxliv Compress neural flows engaging in reinforcement learning, and they will extract 

by means of the bottleneck what these share in common in relation to the contexts in 

question. Apply these back to incoming new information, and one applies abstraction back to 

the world, and increase the waves of feedback, and this process can literally show that 

understanding can be understood as a sort of diagramming in action, and not what it has so 

long been imagined to be.  

 

From Baum's perspective, a fish's body understands the water as much as a bird's 

understands the air, for they compress in their form how to come into sync with these. The 

more circumstances to which one can adapt, the more one has compressed, and in this 

sense, my genetic materials understand far more than my body does, for my body can be in 

one position at a time, but my genetic material can produce a body that can change its 

positions into many such positions, not to mention develop a brain that can come into sync via 

this body with far more.  

 

There are many more potential implications to such an approach,mxlv but returning to the issue 

at hand, it can be seen that conceptual abstraction and physical pinching, within the context 

and processes of neural systems, are varying aspects of the same, and likewise with fully 

connected feedback and the repetitions of memory. More uniform types of sync, while 

composed of weavings of intensities of amplifications and inhibitions, nevertheless bring 

about the repetitions of memory in such networks, while pinches, and associations can be 

seen as forms of pinching between more uniform forms of feedback such as seen in memory 

networks, give rise to abstractions which can sort, interpret, and rework these in various 

ways. Both of these learn, of course, by means of backpropagation. Rote memorization arises 

when everything is locked into the same pattern, while abstraction arises from particular 



bottlenecks within the feedback, and in this sense, the weak links of association, which are 

able to create associative links with concept-like aspects, can in fact be seen as pinchings 

between more fully connected memory networks.  

 

In many senses then, pinching and full connection can be two poles of neural logics. There 

are, however, others, and it will be helpful to examine these as well. Sometimes it is 

necessary to link temporal states over time, such as when one is trying to understand the 

meaning of a sentence. When one hears the start of a sentence, one needs to wait until the 

end of the sentence to understand the full context and hence meaning of words at the start. 

Researchers have found that a sort of directional feedback makes sense then, with each 

node in a line network connecting to all those after it, with those at the start being fully 

connected, and those towards the end only to what is after them. The result is the earlier state 

is “held in memory” until the final one, making such temporal unifications possible.mxlvi  

 

One of the most powerful forms of neural architecture produced is that which was discovered 

by Teuvo Kohonen, and is generally called a Kohonen network after him, but more technically, 

it is referred to as a “self-assorting feature map.” If there is a candidate for a neural 

architecture which is likely similar to that at work in the human cortexes, it is this one, and it is 

this sort of network, in several layers of layers, which made it possible for Facebook to 

recognize faces. A Kohonen network combines the full connectedness of memory networks 

with the pinch of categorizing networks.mxlvii  

 

This is done by means of two layers. The first is a full connected memory layer of the sort 

already described, with each neuron connected to all the others. The second layer, below or 

above, really a matter of preference, is then the “Kohonen layer.” This layer has each of its 



neurons connected to all those in the memory layer, even as these are all connected to each 

other. The number of connections here is truly astounding, but as there are more connections 

in the human brain that stars in the known universe, there are connections to spare. If the top 

layer in a Kohonen network is one in which all the neurons are connected to each other, those 

in the second, Kohonen layer, are each a pinch of the entire memory layer network.  

 

The result is astounding. The neurons in the multiply-pinched Kohonen layer are said to 

“name” the states of the memory layer, for they now extract abstract concepts for them. That 

is, trigger any neuron in the Kohonen layer, and it will create an entire state of the memory 

layer corresponding to it. Each neuron in the Kohonen layer is in this sense a concept, and 

these concepts will produce associations and sort in relation to each other by means of their 

indirect linkages through the memory connections. This is all terribly abstract, so here is an 

example.  

 

Let's say the memory layer is presented with a series of images of animals. The Kohonen 

network does not merely memorize the pictures of the animals such that it can reproduce 

them, guess at them based on partial data, or other capabilities of the more basic networks. 

Nor do they merely categorize by type. Rather, they map. The more frequently a particular 

animal image is shown to the Kohonen network, the more nodes it takes up in the Kohonen 

layer. Animals are broken into categories, as in the pinching networks from before, but this is 

now represented spatially, with animals deemed similar grouped together. If shown a lot of 

cows and few horses, the space in the neural mapping for cows, the number of nodes in its 

neural territory on the map, will be large and horses small, but these will be far away in the 

map from fish and whales, which will be close to each other.  

 



Kohonen networks in this senses map for frequency and similarity based on as many 

conceptual axes as, ultimately, there are nodes in the map's Kohonen layer. What is more, 

Kohonen networks do this “for free,” which is to say, no-one needs to teach them how to map, 

they simply do this. The concepts arise as emergent phenomena, so long as one reinforces 

whatever tiny random pixel gets things right from random settings whenever it does. One the 

basic architecture of the wiring diagram is set up, all one needs to do is “teach” the network 

like one teaches a child. All the rest of the sorting moves from there, and the concepts 

“emerge” on their own from there.  

 

This was put into practice by Facebook, whose facial algorithm copied the architecture of the 

visual cortex which researchers have learned is composed of self-assorting Kohonen style 

feature maps which go from micro to macro levels of scale, from edge detectors at the 

bottom, shapes in the middle, faces at the top, and many layers in between.mxlviii The outputs 

of one level are the inputs for the next level, each synthesizing the results of what came 

before this. A few tweaks were needed of course. A sort of averaging is needed between local 

groupings, so that even if a face was turned sideways, the network would know that the 

relations between the feature in question had not shifted, only the angle of presentation, and 

likewise with color shifts.mxlix This was produced by providing yet more feedback, in 

overlapping sections, such that each group of nine or sixteen neurons in an area would 

average their results before passing them on to the next layer.  

 

The one other addition is a matching algorithm between layers. Such an algorithm is often 

performed by traditional computation, because it is so simple for a traditional computer to tell 

if the information coming up from lower levels matches those coming down from higher levels, 

and once trained, the information flows in both directions. This is because the network's 



guesses needed to flow down the network towards the raw data from the face, and the raw 

data, which is being recognized in increasingly larger chunks, needs to work its way up to the 

top. When they meet in the middle, micro-features and macro-features matching, a 

recognition is achieved. The name at the top layer matches with the composite shape layer, 

which match with the shape layers, the micro-shape layers, and the edge layers, top and 

bottom in resonant feedback and sync between layers of scale.  

 

Such a matching algorithm is a simplified version of what neuroscientists believe exists as 

“cortical columns” in human brains. While neurons are the most crucial component of brains, 

many researchers feel that the cortical column is the primary “functional unit” of the cortex,ml 

the parts of the brain that are not specialized nodes like the amygdala, and are hence where 

more general “thinking,” to use a colloquial term, arises. Cortical columns essential are 

matching algorithms. They are bi-directional feedback machines. What they try to match is, to 

use terms employed by neuroscientists, inputs arising from “lower” parts of the brain, those 

connected to sensory and motor connections, and “upper” parts of the brain, those which are 

more abstract, global, and not connected to the outside world.mli  

 

Lower networks produce raw data from the outside world, and upper networks produce 

predictions which try to match up with these. Both meet in the cortical column. If they match, 

multi-level sync is produced, and if they do not, an error message is produced which causes 

the brain to look for sync in other patterns of connections. As the brain explores all of these by 

neural chatter, it searches for matches. What makes all of this work, however, is that the 

cortical columns are organized into the very maps we have already described, which is to say, 

rather than individual neurons, the Kohonen-style self-assorting feature maps in the brain do 

not have neurons as their units, but cortical columns. And so, along with mapping by similarity 



and frequency, matching from more abstract to more concrete, and searching for alternative 

matches when things don't work, is what they do.  What we likely refer to in everyday speech 

as “thinking” is likely the result.  

 

Recognition via Sync 

“... the world is not the sum of things which might always be called into  
 question, but the inexhaustible reservoir from which things are drawn,”mlii  

      - Maurice Merleau Ponty, Phenomenology of Percpetion.  
 

Let us now return to forms of neural feeling. What likely happens when I recognize an object? 

For example, let us say I see a splotch of green out of the corner of my eye. I slowly turn my 

head, and the image begins to become clearer, and eventually, my head reaches a point at 

which the image is quite clear, and I feel a sense of recognition in myself as I realize I am 

looking at a book I had been looking for. Let us now describe neurally what is likely to have 

happened here.  

 

Sensory data begins to arrive at my sensory cortexes, in this case, my visual cortex, present 

various micro-features, such as edges and colors, and these are grouped into formed shapes 

and textures and other more complex feature sets. Raw data ripples upwards, and guesses 

ripple downwards. But up and down are not merely linear. Multiple related gueses move down  

the networks, each trying to link up with the incoming data, and each time a match is 

produced by a segment of a guess moving downwards through the network and data moving 

upwards, more guesses vanish. Eventually, when a match is produced, guess and data 

intertwine as emergence not unlike that of a whirlpool, the neural flows coming into sync and 

multiple levels of scale, all the neurons pulsing together, and when this happens, a signal is 

not sent by the top cortical column to those around the rest of the brain to let them know their 

guesses are correct.mliii  



 

Many researchers believe that the brain's structure, not only in the visual cortex, is produced 

by self-assorting feature maps. These maps learn by reinforcement learning 

(LTP/backpropagation), but are wired in such a way that they memorize whatever is shown to 

them, and sort these into maps. The territories of the maps are larger for a content which is 

shown more frequently, and contents which are similar are grouped together, those which are 

different are kept more distant. If one is mapping the Roman alphabet, for example, “pointy” 

letters like complex pointy letters like “M,N” would likely be near others like “W” and simpler 

pointy letters like “V,” and far from curvy letters like “O” or “U,” while a letter like like “B” might 

be between “W” because it has two points like the two bumps in “B,” but also near “R” for its 

single bump.mliv The maps are often multi-dimensional in such ways, with multiple axes of 

similarity and difference, depending on the size of the map and sort of data in question.  

 

Scientists believe there are maps of this sort for nearly everything in our brains: maps for 

micro-features like colors and textures, meso-level features like faces, and even for concepts 

abstracted from these, such as groupings of animals, chemical elements, and even hyper-

abstractions like philosophical concepts.mlv Somewhere on a map, there must be a section for 

notions such as truth or love. This does not mean there are tiny words in the brain, nor tiny 

pictures in the head. Nothing of the sort: there are no signifiers nor images in the cortex, 

certaintly not in anything like a literal sense. Rather, there are patterns of activation in living 

wires, and nothing more.  

 

How does neural spaghetti produce concepts from sync? If I think of a highly abstract notion, 

such as love, I am activating many sections of my brain's many feature maps, and in ways 

widely distributed throughout the brain. This is part of what has frustrated the attempt by 



researchers to isolate simple “neural correlates of consciousness,” or NCCs.mlvi If I think of 

love, brain scans will show massively distributed patterns of activation in my brain, and if I 

think of truth, over massively distributed patterns, with little ot make sense of the differences, 

similarities, and often partial overlaps. The patterns of activation are hardly localized, and call 

up networks in sensory as well as motor cortexes, and if one tries to understand this in a 

more isolated manner, one will only be frustrated.  

 

This is because if I think of a notion of love, this triggers maps in massively diverse parts of 

the brain. Memories of my family members arise in my mind, and the shapes of their faces 

lead to activations in my facial recognition maps, as well as in the color maps for the colors of 

their hair and eyes, and maybe the colors of various clothes they wear. Deeds that were full of 

love come to mind, and may trigger aspects of my motor cortexes which map my bodily 

states, not leading to triggered actions, but because my brain remembers past actions and 

imagines future ones by activating its maps of my body but blocks the execution of these 

actions until I am ready to choose to perform one. Love is also a word, of course, and to think 

of love, my brain will likely also activate the parts of my brain that map different types of 

sounds, and particularly those precise differences necessary for understanding the English 

language, and also the maps in my brain which differentially map visual squiggles of the sorts 

used to compose letter. There will likely also be activations in maps for related concepts, like 

groupings of emotions, words that make me happy, and any other abstract groupings which 

my brain has found it useful to map.   

 

When I think of love in a top down, intentional sort of way, I likely trigger one of the nodes in 

my abstract concept maps. Scientists believe that we have many such maps of nearly 

anything, often mildly divergent versions of similar mappings, each of which competes for our 



attention and use. And so, likely in more maps than one, activation flows downwards and 

outwards, trigger associations, some of which amplify each other and their aspects and others 

which inhibit. Other happy emotions are likely lightly triggered as associations, and more sad 

and angry ones inhibited. Since there are so many associations for such an abstract concept, 

many of these are incompossible. When I try to think of all my family members at once, their 

features will cancel out in a haze or blur, and so it is with trying to think of something with so 

many features. Love feels hazy to me for this reason.  

 

Let us say, however, that I told to think of a tree. I feel a mental image of a tree form in my 

mind, and perhaps hear or see the word “tree” in a sort of mental speech or writing. I may 

also feel something more vague, but the visual and auditory feelings involved are due to the 

fact that the word tree has reached into my visual and auditory cortexes and stimulated bits of 

their maps. I am not hallucinating, because this sort of top-down activation is driven by 

abstraction, and is unable to fill out all the lower levels which provide the texture and detail 

which arise when I am really seeing a tree, and there are none of the hazy cancellations that 

occur between types of trees I have seen and which all want to be aspects of the image that 

forms in my head.   

 

The image I see in my head at this moment is that of a tall tree, likely some sort of hazy 

composite of an oak or a maple, the trees I see most often in my part of the world. If I am then 

shown a picture of a tree, say of a small Japanese maple bonsai tree, something else occurs. 

Sensory data ripples up my cortexes, from concrete to abstract, disrupting the downward 

reaching projections of a hazy maple-oak tree, taking different pathways now, but ending up 

in the same places, linking up finally with where tree resides in my concept maps. A different 

pathway, and a different set of ways of syncing up abstract and concrete. Rather than 



proceeding via green brown, I weave through other colors, and instead of tall, I weave 

through small. So concrete and abstract intertwine, and when there is multi-level sync, I feel 

that as recognition.  

 

I can of course explore my maps in a more abstract ways.mlvii I can think of tree, and then this 

can lead me to plants, forests, memories of camping as a child, my dislike of soil getting in my 

sneakers, the smells of a campfire, etc. I am running my neural fingers now across the maps, 

and keeping in the background incoming sensory data. Because these explorations involve 

the majority of my attention, they link up with the networks in my pre-frontal cortex which hold 

five to seven spots for working memory, and bring these into sync with these bits of maps 

being explored.  

 

There are no maps, however, for individual memories. Memories in the brain are not stored 

like books on a shelf. Memories are always recomposed on the fly, recreated each time from 

the raw materials of the feature maps.mlviii Maps and meta-maps of massive complexity, 

divergence, partial overlap, and feedback and inhibition, this is what our cortex is. Sensory 

maps and motor maps, and massive associational maps, and those responsible for the 

massive mental workspace of attention, the five to seven slots in working memory,mlix all 

woven together by the central node of the thalamus, which functions as “traffic cop” but also 

“searchlight” that mediates what needs attention, and where attention goes.mlx  

 

While in a state of reverse thinking about camping as a child, however, I may be jolted into the 

present by something that needs attention. My dog starts tapping on his food bowl, and it is 

empty. The jarring sound pulls me out of my memory of camping as a child, and at the 

recognition of that sound, associational linkages are triggered that flow in many directions. 



Clanging metal reminds me of many things, but this particular sort of clanging metal reminds 

me of my dog's bowl, and my head turns in the direction of my dog's bowl in my living room, 

and I see the bowl, and my dog playing with it to get my attention. My brain had many 

guesses as to what that noise could mean, and they flooded towards my auditory cortex to 

meet the incoming sense data. But knowing I was in my living room, the guess that it was a 

train was inhibited, and that it was a fence was inhibited by knowing I wasn't outside, and so 

quickly I knew it was my dog's bowl, confirmed by the visual recognition when my head turned 

and saw him there playing with it.  

 

Memory-Prediction 

 

The parts of my brain are always trying to guess what the others will do next, and such 

predictions are flowing constantly from one side of my brain to the other, forms of what 

researchers call afference and efference copies, but which one researcher, more colloquially, 

has termed “memory prediction.”mlxi In many senses, this is what the brain spends most of its 

time doing, namely, its parts try to guess what the others will do next, and this is what keeps 

the whole system in sync in a radically emergent way. Here some of the central truisms of 

contemporary neuroscience meet up: “the brain mostly talks to itself,”mlxii  it is said, but what it 

talks about is due to how “the brain is what it eats,” and “what fires together wires together.” 

mlxiii 

 

The brain talks about what the other parts are going to do next, and only a tiny fraction of its 

connections link up to sense organs and the motor organs. Mostly what the brain learns from 

is its own predictions of what its own sections will do next, and how these sections will 

respond to inputs from the body, and how these create changes in the outside world which 



ripple backwards as new perceptions. That said, the brain's continual inner predictions are 

what occupy most of its time. Sensory inputs are far more minimal in their influence than 

many may imagine, and researchers often describe the brain's dynamics as being modulated 

more by outer stimulus than anything else. Like a storm hesitating between pathways, a small 

obstacle on land or a minor current in one direction or another can provide a tipping point 

between the varied dynamic “attractor states” which call to them, just as the various 

imaginings of potential actions or ideas do for us.mlxiv  

 

The predictions produced by the brain are the result of reworking shards of memory. Just as 

recollections are produced on the fly from reassembling them from webs of features, bits of 

maps of colors, textures, shapes, sounds, concepts, etc., so it is with guesses and 

anticipations of future states. I see my dog by his bowl, and I imagine potential responses. 

Neural fingers explore these, and I feel my mind doing this.mlxv These may bring up images to 

mind, and some may concretize into full scenes, such what it would be like to go over, pick up 

his bowl, and fill it, others continuing to type away, and my dog starting to bark, and me 

getting annoyed at him. As these two images tend to cancel each other out, I feel more a 

haze of images, but I do feel impulses to do this or that at a more volitional level.  

 

This is because my brain is lighting up and exploring regions in my motor cortexes.mlxvi I do 

not feel my muscles moving yet because all these are currently blocked by a veto-command, 

and I will move only if one of these movements gets the “go ahead” to turn this possible action 

into executed action.mlxvii But my brain makes multiple uses of its resources in this way, and 

so, the same cortexes linked to my muscles have out-going neurons which create motions in 

my muscles, as well as incoming neurons which feel my muscles moving, giving rise to the 

feeling in my body as it moves, and my brain uses these to map my body, its musculature, 



and its potential movements.mlxviii For just as I can explore my concept maps in a state of 

reverie, so my brain can explore possible actions by producing varied associations in regard 

to its maps of my body, and the memories of states of this body in motion, and the new 

perceptions to which these gave rise. Massive layers of feedback are needed, of course, to 

imagine that if I walk over to my dog's bowl and fill it, dipping into my sensory cortexes to 

produce these images, various chains of events are likely to happen, and others if I do not. I 

feel pushes and pulls nearly in my body but not quite, as I weigh the options within me by 

running through associations between my motor cortexes and others in my brain.  

 

I start walking to my dog's bowl to fill it. I must have decided to do this, because I feel my 

body moving, even if I am not sure precisely what in me decided. Researchers have shown 

motor actions arise from the unconscious, even if they can be vetoed before the action takes 

place unless the action is a super-rapid reflex. Either way, it feels like something “within me” 

decided, and this seems like a good course of action anyway, and as I watch my limbs 

moving me across the room, I know the veto on this course of action was lifted, and this lead 

the exploration of my maps of my body's musculature which imagined what it would be like to 

walk across the room to have their veto lifed. The other did not, however, and they fade away 

as so many potential actions.  

 

As I walk, my perceptions shift, new incoming data rising upwards in my brain, new 

predictions downwards. So long as there is nothing surprising, I can still focus most of my 

attention on what I was writing about, and I let my muscles do the work for me. I do not need 

to think about walking in detail, because my brain downloaded the details of this movement to 

unconscious sections of the brain in my cerebellum long ago. All automatic movements end 

up here after being learned, and this section of the brain is far more automatic and efficient 



than the more creative networks of my cortexes, and this is because the cerebellum is wired 

in linear and serial, more like a computer, than the radical parallel and distributed architecture 

of the cortex.mlxix While the cortex seeks to understand, the cerebellum simply aims to do. But 

what the cerebellum does is triggered by the cortex, and so, the cortex says walk, and my 

cerebellum manages the details of making my legs do this, and I fill my dog's bowl without 

having to hardly think about this.  

 

Only if something doesn't match is my reverie about my writing disrupted. I pick up the bag 

containing the dog's food, expecting it to feel heavy and full, but my predictions do not match 

my experience, for the bag is empty. The sense of mismatch between expectation and sense 

data sends an alert signal out, mismatching predictions cast aside, new ones come to the 

fore, searching for a way to link up with incoming data, until there is a recognition that the bag 

is empty, and now a new cycle of such processes starts again.  

 

After I get more food from the closet and fill the dog's bowl, I can return to my work and start 

thinking more abstractly again. I start typing about love, and I think of my mother, and I 

immediately realize I forgot to call her back after seeing her message on my phone earlier 

today. When I was typing about love, this triggered a weak associational link. This may have 

taken many pathways to making me realize I needed to do something, namely, make a return 

call. There could be a top down recognition, such as if love leads me directly to mother, and 

then to the thought of calling her back. But sometimes this does not occur. I think of love, then 

I feel a strange sense of obligation, like I forgot to do something, and I pause and let my 

neural fingers wander through webs of associations. I feel something having to do with an 

obligation related to the phone, which brings me to the memory of a message there, and from 

there to my mother. This time, association worked its way up rather than down.  



 

There are, of course, particular groupings of cells in the brain that “name” particular concepts, 

in this case, “mother.”mlxx It should not be thought there are anything like pictures or words 

here, just neural spaghetti. In fact, the location is “empty;” look for something there, and there 

is no something, just relations. What matters here is not the thing, but the connections, for the 

connections in a sense are the thing, or rather, the way it is recreated.mlxxi When I trigger the 

grouping of neurons for “mother” in one of my maps, they trigger a downwards cascade of 

connections to a variety of more fine-grained maps. Most prominent in all these will be those 

related to the image of my mother, the color of her hair, the shape of her face, memories of 

things we did together, etc. All that is “at” the set of neurons for mother in my concept maps, 

however, is a set of connections to these associations, and those which connect to inhibit 

others, such as colors not related to her hair, other people I know that are not mothers, etc. All 

of which is to say that neural populations are no-thing but that with which they network, and 

so it is with the networks and their aspects as well.  

 

Neural Action: Beyond Reified Thinking About the Brain and Neural Self-Feeling 

     "Thirty spokes are joined in the hub of a wheel. But only by relying on  
     what is not there [nothing, the gap where they converge], do we have  
     the use of the carriage.”  

      - Laozi, Daodejing.mlxxii 

 

There are no representations, at least, not in any reductive sense based on resemblance, in 

our heads and anything in the outside world. This is why when you look at the structure of our 

brain under a microscope, it is all neural spaghetti, and nothing that looks like pictures of 

people and things, nor tiny little letters and words, nor bits of film reels showing what we ate 

for breakfast yesterday. When I play back in my mind what I did yesterday, this is a selective 

recreation. And it is composed not of particulars, as would happen if I recorded the scene 



exactly. Rather, my brain recomposed the scene on the fly from its maps, and these maps are 

composed only of general notions. The pea green in my color maps is that used for every pea 

I have ever seen, whether I am sensing it now, remembering it later, or imagining it in fantasy. 

It is the same bit of map I use when I see a toy truck painted pea green, or think of what it 

would be like if apples were the color of peas. The brain's maps are “superpositional” and 

“distributed” in this way.mlxxiii  

 

There are in this sense no atoms of meaning or significance here, only relative patterns of 

activation which mean this or that in situation.mlxxiv No single nerve cell means nor can mean 

anything in isolation, nor can it do much of anything. No population of brain cells means 

anything by itself, except in relation. The brain is centerless and decentering as much as 

polycentric and dynamically so. There is no one nor many in the brain, it is all multiplicities, for 

the brain knows no firm boundaries between its neural patterns nor the patterns of activation 

which can be produced within these.  

 

By means of backpropagation, however, a child learns to map colors in brains whose maps 

do not resemble colors, or have anything like colors in them at all. But how is it possible to 

map colors without using colors? There must structural analogies between how colors 

manifest in my world and the structure of the neural weavings in question. And it is likely that 

there are analogies which could be found between how green in the color spectrum differs 

from blue and yellow, and how green in my neural color maps differs from blue and yellow 

within these. This would have to account of course for issues such as color consistency, 

which is to say, the ways in which colors look different in relation to others, conditions of light 

and shadow, angle, and how our brains find ways to “correct” for this.mlxxv It would hardly be 

practical to look for such structural homologies, however, for each visual cortex would likely 



map this in its own way, even if there are likely resonances between these which it would 

likely be far too difficult to find even if one day we have the experimental tools to do so.  

 

Neural patterns can in a sense be seen as resembling aspect of the world not so much as a 

photograph, but more like a blue-print resembles the building it was used to help build. The 

blueprint does not necessarily look anything like the way the building looks to our senses, for 

after all, the building is made of brown wood, and the blueprint is blue ink on white paper. But 

there is a homology between their structures. Likewise, if I see my dog, recognize him, 

gesture to him, and he responds by walking towards me, there is likely a homology between 

the networks in my memory and how they weave with my body in relation to structural 

aspects of the world. I may be in error about some of what I experience, but if I walk over to 

my dog, put food in his bowl, and he wags his tail, I can retroactively conclude through the 

sync between these that the resonance between these patterns, no matter how abstract, was 

likely close enough to get my dog fed.  

 

The relation between our neural structures and what they tend to come into sync with in the 

world are abstract, and in this they resemble languages in some ways. For there is no need 

for a resemblance between the sound or written form of the word “dog,” “perro,” “chien,” and 

the furry barking creature out in the world. Words are only meaningful relationally, in relation 

to each other as dynamic system, for just as children learn, language is more than merely 

naming, but differential naming (i.e., “dog” means in part “not cat,” “not horse”), and beyond 

this, a functional potential within a system of interaction which has grammatical parts of 

speech, structures of call and response, gestural and behavioral cues, etc.mlxxvi Between the 

word “dog” and a dog in the world exists the whole language, culture, and embodied world 

presupposed in order to make that word sensible, and while the child may learn by one-to-one 



matching, this is necessarily superseded as it begins to see the whole which exceeds the sum 

of the parts of these words even as these are stepping stones into this.  

 

Taken on their own, however, the set of diagrams that make up the word “dog” are 

meaningless out of context. Unless someone can read English, knows human languages, or 

knows what humans and their perceptual and bodily capabilities are, they are unlikely to see 

any possible connection of any sort between the set of markings of “dog” and a furry barking 

creature. So it is with patterns of connection and activation within the brain. There is neither 

simple iconic resemblance nor indexical connection between neural mappings and what they 

link to in the world.mlxxvii Any set of neural connections of patterns of activation within these are 

only meaningful in relation to the rest of the brain, and in fact, the rest of the body and world 

of which they are either dynamic aspects (patterns of activation) or sedimented/potentiating 

channels (patterns of connection) thereof. And just as the reduction of language to 

assemblages of words misses the contextual and processural richness involved, from tone of 

voice to flow of sentences and meanings between these, the interplays with contexts, 

prosody, and so much more, so it would be a mistake to reduce neural mappings to anything 

like words, particularly as their forms of interconnection can be activated in patterns of sync in 

so many varied ways, disrupting attempts to divide them up this way or that in any more long-

standing or determinately fixed way.  

 

Returning to the child who learns to recognize the color green, it becomes possible to see 

how the child “greens” by syncing the splotch of color it sees with the action of saying the 

word “green.”mlxxviii This can of course happen pre-linguistically as well, in the manner in 

which, for example, a child sees a parent do something, and it imitates that action. Written 

and spoken languages are layered on top of such ways of syncing patterns of sensation with 



patterns of action which are deemed in sync with various aspects of the outer environment 

and reinforced in relation to this. Language is not composed of words any more than a 

highway is composed of exits. Rather, it is a complex weaving form of sync which uses verbal 

sounds and written traces to help this occur, and to reduce language to mere assemblages of 

reified words is a massive reduction.  

 

For rather than repository for static meanings or ideal concepts, the brain is a weaving of 

emergent forms of sync in action, at least, if one is thinking of the lived body rather than 

merely the physical one. As Merleau-Ponty says, troping on Maine de Biran: “consciousness 

is not in the first place a matter of ‘I think that’ but rather ‘I can’ … consciousness is being-

towards-the-object through the intermediary of the body … My body is wherever there is 

something to be done … the potentiality for certain movements … a system of possible 

actions”mlxxix If mineness can be understood as the way the lived body feels in regard to 

perception, this is agency, the lived body as active potentiality. There is no reason to imagine 

these as separate, for mineness in perception and agency in action are simply varying sides 

of the same, and when I play at a musical keyboard, I feel these interrelate my conscious and 

unconscious aspects in a flowing music-ing.  

 

It is an occupational hazard of philosophers, however, to imagine that there is less action in 

the world than otherwise, and hence it is good to constantly be reminded that we are rarely 

anything like the meditating observers of classical metaphysics. Our relation to our world is 

always in project, and as such, vectorial. I am always in the middle of doing, even if I am 

reading, thinking, or writing. Objects, even conceptual ones, call to me, and I call to them, in a 

game of call and response. In many senses, objects and myself are this calling and 

responding as much as anything else, and it is for this reason that relational thinkers, from 



Merleau-Ponty to Dewey, refer to the world as always already charged with tensions, with 

objects the perceptual handles whereby we grip and are gripped by the limbicly twinged 

vectors which we in part are.mlxxx  

 

All of this also accords with the notion that brains likehat possessed by humans are likely the 

evolution of simple neural reflex arcs for linking particular sensations with particular actions, 

such as those whereby certain very simple organisms move towards or away from light.mlxxxi 

As this becomes modulated by increasingly complex webs of feedback provided by neural 

nets, along with the capacity for sedimentation of feedback channels provided by 

backpropagation and the more complex forms of sync that cortical columns make possible, it 

becomes ossible to see how human styles of thinking are as much forms of action as 

anything else.  

 

From such a perspective, there is no reason to think that neural thinking or language in use 

are anything like assemblies of written words or photographic snapshots, or other relatively 

reified cultural artifacts which reduce the dynamic interplay of both of these in some quite 

radical ways. For sync is neither sameness nor identity, it is not matching nor a practice done 

with tokens or markers. Rather, it is a dynamic intertwining of actions which, as with flocks of 

birds or schools of fish, give rise to what is in excess to the mere sum of their parts, whether 

considered in terms of the actions in question or the bodies which perform these.  

 

Concepts are in this sense neural actions, supported by the sedimented diagrams of these 

which are the neural patterns of connections in the brain, which make it more likely that such 

habits will be recreated, and give them more strength relative to what is around them.mlxxxii 

The living wires are like patterns eroded by water which, when more deeply eroded, are more 



likely to become eroded more in the future and become rivers. Neural actions become neural 

habits, and concepts created on the fly tend to become concepts in feature maps, each 

potentiating the other, a process of reinforcement learning via backpropagation, so often 

described as the brain's “neuro-plasticity.” The process of concept formation is that which has 

traditionally been referred to as inductive, abstracting concepts from raw data, but its method 

of operation is fundamentally abductive,mlxxxiii which is to say, processes of thinking by 

analogy, and even induction is merely a form thereof, with deduction, likely more a dream of 

logicians with more rigid dreams of what they wish thinking should become according to 

dualist otherworldly dreams.  

 

Green is a neural concept, one which has more pull on my ways of thinking the more my brain 

greens in relation to stimuli, and reinforces its channels for greening within its neural 

networkings. If our concepts are seen as actions which help us come into sync with those in 

our bodies and worlds around us, however, there is also no need to worry about whether or 

not our analogies are exact, if there is a “one to one correspondence” with what is inside or 

outside, or whether we are thinking “logically,” whatever such a notice might mean. These are 

not standards which seem to matter to evolution which gave rise to the sorts of thinking our 

brains produce, after all, and such notions seem to give rise to all sorts of issues, as 

described in the introduction of this text which, if we are to emerge from the limitations on our 

current forms of emergence, we need to work to move beyond.  

 

What matters from a relational perspective is the extent to which my neural dynamics help me 

come into sync with my world in ways which help me thrive and develop, which is to say, to 

continue to emerge and sustainbly so, in relation to these. And so, when I use “green” in my 

brain's mappings to link what I see in a traffic light and the moving ahead with my car, and 



reinforce this over time, I am able to come into sync well enough with these aspects of my 

world, and in this way, this section of my color maps is not green, but manages to coordinate 

with outer greens, and as it is used to make predictions which sync up with incoming green 

data, it becomes an indissociable aspect of how green binds with lower level- neural 

impulses, such as those from my optic nerve and retinal cells, which bring these about. When 

I think of what I ate for dinner yesterday, and if this included peas, recollection of eating peas 

composes its particular scene from the general concept of pea green in my color maps, the 

shape of the peas irregular circularity from my shape maps, and so it is with any of my 

particular memories. This is in part why eating peas is so much more vivid and full than 

remembering or imagining doing this, for the lower networks are activated with all sorts of 

details which are precisely those abstracted away with upper level generalities.  

 

When I see real peas, however, I link the generalities with the particulars, and in this sense, 

objects of my experience are always between. They are neither fully within nor fully without. 

They are a pattern of sync, and at innumerable levels of scale. My upper level predictions 

sync up with medium and lower level ones, produced by incoming pulses from my optic 

nerve, retinal cells, photons, and the peas these bounce off of, and when I recognize these as 

peas and eat them, my actions come into sync with that which is around me as I bring 

nutrition into my body, don't drop the peas on the floor, and no “error” message of lack of sync 

are generated. If I drop the peas on the floor, there is a lack of sync, but I can still get them, 

wash them, and eat them, and in this, sync up my nutritional and my financial needs, not 

wasting some good peas.  

 

But this particular shade of color that I feel mentally is nothing but the dynamic inhibition and 

amplification of other such feelings in my brain. That is, this shade of green in my color maps 



is nothing more than the knotting of amplifications and inhibitions at this particular place within 

my neural networkings. It was formed because of how these interact with connections to 

particular sets of inputs from particular retinal receptors which are activated by particular 

frequencies of light. When I activate this color by thinking of it, predictions flow downwards to 

my retinal receptors and upwards to the shapes of peas and army soldiers. It only makes me 

feel that shade of green because it inhibits my feeling other colors, amplifies related ones, 

calls up to mind objects and other aspects of my world which had these colors, and links up 

with neurons that create weavings of inhibitions and amplifications between inputs from 

simpler neural components, such as those from retinal receptors  

 

Each color, and in fact each such feature in a one of the brain's feature maps, is “empty” on 

its own, and if you look at its location in the brain's maps, there is nothing there but what one 

finds anywhere else in the cortex, just nets of wires.mlxxxiv Look for firm reifications, and one 

will find only networkings, for the feeling in question does not arise from a thing or a reified 

anything, but rather, dynamic interconncetions and how they dynamically weave the other 

dynamic weavings they do, the pushes and pulls and knottings of these, in particular ways. 

When these particular networks sync up in activation, it is like when a whirlpool arises in a 

pool when a drain is opened, for the whirlpool is neither the individual molecules of water nor 

the hole which opens between them, the pool around them, the drain beneath them, the walls 

which enclose the pool, the air or gravity which pulls down upon all this, nor the forces which 

intertwine as the molecules in question and knit them together as they do. Rather, it is the 

intertwining, and open up any seemingly reified or reifiable knot within these, and one will find 

more of the same, which is to say, networking.  

 

So it is with molecules of water, whirlpools, and neural networkings, if each in their ways. Just 



as flows and eddies slowly coalesce, so various patterns of neural pulsing finally coalesce 

into sync like a cloud of fireflies firing in sync.mlxxxv This dynamic pulsing which emerges from 

the flows and their feedbacks of amplification and inhibition coheres from the neural chatter, 

and in regard to the contexts and processes in question, this intertwining is what pea green 

feels like. Isolate this neural networking from those around it, as if there were such pre-made 

boundaries, and isolate it from body and world, and it would never have been able to come to 

be in the first place, nor find a meaning in application back to them. 

 

All of this is also quite different from how serial and binary computers operate, and any 

dreams humans have had of being machines are misguided in the fact that the fastest 

computers humans have are but highly limited shadows compared to the human brain. 

Computers are good precisely at what humans brains are not, and in this, we tend to be 

amazed by them, but they are ultimately highly limited and rigid. The computers we have on 

our desks and in our mobile devices are incredibly fast calculators that, despite how much 

their interfaces work to simulate multi-tasking, can often do only one or two things at a time, 

can only function atomistically, representationally, and need to be coded by systems that can 

learn on their own.mlxxxvi  

 

If computers are calculators, human brains are prediction machines. We abstract patterns, 

and reinforce those that help us link sensation with action in useful ways in the future. Our 

brains and bodies are pluri-directional sync-seeking action machines, and while they produce 

traces which help them feedback aspects of patterns in past experience with those in present 

ones to impact future ones, these traces are not memories unless activated, nor is the 

thinking anything but the way of acting which it makes possible. While the differences 

between brains and computers cannot be addressed at length here, suffice it to say that 



brains are radically parallel, slower but near infinitely deeper than such devices, we do not 

match but rather sync, we guess and extrapolate easily while computers struggle to do this in 

any but the most rigid ways, we are distributed polyform feedbacking intertwinings while 

computers are centralized top-down tools with incredibly limited forms of feedback.  

 

Qualia, Binding, and the Issue of “The Thing-In-Itself” 

 

Scientists have long known that we contribute to our experiences of the world, shaping how 

the world manifests to us in ways which are indissolubly intertwined.mlxxxvii Theorists in ancient 

traditions across the world remark upon the unreliability of the senses, often to argue against 

relying upon external evidence in favor of the seeming indubitability of inner experiences of 

revelation, meditational or mystical experience, or even with Descartes, inner intuition. 

Western science, of course, has gone in the other direction, taking the empiricist bias of only 

taking what is intersubjectively verifiable as certain, and everything subjective as mere taint 

thereof. By emphasizing the inner or the outer, both have had to account for the messy middle 

ground of experience, often giving rise to massively contradictory formulations in the process.  

 

With dualism of the Kantian sort, whose firm separation of inner and outer worlds fit nicely 

with empiricist science in various ways, the issue is framed explicitly in terms of appearance 

and representation. Inner experience is a partial appearance which represents the world 

according to the filters inherent in the experiencing subject. Experience is one of 

appearances, representations of the world beyond. Combined as it often was with scientisms 

of various sorts, the result is a view of the world in which inner experiencers were seen as 

mere shadows and partial representations of a world “as it really is,” even if it then became 

impossible to describe how the world of inner experiences and that of physical matters could 



come together without producing all sorts of contradictions, infinite regresses, etc.  

 

The neuro-relational approach described here shows why there is no need for either the 

dualist models and their many issues, nor the more elaborate yet vague conceptual poetry of 

less dualist models of old. Firstly, so many of the differences between our abstract and vague 

imaginations and the concrete fullness of experience that arises from the world beyond the 

beyond now has a reason for being the way it is. When abstract and concrete intertwine and 

come into sync in this way across many levels of scale, what has traditionally been called 

perception occurs. All the richness of the concrete with all the precision of the abstract. There 

is also a coherent account here of how and why our projections reach out into the world and 

the world reaches into us. All the talk within prior models of reified inner images, 

appearances, or representations, so often imagined on the model of still snap-shot 

photographs that one could take when walking around an object from many sides, is no 

longer needed.  

 

Similar concerns arise in regard to questions of “quale” or “qualia” (the quality of our feelings) 

and how this relates to the so-called “binding problem,” an issue which has long confounded 

philosophers of more dualist persuasions.mlxxxviii Dualist philosophers often wonder why 

particular frequencies feel green and others orange in the ways we experience these, why 

soft things feel soft, and what it means to feel soft beyond soft things, and how it is that we 

recognize objects in ways which link up inner schemas and outer data, bringing together 

qualities in our mind with causes in matters. As it is clear that our experiences are at least in 

part due to our expectations, the form of our bodies, and the way we project our categories 

out in the world, how do we get these to come together in the right way, and so feel a green 

object as green, a soft object as soft, and an object as an object?  



 

Such questions cease to be urgent once one takes a less dualist approach to such 

concerns.mlxxxix From a more relational perspective, there is no radical difference in kind 

between inner and outer, mental schema and outer data, nor between feelings and shifts in 

our bodies networks. Our inner schema are just as material as the matters without, even if 

they are far more abstract and part of far more complex systems.mxc Our feelings are simply 

how our complex material systems feel from within, and so, there is no need to match up 

inner feelings and material causes, as if these were two radically different kinds of 

substances, from distinct realms of matter and mind. Green feels as it does because that is 

how the networks in question feel from the inside when they network as they do, which is to 

say, they are their own justification and reason for feeling as they do, and to feel green is to 

know that the greenness of green is something one can only sensibly question so far without 

either going in circles, of finding oneself knocking up against a binary which creates issues 

which do not need to be there. The justification for why green feels green is that this is what it 

means to green.  

 

As for the binding problem, outer data rises from our sense organs to sensory cortexes, and 

predictions move downwards to meet them. When they come into sync, this is how binding 

happens. We do not bind to some unknowable object in a realm of reality “as it really is” in a 

realm of “things in themselves,” for how could we know other than what we experience? If my 

experience is out of sync with the world around me, I will have others which will hopefully lead 

me to reassess my interpretations of my experiences, and this will help me better come into 

sync with my world. Experience cannot be wrong, only interpretations of it, and these 

interpretations are as much neural actions as any other. If an experience is ambiguous, so it 

is, and I may change my interpretation. If I see a brown blur out of the corner of my eye, I may 



think it is my dog, but when I turn my head to see more clearly, I see it is really a brown pillow 

that has fallen from my couch to the floor. If I try to play a game of catch with it, such attempts 

at sync will be disappointed.  

 

How do I know if what I imagine to be a single object may not “really” be many, or if my 

experience line up with with what is “really” going on in the world “as it is”? From a relational 

perspective, there are no need for such confounding questions. I have never experienced 

anything like a world “as it really is,” nor objects “in themselves,” and so these are moot 

questions. I have experienced situations in which I re-evaluate what I thought I had 

recognized, or how I had interpreted what I experienced, differing degrees of the same. And in 

this re-evaluation, I realized there are interpretations which better serve my attempts to come 

into sync with these interpretations.  

 

When I first see a brown blur out of the corner of my eye, however, I may even “project” dog-

like features on it, and at first, my brain may find a “match” between my guess that what I am 

seeing is a movement by my dog, and to such an extent that I see dog-like features in the 

blur, because sync arises between my “guess” that I am seeing my dog with incoming sense 

data of brown blur. But once my head turns more fully, the sense data which continues to flow 

into me disrupts the feeling of sync, and the raw data now comes into sync with neural 

interpretations of this as a brown pillow which fell off of my couch.mxci We commonly say that 

my first experience was wrong, but it would be better to say that my interpretation was off, for 

experience cannot be wrong. And all experiences are interpretations in their ways, for they 

are intertwining actions. The contributions from within intertwine with those from without, and 

at multiple levels of scale and relative determinations of boundaries between inside and 

outside. From the perspective of the optic nerve, after all, retinal receptors are closer to inside 



than outside.  

 

Does this mean that when I see the pillow as a dog the object changes? Better to say my 

experience changes, and that is all there is. I often say that there is a pillow, and I mis-saw 

this. Such ways of speaking make sense in regard to more pragmatic attempts to bring my 

sense of what is going on into sync with those of other expereincers, and a friend may say 

that from their perspective, it always looked like a pillow, because as it fell, they saw it from 

the center of their vision. Our experiences can come into sync, however, if instead of trying to 

feed the pillow, we instead struggle over it to better playfully hit each other over the head with 

it.  

 

There are times in which interpretations of aspects of the world may differ, particularly if our 

bodies differ. My eyes see differences between certain colors that others do not, and so, 

doctors sometimes refer to those who do not as “color-blind” because there are fewer who do 

not see the color differences than those who do. But who is correct? This is a ridiculous 

question, one prompted by the desire to interpret the world reductively, whether these 

reductions are material or ideal, both of which lead to similarly problematic logjams of the sort 

which were critiqued extensively in the introduction to this book. Rather than question which 

of us is correct, we potentiate emergence in our world more powerfully when we leave such 

questions open, and the world and its potentials for differences with this. My friend and I can 

coordinate even if we see colors differently, particularly if we use shape rather than color to 

communicate, and such forms of sync allow us to emerge more than well enough, without 

needing to resort to the reductive formulations which give rise to all the baggage which arises 

with atomistic dualisms and dualistic atomisms and the form of thinking and doing which 

these promote, so many ways of closing down potentials in our world.  



 

This is not to say that there are not critiques of relationalism which can help explain why many 

have been loathe to follow its path and preferred dualism instead. For example, if matter and 

mind are seen as two ways of seeing the same, and the capacity for feeling is not something 

like a God-given realm of humans or living beings alone, but one which arises from the 

intertwining of matters in the world and how they are felt from within, then the capacity for 

feeling must be part of the fabric of the world itself. As such, atoms and molecules would be 

seen as very basic types of feelings “feelings,” even though they clearly cannot feel in  

anything like the complexly recursive ways in which animals or humans are able to evolve 

and learn, developing dynamic systems of abstraction and feedback, concept extraction and 

memory prediction, such as seen in genetic and neural systems. Another aspect of 

relationalism that is seen as unacceptable to some is that the potential for difference must 

come from the stuff of the world itself, rather than some radical elsewhere. If the stuff of the 

world itself is seen as self-differing, as having the potential for emergence as part of what 

makes it what it is, even if this can only be unleashed in regard to how it differentiates and 

intertwines, which is to say, by means of networking, this can account for this.mxcii  

 

While dualists tend to regard such notions with horror, as the introduction has worked to 

show, relationalism has many advantages over reductive atomistic dualisms, and as such, if 

these are the drawbacks, I for one am quite glad to have them, as they unleash rather than 

reduce potentials for emergence in our world by opening our relation to it rather than the 

reverse. Some of these ramifications may require rethinking how we understand some 

aspects of our world, but these and their implications are beyond the scope of this text.  

 

Networking Awareness 



 

Returning more directly to the concerns at hand, what then of conscious awareness? Surely 

this is a special sort of feeling. In many ways, awareness can be seen as a sort of attention. I 

know that I was born in Brooklyn, New York, but I have lived in Berkeley, California. But I am 

not always thinking about these. A few moments ago, I was thinking about sublimity, and now 

I am thinking about the places where I am lived. My attention shifted, but in a way more 

radical than before. My attention was so distant from Berkeley, California, it was not even 

currently part of my awareness, as is said. It is always there for my awareness to reach to, as 

part of my memory, and I must be connected to this always in some way as a capacity, for I 

can always feel back to my memory of having lived in Berkeley. But most of the time, this is 

so far in the background of my attention, it does not even feel like it is a part of my feeling at a 

given moment, and I say that I am not conscious of it.  

 

This is similar to when I am sleeping, I do not seem conscious of my body, and I am often so 

absorbed in my dreams, or my brain has even slipped into a state in which its firings are 

relatively relaxed, so much so, we say that my awareness has temporarily dissolved. An 

abrupt sensation to my outer body will rouse me, and a minor one may become integrated 

into my dreams. My body is still in communication with my brain, but so weakly, it takes 

greater effort to break through its thresholds of awareness. This notion, of a threshold of 

awareness, is one which researchers use for various experiments. A researcher may cover 

my eyes and put tiny pressures on my the skin of the back of my hand, and ask me to tell 

them when I feel something.mxciii The pressure have to increase to a significant degree before 

I will “notice” them as sensations, and the same with all my senses. My body is physically 

impacted, but even if I am trying to pay attention and look for certain sensations, they may not 

be strong enough to enter my awareness.  



 

If conscious awareness is a thought of attention, however, what makes it attend to certain 

portions of my brain over others? One might think that if one could find the part of the brain 

from which it emanates or arises this could provide some clues to such questions, but no 

matter how much researchers have tried to find anything like a seat of “seat of 

consciousness” within the brain, or even “neural correlates” of this or that particular thought, 

all the evidence points to the fact that consciousness, as well as any ideas of which might be 

aspects of such a conscious awareness, are highly distributed states in the brain.mxciv Brain 

scans of those who emerge from sleep, for example, indicate massive shifts, but they are 

more global, and it seems dancingly so around the brain, continually lighting up varied 

segments of the brain.  

 

For the brain activates in parallel, many directions at once, with widely divergent flows of 

feedback inhibition and amplification. As mentioned earlier, if I think of a dog, the color is likely 

to come from color maps, texture from texture maps, doggie smells from odor maps in 

olfactory centers, the name of a chlidhood dog from associative cortexes, but think of a parrot, 

and similarly dispersed yet mostly non-overlapping segments of similar maps are likely to be 

called up. It is, however, possible to say where consciousness seems not to be. Researchers 

believe our brain is continuingly dipping into and out of parts which are not currently 

conscious.mxcv I am not conscious of all the ways in which my visual cortexes pre-process 

what I see, for example, how it fills in the blind-spot, or how it flips the upside-down image on 

my retina so that it lines up with spatial orientation cues from my other senses. I cannot 

consciously access the parts of my brain which keep my heart beating or my digestion 

moving, or at least, if I try to subject these processes to my whim, they keep doing their own 

thing.  



 

There are, however, alocus of areas in the brain that are always activated during 

consciousness, even if the peripheries always vary. Many researchers believe that it is only 

when ideas come into sync with the largest pattern of sync in the thalamo-cortical circuit of 

the brain at any given time that they become part of conscious awareness, and in this sense, 

that conscious awareness is likely the result of an ever-shifting set of branches off from the 

center of this largest pattern of sync, which they have come to call the “dynamic core.”.mxcvi 

This core is always centered around the roughly triangular path between the thalamus and 

the front and back ends of the brain, but the fringes are always radically varied. Smaller 

patterns of sync in the brain are ideas trying to gain access to the core, trying to bring their 

rhtythms and that of the core into sync. When they do so, they meet, an idea entering 

conscious awareness and vice-versa, each changing each qualitatively. To use ideas 

presented in the preceding sections, ideas percolate up from my unconscious, little neural 

“vortexes” within the fluxes of my brain, and when they join up with that of the largest 

“whirlpool,” the formerly disjunct neural “birds” in question begin to “flock” together, and the 

“flock” of awareness swerves thereby.  

 

When I am conscious of thinking of my dog Puggle, there is a pattern of sync between parts 

of my brain's maps with the micro-features of the color of his fur, the sounds he makes, his 

smells, his habits, his name, and also whatever else I am currently aware of, such as what my 

eyes are looking at, even distractedly, as I think of my dog, the sounds mixing in with all these 

from the ambient noises, no matter how backgrounded these are in my awareness, and all 

these are held in a distributed tension of mutually reinforcing pulsing. But there are always 

calls from other parts of the brain, there are sections of pulsing that are speeding up or 

slowing down and breaking away from the sync of the dynamic core, even as others are trying 



to join, and as this happens, my thoughts and sensations shift.  

 

When I think of the dog my dog met yesterday in the park, the neurons which come into sync 

to give rise to the image of this other dog in my mind have been triggered by associational 

links from those of my dog, and in such a way which through triggering feedbacks and 

delimiting inhibitions begins to pulse in ways which, like runners on a track, at points call each 

other into sync, only to pull or push away. And so, when a sound abruptly jolts me out of 

reverie of thinking about dogs, my attention shifts from memory to the present. My working 

memory networks link up with those of my present surroundings, and my awareness searches 

for the cause of the sound in my more immediate realm of sensations, and I realize that my 

dog has knocked something over in the other room. The exterior sensations stole the 

attention from my inner ones, even as the continual waves of feedback keep the whole 

system on its toes, always checking in with its parts, keeping touch with background and 

foreground so as to be able to shift within these, sometimes because of my conscious 

choices, other times because I cannot help but listen to the neural pull towards sudden loud 

noises which tells me that they often need to be attended to.  

 

In all of this, I feel my brain feel my body feel the world beyond it, and in such a complex 

manner that there is an emergent feeling of mineness which is more than the mere sum of its 

parts. The dynamic core of awareness is what it feels like, from within, to be weaving these 

together in such a way by means of sync. The largest component of sync in my brain at any 

given time is what I feel most directly, and everything else only as a sort of push or pull, a call 

in this way or that which attempts to arise from my unconscious or my sensory inputs to pull 

my dynamic core in this way or that to attend to other parts of my brain and come into sync 

with them instead while dropping others, often in regard to which they were mutually 



exclusive.  

 

Awareness is how this sort of networking sync, with all its feedback and inhibitions, its 

projections and guesses, matchings and searchings, explorations and cancelations, all its 

recreating of memories and imagining of potential future states, its memory predictions up 

and down and sideways, feel like the from the inside. I always seem to have my bodily maps 

as part of this, as well as my incoming sensory inputs, as well as the ego-image I have 

abstracted from my bodily maps, and many other branchings beyond this. I am not reducible 

to any of these, but rather, are a continually dynamic reweaving process of intertwining how 

each of these intertwines with aspects of my body and world beyond.  

 

In this, the distinction between conscious and unconscious seems simply a matter of how 

sync is able to get all of this to work, and the shifting around of our conscious awareness 

within the living wires of the brain's pulsings, a pattern of coherence shiftingly emerging from 

the neural chatter, is it feels like to swim in such a roiling sea. The dynamic core dances 

around the brain according to a polyrythmic symphony which feels like what we generally call 

conscious awareness. There is nothing like a dictatorial neural hegemony within this, for there 

is no absolute center, but rather dynamic and polyform weavings of weavings. The “dynamic 

core” shifts whenever it moves,mxcvii and as with water flowing over uneven terrain, the 

choices made by the flow are as much the result of the contributions of the water as the 

terrain.  

 

Awareness and Abstract Thinking 

 

Some of the ways this integrates with the rest of the picture at hand can be seen in regard to 



how this likely came to be, and in the process, it will be possible to tease out some important 

issues in regard to abstract thought and the pre-frontal cortex. Many researchers believe that 

nervous systems seem to have largely emerged to help coordinate movement across wide 

swaths of a body, and link them up with sensors, and the rest seems to have evolved from 

this basis.mxcviii Torn between sensation and movement, most neural activity is likely in its 

simplest form just an equilibrium between thees two, requiring nothing humans experience 

such as consciousness, but rather action and reaction and whatever cross-talk promotes this.  

 

What largely differentiates the human brain from that of other animals is that the human brain 

has a massive pre-frontal cortex, the super densely connected part of the brain which 

produces the most “top-level” feedback.mxcix This section of the brain is not where 

associations, weak links between various sensory and motor cortexes, which is to say, the 

building blocks of memories, lie. Rather, it is a multi-purposes feedback machine within the 

feedback machine of our brains. Its goal is to produce massively complex waves of feedback 

in regard to whatever part of the brain has its attention at any given moment. The thalamus, 

that searchlight of attention, directs the pre-frontal cortex to whatever in another part of the 

brain it needs to focus on. In the triangle between the working memory of the “executive 

workspace” of the prefrontal cortex, the attention searchlight and traffic cop of the massively 

connected thalamus, and the cortical maps of the brains, from sensory to motor to 

associational, consciousness dances.  

 

But look within the pre-frontal cortex, as with any other parts of the cortex, and nothing solid 

other than networking is “found.” That is, there are only networks of connections which can 

help amplify the resources of a section of the brain's maps when the thalamus shines the 

search light of attention on it and amplifies it to the stage of working memory. We can then 



bring the most massive neural resources we have, those five to seven slots of working 

memory, to explore various aspects of the issues in question. To say our decisions “emerge” 

from there, however, would be to radically oversimplify. Most decisions seem to arise from the 

unconscious, at least to start, and only later get elaborated into reasons which we loop 

through our gut in various ways until we reach some sort of equilibrium, which is to say, sync 

between our various aspects, awareness and unconcious, gut and neural, far and wide.  

 

My dog's much smaller pre-frontal cortex, however, makes it very difficult to get beyond the 

immediate. He seems to show little capacity for long-term planning or counter-factual thinking 

of any sort. His actions do not indicate an ability to plan for anything more than a few seconds 

in advance. If I place a bit of food on the other side of a see-through obstacle, such as a 

grate, he will often keep trying to get to the food by going straight ahead rather than trying to 

get around it. He has difficulty imagining what could be the case if he did this, then that. I 

have never seen him, for example, use something in the form of a tool. That said, 

chimpanzees are known to retrieve food that is out of reach by using a stick to extend their 

arms, and ravens to make multi-stage plans, evidence of increase pre-frontal capacity.mc But 

what does this bring?  

 

What my dog is likely missing in part is the ability to negate. The “no” stage is a crucial 

cognitive landmark for young children two to three years of age, and once children learn how 

to say no, it quickly becomes their favorite word, for it applies to anything and everything 

equally, and gives the child a sort of universal power of refusal. It also likely opens up a 

massive new world to the child. As George Lakoff often says, if I tell you not to think of an 

elephant, you will, and this is because to neurally negate requires keeping in awareness that 

which is negated.mci And as Terrence Deacon brilliantly describes, when you can negate what 



is right in front of you, you hold it in your working memory, somewhat suspended, and then 

you can compare it with other states called up in memory which can provide alternatives.mcii If 

I am hungry, I can hold that thought in memory, remember I saw someone make a sandwich 

in the past, and go and try to do this on my own.  

 

“No” makes “counter-factual” thinking possible, which is to say, it makes it possible to negate 

the current state of affairs, and in doing so hold it in mind, and use this to “holding through 

negation” to make plans for changing the situation. I negate what is front of me, but I hold it in 

mind to guide me, as I probe set of actions which could fix things. Once I find one, this 

becomes my goal. I will make a sandwich. But I know the sandwich is not here and now, and 

if I just eat the cheese or bread, I won't really get the sandwich I want. I need to hold all the 

parts in working memory, negate them in a sense, and negate the sandwhich to keep holding 

it in my working memory as the goal, and all this to keep myself moving along the project of 

sandwich making. I need to negate the desire to eat it when it is halfway done, and only when 

it is done do I get to enjoy the panoply of flavors all at once.  

 

As Deacon argues, the acquisition of “no” is likely one of the primary moments of symbolic 

insight needed for children to learn how to move from understanding how to match words and 

aspects of their world and the complex system of language use. Language is not merely 

about matching, my dog can learn to match me picking up his food bowl to me getting him 

food, after all. But a child can learn than a “dog” is an animal and a “cat” is an animal, but that 

“animal” is not the same as “dog” or “cat” and neither are these the same as each other. 

Language is a tissue of complex negatings, in which the negation of the individual aspects is 

needed in order for the bigger picture to emerge.mciii I try to guess what my friend will say 

next, and as I do this, I hold in memory what they just said, negating the attempt to pin it down 



simply as meaning this or that, keeping its meaning partly suspended, not fully this or that, 

until the final words in the sentence provide context and retroactively produce a sense of 

meaning which puts my other guesses as to what was going to be said to rest.  

 

As the brain gives rise to ever more independent “images,” a process which likely arose from 

exploring potential actions and sensations in its attempt to predict and plan, the brain likely 

eventually develops a variety of maps of the body, including ones whereby it imagines what it 

must look like doing this or that from the perspective of another person. Such a neural 

adaptation is massively useful, for example, in order to plan multi-stage actions, such as 

making basic tools.mciv As William Calvin nicely points out, to make a tool, it is most often 

necessary to think of what one will do with it later on (ie: use a sharpened stone on the tip of a 

stick to hunt), something which is often much different from the process of making it (ie: 

sharpening a stone for a spear-head).mcv This requires imagining oneself hunting later, and 

keeping this image in mind, while sharpening the spear-head, and this requires the ability to 

think not only about what one will do immediately, but in the more long-term future, as if one 

were another version of oneself, a future self.mcvi  

 

Some astonishing experiments with virtual organisms have shed light on how such processes 

could’ve evolved. An artificial starfish connected to an artificial neural network was given the 

ability to randomly generate models of its body, along with the ability to use this to help 

coordinate the actions of its arms. By means of feeding back its projected actions with what 

actually happened in regard to virtual ‘sensors’ on each of its limbs, not only was it able to 

evolve a highly accurate body map, but to use it to coordinate increasingly complex actions 

that were not possible without this.mcvii It is not difficult to see how the rudiments of something 

like a body map, then an ego-image could evolve, including one which could be deployed by 



the dynamic core in various ways.  

 

Abstracting back from such mappings of increasingly abstract “future selves,” along with 

increasingly more abstract “past selves” from which one tries to learn what works and what 

does not, particularly when combined with images of the bodies of others, likely made it 

possible for the early humans to evolve something like the ability to think abstractly about 

themselves, and then to think about what was happening in such a process. Just as with 

infants, however, there is no reason to think such a species-wide coming to self-

consciousness, which some theorists famously hypothesized must happen in front of a mirror 

with a ratifying parent nearby, happened all at once. We are mirrored by so much of our world, 

from the smiles of caretakers as children to the bodies of others around us, and even beyond 

this, in the very form of our lived environments, particularly when sculpted by generations of 

prior humans.mcviii   

 

Gilbert Simondon argues that humans surround ourselves with “curtains of objects,” and 

riffing on this, Bernard Stiegler argues that each tool that early humans made can be 

understood as like a mirror.mcix Humans refract themselves in their intentionally made objects, 

and I say refract rather than reflect for such mirrors transform as much as simply depict. But 

through a refraction with a wide variety of aspects of the environment, from others and their 

gazes to tools and projects, the species and individual emerge, like a whirlpool, into self-

consciousness as their dynamic core is able to grasp its own image, and begin to move it 

around like a player on a chess board, and even abstract from this, and imagine that there 

must be some abstract core to all our actions and feelings, an inner anchor for our inner 

experiences similar to the physical anchor of our bodies within our experiences of the world.  

 



Likewise with even more abstract thinking. George Lakoff has produced masterly descriptions 

of how much the rhetorics of our intellectual modes of abstract argumentation show their 

concrete roots, and how they were likely produced by abstraction from far more concrete 

processes in the slow development of human evolution. In countless languages there are 

varied analogues of this, and in ways which show certain cross-cultural patterns, but in this 

case, English will suffice.  

 

When one argues, one often says they want to “build” the argument “up from reasons,” make 

sure it has a “firm foundation,” make sure all the parts of the argument are “in place,” and are 

not easy to “tear down.”mcx The legacies of our more concrete forms of bodily thinking can be 

seen in our most abstract terminologies, even beyond such simple examples. Lakoff and 

Johnson have even worked to show at length how even mathematical thinking, one often 

imagined as the most disembodied practices of abstraction, is full of such structures.mcxi Brian 

Rotman has similarly produced some incredibly rich arguments about how mathematics can 

be seen as produced from ever more complex abstractions in regard to our spatial problem 

solving as geometry, and our temporal substitutve problem solving, from counting to 

arithmetic to algebras, and derive all mathematical practices from hyper-complex meta-

abstractions from our bodily states.mcxii  

 

And does not all abstract thinking seem to derive from feedback between what we abstract 

from our senses, and what we abstract from how our bodies can react in relation to these, 

and the meta-abstractions which derive from these? I see something and I imagine various 

potential reactions. The further I get from my instinctual reaction, the wider I explore the 

weaker links of association beyond the strong pulls of my most common paths, the more 

widely my thoughts range. Henri Bergson, writing during the pre-dawn of modern 



neuroscience, in fact argues that the wider the gap between action and reaction, the more 

associations can interplay, the more freedom from instinctual habit is able to emerge.mcxiii The 

wideness of the gap here is not in a spatial or temporal sense, but more in a neural sense.  

 

I feel a pang of hunger, and I think of the sandwich I can make, but if I let my thoughts wander 

more broadly, I can remember the sandwich I made last year when I was writing about similar 

things, and how it used an ingredient I don't currently have at home, and how I should go to 

the store instead to get this because it tasted so nice. But if I go back to typing, I may pause 

again, and think of how the idea I am writing about reminds me of an abstracter concept 

instead. The more neural resources are available, the more abstract the meta-abstractions 

can become. I can move from thinking of moves in physical space to moves in conceptual 

space, I can move around concepts rather than objects, from rather concrete concepts like 

“animal” or “tree” to more abstract ones like “human” or “freedom” or “democracy.” The 

differences between these in many senses those of degree of complexity, but the precursors 

to such processes can be found in far simpler systems.  

 

But our awareness is not the same as our images of bodies, nor is the dynamic core of 

consciousness the same as the radically limited image of the body, nor abstractions derived 

therefrom. The abstraction of “ourselves” from our body images, our ego-image or images, 

are perhaps an attempt to grasp ourselves, but to take something like that as ourselves is a 

short-circuit of sorts, one which radically sells ourselves short. One could, of course, try to 

grasp awareness itself, but this is also a sort of short-circuit, if of a different type. As a pattern 

of sync, how can that further come into sync with itself? Countless meditators have put 

themselves in states in which they “rest” in pure awareness, but this can be described as 

ceasing to grasp anything in particular as much as to grasp the grasping of awareness, for 



there is nothing but sync to sync with, and if one tries too hard, one will simply get a 

headache.mcxiv  

 

This is not to say that my self is really my awareness, any more than my ego-image, body 

image, or anything else. They are all my selves, in varying ways, and while my awareness is 

likely the most mine-feeling of these, the dynamic around which the rest of these refract, what 

is it? Certainly not a thing. Not even a place, at least not a static one. A motion, a dynamic 

weaving, a networking, but one which is absolutely empty when removed from the contexts 

and processes which it weaves. A shifting twisting of world, and a fractal one which twists so 

many other twistings as its continually shifting twistingness. My awareness is clearly an 

aspect of me, as are the various forms of body image I may have, and the varying ego-selves 

I have abstracted from these, and my bodies and sub-bodies. All of these weave my 

mineness, each in their own way, of course, but to say one of them is me in any absolute 

sense is reductive as well, for I would not be the me I am continually me-ing without any of 

them.  

 

The “dynamic core” of conscious awareness dances within the maps of my brain, activating 

some segments then others with its neural fingers. It decoheres when I go to sleep, and 

comes back into pulsing rhythm when I wake to explore the slowly shifting webs of living wires 

with its near infinite fingers once again. Within this, patterns of sync compete to gain access 

to this core, and when they get strong enough to do so, I feel an idea unfold in my awareness. 

Ideas reach out to the core and the core to ideas in a massive emergently shifting networking 

which resembles a dynamic vortex, a whirlpool, in more ways than one. This whirlpool occurs, 

however, within patterns of activation within living wires, making possible looping feedbacks 

whose complexity dwarfs that of any other networks known.  



 

From the perspective described here, I feel my dynamic core of synced activation as it 

explores the topographies and topologies of my brain from within. Or, to put this differently, I 

feel my brain feeling aspects of itself in relation to how it feels aspects of the rest of my body 

feeling aspects of my world. In this, I nevertheless do not feel my brain from within the way I 

feel the rest of my body or world beyond, for the neurons in my brain are not sensory 

neurons, they do not “feel” light as retinal sensors do, or “touch” as those at the tips of my 

fingers do. All neurons are able to feel is their tension rise as more pulsing stimuli arrive from 

the often thousands of inputs arriving at any given nerve cell in the brain. All of our neural 

feelings arise from how this feeds back upon itself in various looping ways, our thoughts are 

how this feels when distributed complexly in waves of feedback feel our brains structures with 

“neural fingers” of a sort in relation to how our more distant “neural fingers” feel our bodies 

feeling their world from within.  

 

Why Objects are Experiencings Between, and Why This Matters 

 

Let us now address some of the ramifications of what has been described here in regard to 

neural feeling, starting with the question of objects. How much of what I experience is from 

pure sense data, and how much from my predictions flowing downwards? Not only is this 

impossible to say, but in many senses, a useless question, if one which has occupied so 

many dualist thinkers of experience for centuries. Do I experience my dog “as he really is”? 

How much do my thoughts mold what I experience, and how much is the result of the inputs 

of the physical world?  

 

If one frames such issues more relationally, fewer issues arise. I recognize my dog Puggle as 



my downward macro projections intertwine with upward micro sensations, and they intertwine 

to form a complex experience. Such an experience is an aspect of my word, a network 

composed of aspects which stand out in relief against a background of others, a process of 

intertwining intertwining with others, emerging from them, transforming in various ways, and 

then receding back into them as my experiential field morphs. When I look away from my dog, 

I no longer see him, and when I look back, he remerges. When he emerges in my experience, 

he is a slice or chunk of my world which stands out from it, like a whirlpool emerges from a 

pool of water. Just as the water swirling in a whirlpool may swirl in a circle from the left to right 

side of the pool and back, circling widely near the top of the whirlpool and more narrowly at 

the bottom, so it is with such an experience.  

 

While such analogy is partial at best, my experience of my dog as I look at him emerges as a 

networking between the impact of photons on my retinal sensors, the impact of these on my 

optic nerve, the sensory impulses this sends up my visual cortexes, and these meet with the 

downward projections I send to meet them. My experience is fully in between me and the 

world, and yet, there is no single or simple dividing line between these, or rather, there are so 

many jumps and divisions, but each only matters relatively. My eye is not my optic nerve, is 

not the lower level of my visual cortex, each of these is distinct, each contributes in its way, 

there is no massive gap between one type of stuff and another, types of stuff which have 

nothing in common with each other, such as body and mind.  

 

Macro-projections which attempt to recognize what I see flow down, micro-projections of 

sensations flow up, and when they meet, I get that feeling of recognition, and that meeting is 

like a handshake between me and my world which is my experiencing of Puggle, even as I 

and my world are likewise forms of such handshaking. Each neuron shakes the hand of the 



next, upper and lower levels of visual cortex as well, there is nothing in this set of networks 

that does not feel like it does other than because of what it networks. The handshakes are 

always composed of hands that are different in some ways, and similar in others, and when 

they come into sync, like birds in a flock or fish in a school, it is because their samenesses 

are able to intertwine their differences in ways which exceed the mere sum of their parts.  

 

Even to say handshaking is a partial analogy, as one tends to think of the hands as coming 

from different people. We whirlpool, we school, we flock, as our fish school with the worlds 

fish, so to speak, as my upper neural projections school with my lower ones coming up to 

meet it. As we keep moving in relation to each other, my body and my situation are continually 

unweaving and reweaving the coherencies, the whirlpools amongst the eddies of our 

intertwining in this sensation or that action, but from such grounds, objects and entities, 

actions and sequences, emerge, transform, and sink back into the pool from which such 

vortexes of coherence arise, morph, and fall. Objects in experience are continually created 

and recreated, as pulsating networks stay in rhythmic sync until conditions within or without 

move on. Objects are not static, but rather, moments of temporary symmetry and coherence 

within dynamic fluxes intertwining multiple layers of experiencings.  

 

Such interplays are not constrained to only concrete objects, even if more abstract forms 

therefore arise from abstractions from the concrete. From lower to upper level sections of the 

brain, there are color and texture maps, shape maps and aggregates of shape maps, maps of 

objects I recognize and sets of objects, and from the concrete, maps and meta-maps of 

increasing abstractions. Each map upwards maps by assorting patterns of similarity and 

difference in relation to frequency of occurrence of what is receives from its inputs, and its 

inputs arise from local linkages to maps nearby and more distant ones as well. While as 



infants these were likely all interrelated, as we age, through pruning and reinforcement, our 

brains have sedimented our preferred pathways, and yet, there are still so many divergent 

ways to get from one place in the brain to another, just as there is not any one place for nearly 

anything in the brain, but often multiple divergent copies of various mappings, each of which 

competes with the others for reinforcement.  

 

In this sense, we likely not only have maps of types of animals, but types of stones, types of 

trees, and even maps of highly abstract philosophical concepts such as truth or reality. When 

I say something is true or real, this is as much an interpretation as saying what I am seeing is 

my dog, named Puggle, which is to say, it is a neural action. This action takes place, however, 

in regard to the maps of living wires of neural connections, all of which are made of cells that 

only know to pulse faster when they receive more pulses, producing inhibitory and 

amplificatory connections in the process.  

 

It is worth going through how general and particular then intertwine in regard to how it relates 

with not only concrete experiences but also more abstract ones. Starting with a more concrete 

beginning again, when I see a tree, I see it in all its rich particularity, which flood my sensory 

cortexes. This activates the sections of various maps in my cortex for trees, brown, green, 

leaves, etc., and if these all come into sync, I say I recognize the tree. As I walk around it, the 

sensations shift, but in ways which still come into sync with my maps of trees, leaves, green, 

brown, etc., for my brain has learned to read perspective cues. The pattern of activation for 

the general notion of tree activates in sync with the shifting patterns of activation in my visual 

cortex produced by the way the shape and surroundings of the tree shifts as I move around it.  

 

If I think back to this experience later on when I am back home, there is no tree present, but I 



can call to mind that particular tree, with some of its leaves turning brown, the shape of its 

leaves indicating it is an oak, approximately thirty feet tall, growing from a square opening in 

the concrete in front of a house in the city of Brooklyn, New York. The same place in my 

concept maps for tree activates, along with those for the texture of the bark for this particular 

tree, the shape within my shape maps of the particular shapes of the leaves, etc. In this way, 

my brain links particular and general within my memory, not as recognition, but recollection. 

When I remember a different tree, a verdant maple tree from the spring, the same concept in 

my concept maps for plants for tree activates, but also those for bright green rather than dark 

green and brown for the oak.  

 

But when I think of the concept of tree as such, in the abstract, things become a bit cloudy. I 

may concentrate on the concept in the abstract, and my neural associations are then held to a 

minimum, or I may let my brain wander more, and different trees and aspects of trees will 

come to mind in turn, or in novel combinations as I explore the neural networks linked to 

those for tree. If I shift then from thinking about tree as a concept to the color green as a 

concept, I may experience my brain wandering between this color and the abstract and 

various green things or aspects. But the concept green is equally as general and abstract 

within my color maps as it is within my concept maps of plant types, everyday objects, living 

things, and whatever maps within which my networks for tree participate. There is no reason 

why a neural grouping need be within only one map, after all, and while scientists have found 

specific color maps in the visual cortex, and colors are basic micro-features, more abstract 

concepts, such as tree, are likely aspects of many partially overlapping maps.mcxv 

 

When I recognize something, I network some of my abstract concept maps with more 

concrete concept maps, bringing these into sync with those neural patterns produced by 



neural impulses from sense organs, and this dynamic coming into sync is likely how our 

brains link particular and general in the brain. This has often been described in regard to one 

of the other primary neural architectures in the brain, those of cortical columns. Cortical 

columns work to match stimuli between maps. More abstract mappings generally enter 

above, more concrete below. When there is a match, messages ripple in both directions to 

pass along the information of each, while if not, messages ripple out in various directions, 

often leading to further attempts at sync.  

 

If our brains are full of maps of general abstractions which we use to intertwine with 

particulars and compose particular scenes in memory and anticipation, fantasy and 

imagination, if we separate these off and imagine they are entities of sorts of their own, and 

look for these in the world, this produces a curious short circuit which has a long history in 

various forms of intellectual inquiry. When I recognize a dog, I intertwine my general 

abstractions of color, shape, and finally, the notion of dogness, with the singular qualities of 

color, shape, and other forms of dogness arising through my sensory cortex, and as these 

intertwine, I experience this singular set of experiences as that of this particular dog. The 

concept of dog in the brain is not the same as that of the word “dog,” of course, which is 

composed of networks of sounds from the sound maps, bits of letters in the letter maps, and 

other parts of my brain responsible for language. Rather, it is the set of connections in my 

animal maps that link up dog like qualities with other associations, strong ones as memories 

and weak ones as mere associations, which are what dogness means, as a form of activity in 

my brain, which occurs when I link these notions in a conceptually dog-like way.  

 

But if the notion of dog and brown and wag and tail are all generalizations and abstractions, 

how much more those meta-concepts we abstract from these? Truth and reality, for example, 



likewise concepts within my abstract concept maps. Like the concept of green or tree, they 

are neural populations which are abstract composites of a huge variety of experiences, 

abstracted from what these have in common and sorted into feature maps. Reality is a word, 

so when I think of it, it likely activates some of aspects of my auditory maps, but it also likely 

activates a massively wide yet shallow set of associative links with few inhibitory ones, for this 

notion is so broad. It is easy to see how various philosophies about Truth or Reality or 

Essences or Forms which are somehow transcendent to experience came about.  

 

After all, if our brain's maps only contain generalities, when we isolate any of these and 

project them out into the world, we are likely to find some support for what we seek.mcxvi All 

our experiences of particulars come from weaving the generalities back with each other, of 

taking our conceptual abstractions and re-intertwining them. To imagine that there are 

otherworldly essences of forms, pure ideas, including those of a pure essence of myself, like 

a soul, or a pure essence of the Subject or Object, our very neural structure likely predisposes 

us to think in such ways. But when we do so, we treat our general abstractions as if they are 

objects of a sort. But they only help us intertwine with the rich stuff of the world when we 

intertwine them, not as discrete objects, sectioned off and isolated from each other, turning 

abstraction into ideality and conceptual reification.  

 

Experiencing is between, and while we can abstract poles out of the dynamic intertwinings at 

play, such as me and the world, or me and the object, and while these can help us modulate 

our relations to this intertwining, to take these as more fundamental than the intertwinings 

from which they are abstractions has real drawbacks. For it can send us on wild goose 

chases looking for essences behind things when in fact they are subtracted from them. The 

generality of such abstractions may make them seem beyond particularity, and hence, as 



beyond time, and lead us to imagine they are pure, otherworldly, eternal. But when we 

abstract away time from our experiences as part of how we produce generalities, and then 

see the world lacking in comparison to our abstractions, this says more about our desires for 

the seeming stasis and security of eternity than anything else.  

 

But while our abstractions may seem more perfect to some than the world, they are also 

radically more impoverished. The idea of a dog in the abstract cannot lick our faces and 

cuddle with us as a dog can, nor can it smell things which humans cannot. The world is its 

own model, and to hold up abstractions as more perfect than the world is to fail to see the 

radical potentials of concrete creativity in our world, emergence in all its potentials, and yearn 

for a world which may seem safer and more secure, but is far less interesting, far less real, far 

less powerful, far less interesting, far less alive and creative and emerging.  

 

A text such a this works to push against such tendencies. Abstracting generalities is a 

massively potentiating aspect of our neural structure, but when this is isolated off from the 

neural weavings of which it is an aspect and abstractions are related to as sorts of ends in 

themselves, we tend to treat our more abstract mappings like things, but not physical things, 

rather conceptual things. We imagine essences lurking behind appearances, and we imagine 

that what we expeience is merely an appearance of an essence, a thing “in itself” which is the 

“essence” of our experiencing.  

 

If there is no single privileged division at work, but rather, layers within layers within layers of 

grasping between multitudes of layers, some more abstract than others, but also between 

these, then such a problem goes fractal. Does the optic nerve grasp the retinal impulses “in 

themselves,” and only as “appearances”? From a more relational perspective, the retinal cells 



are modified by the photons which impact them, and they modify how they transmit these the 

optic nerve, which modify these in turn. Each medium modifies by transmitting and vice-versa. 

There is no reason to see pure anything here, nor essences “behind” experiences, nor that 

these tie into “pure essences” beyond the realm of experience, including that of souls or 

minds or other aspects of the world which cannot be experienced except for in relatively forms 

of thinking. More relational ways of thinking make it possible to get around these models 

without creating the baggage they do, and can even provide some reasons why we tend to 

think this was as often as we do, even if there are ways which are able to intertwine with the 

world without so much of the lack of emergent sync more dualist and essentialist models tend 

to create.  

 

But green is an action in my brain as much as anything else, a dynamic pattern of activation 

within my neural maps which comes into resonance with particular patterns of activation with 

particular types of cells and frequencies of light that trigger them in my world. Green is not a 

thing. Green is the pattern of action produced in my brain both when I see limes and peas or 

remember them. Green is an action, if one which is made possible, if like all actions, but the 

body which moves within that action. Without the neural maps and cells which compose them, 

green could not green within my brain. Likewise, I could not run if my body were not made for 

running. When green greens in my brain, this may be because peas pea and limes lime in my 

brain, or when I experience aspects of my world, such as what I experience as peas or limes, 

which make peas pea and limes lime within my brain is at least in part how green greens.  

 

Reality and Truth can be seen as being like this. They are neural actions. When I say 

something is true, I am truth-ing. When I say something is real, I am real-ing. I do this with my 

words, but also within my brain, each performing an action in its way. Each time I truth or real 



in this way, these notions feel more real to me, because my brain reinforces them. I project 

such notions in my expectations of what my world will show me, recognize more aspects of 

my world as confirmations of these notions, and if this circuit is reinforced, I may even come 

to imagine that Reality and Truth are as real as green and limes and peas. And of course, 

they can be, depending on whether such notions help me sync with others, are reinforced, 

etc. Extending such notions, there is no reason so see subject and object any differently than 

how truth and reality have been describe above.. These are reified conceptual abstractions. If 

we look for such abstract essences “behind” or “above” the stuff of the world of experiences, 

we are likely to be disappointed. The same with matter and mind. 

 

From Materialism and Idealism towards Networking Experience 

 

Everything in experience can be seen either through the lens of matter or mind. For every 

experience I have ever had, including that of my body and various material evidence, 

including those of the sciences, I have as aspects of my personal and immediate experience, 

and in this sense, I can reduce all that is physical or bodily to merely an aspect of my mind, 

and start to relate to the world purely introspectively. Then again, I can also take the opposite 

approach, and see mind as simply the product of matter, and how it feels from the inside 

when it complicates. Matter and mind are lenses on the world, each with certain advantages 

over others. The question is why employ any such lens. There are reasons and benefits for 

each, of course, and each leads, as all lenses do, to bringing some aspects of the world into 

focus over others. A more relational perspective, however, is one which would finally work to 

show the limitations of both of these, by showing that these can be seen as simply differing 

lenses on the same. That is, each can be a lens, but experience is both and neither, which is 

to say, such determinations only fit the lens of experience to some extent.  



 

From one side, what has been described above can be seen as indicating that it is possible to 

see experience as all matter and no mind. While some matter is experienced from within, the 

rest is experienced by this from without, and that which does the experiencing from within is 

the material experience which was previously called mind. And yet, in another sense, I only 

experience matter, including that of my body which experiences the world beyond it, by 

means of my experience itself, and in a sense, even my experience of external matter is part 

of how I experience my body and brain. Even my experience of matter arises from how I feel 

my brain feel the rest, and in this sense, everything can be seen as all mind.  

 

These are two ways of looking at the same twisting of experience on itself.mcxvii One 

perspective looks on this inside out, the other outside in. Idealistic solipsism can produce little 

in the way of explanation of why we feel was we do. Materialism can do this, but without the 

supplementation of feeling states, we know how things come about, but can say nothing 

about how they feel from within. The preceding pages go beyond brute materialism in various 

ways. Firstly, they make use of insights from the study of networks, living and artificial neural 

networks, which are far more subtle than the more atomistic forms of materialism of the past. 

The material forms of explanation do not assume firm, determinate, atomistic entities, but 

rather, intertwining of networks of relations. The differences between these have powerful 

ramifications, in part because rather than seeing what matters most as pre-existing matters 

which are then linked together, such a more relational approach to matter is one which looks 

at what makes these matters what they are is simply how they network.  

 

Furthermore, the preceding account has continually jumped between explanations from 

“materialist” science and how these can be used to account for how feelings arise on the 



inside, weaving together at each turn introspective and materialist approaches to the 

concerns at hand. Were this a brute materialist approach, there would be no need for the 

descriptions of feeling, and in fact, they would be have to have been excluded. Descriptions of 

inner feelings states have served to guide the concerns of the more physical and scientific 

accounts of how these can be seen to come to be. Inner descriptions of feeling states and 

outer descriptions of the bodily mechanics which seem likely to be that which gives rise to 

these can in fact be seen as like two sides of a sheet of paper, like obverse to reverse. Each 

such perspective shows us aspects of the world the other backgrounds, but neither should be 

seen as ultimate. 

 

This is hardly the first text to have attempted such an approach: Spinoza, Bergson, and 

Merleau-Ponty are theorists who spring to mind who have produced endeavors with many 

similarities to that of the preceding pages. One crucial difference, however, is that they simply 

lacked sciences of relation, such as those of complex systems science, or the science of 

neural networks, to help them fill in so much more of the details to make this seem like a 

concretely determinate worldview more than a program to produce one. This is not to say that 

were the science complete, there would be no need for conceptual theorization to change. 

For theory does not merely describe the world as it currently is, but how it can emerge from 

how it currently is, and new theorizations can be part of what brings about that change, 

producing radically new perspectives on what we thought we had come to know in a settled 

way. What is more, to produce models which are able to speak beyond specific techniques, it 

is necessary to speak more generally, and be able to produce theories which speak as much 

to the simple determinacy of physical matters as much as the radically more complex terrain 

of living, neural, and cultural forms of organization.  

 



The human brain, the seat of the so-called mind, is the most complex system yet known. No 

wonder so many have for so long imagined its workings sheer magic, or the result of powers 

of the divine, or at least, as like portals able to provide seats for bits of a spiritual plane within 

each human. Simpler organisms have simpler brains, but do they have minds as well? Do 

bacteria, plants, stones? These are complex questions. Rather than address such isues now, 

it is enough to say that perhaps the problem is the notion of mind itself. If the powerfully 

complex feeling states we describe with such words as moods, emotions, ideas, attention, 

and so many other forms of thinking, can all be understood as how our complex brains do 

what they do from the inside, then there is no need to see mind as some sort of ineffable or  

otherwordly phenomenon. Our inner neural feelings can be seen as like whirlpools which form 

within our brains and how these intertwine our bodily feelings of our world in turn.  

 

If we eliminate the need for a notion of mind, however, why not matter as well. Matters are 

nothing more, after all, than intertwining of other, smaller matters, themselves intertwining of 

forces within and without, themselves twisting off of interactional events between quantum 

fields in turn. Try to isolate any particular aspect of matter, and there are weavings of 

weavings, but hardly anything solid in any but a pragmatic and tentative sense. From a 

relational approach to the world, matter is a conceptual reification as much as mind, if 

differently and in its way.  

 

We are predisposed in some ways to seeing our world otherwise. Our brain's maps are 

woven of general abstractions, and our particular experiences intertwine the interactions 

arriving from a singular aspect of our world with the general concepts, from massive 

abstractions such as reality or truth to more concrete ones such as edges and colors, to give 

rise to experiencing betweenness which weaves these together.mcxviii When we take any of 



our general abstractions and look for them in the world as ideal entities, removed from the 

contexts and processes of their production, we tend to separate off aspects of the world 

according to otherwordly essences, dividing the world in two between ideal and physical, or 

various other forms of atomistic dualism.  

 

But there is no need to do this. We can reweave our abstractions with the world and use 

relational forms of description which always put aspects in relation to contexts and processes, 

and in doing so, keep our abstractions revealing rather than concealing the potentials in the 

world, opening the worlds wonders rather than sealing them into bite sized atomized boxes, 

the form of which is so often able to bring into resonance with various forms of reductive 

centralization. This is in part what the preceding two chapters have worked to do, 

undermining the more rigid aspects of introspection, and then folding them into aspect of 

materialism while reframing some of its less relational aspects in the process. The next 

chapter will work to take these as a starting point for giving rise to descriptions which build 

upon these and take them further still, by more directly speaking of the notion of experience of 

which mind and matter can be seen as partial aspects.  

 

 

 

 

Other stuff needing a home  likely in this book:  

 

 

 

 



Selfing Beyond Modern Limits via Neural Pinching and Cognitive Bottlenecking 

 

Preceding sections have worked to indicate some of the various ways in which sync, and the 

forms of neural feeling and consciousness to which this can give rise, play a role in how we 

feel our selves. While this may explain “how” humans are conscious, it does not explain 

“why.” In many senses, the question of “how” humans are conscious only opens up into the 

question of “why” in relation to the question of values, which is to say, “to what ends?” Those 

ends are evolutionary, and they seem to make use of a classic natural process, the bottleneck 

or pinch, in relation to feedback in the form of learning and neural sync.mcxix It is worth saying 

a bit more about how this can be understood, and not only in regard to living neural networks, 

but the artificial simulations which have revolutionized so much of computing in our world 

today. As will become clear, such investigations can help reframe how the remnants of 

traditional notions of the self look, and provide potential pathways towards less restrictively 

atomistic and binary alternatives.  

 

The bottleneck is a simple feature which has been exploited by evolution to no end, and in 

fact, is crucial to how evolution itself functions. What such a bottleneck looks like, in more 

networked terms, is a pinching within networks.  After a pinch, however, there is always an 

expansion back. Combined with the basics of learning, including feedback, reinforcement, 

variation, and a good teacher, all that is needed to understand how brains as ours start to 

understand what they are doing from within is there, even if there is of course a great deal of 

complexity at stake in the details. How do children learn? When they do something that adults 

around them like, they are praised, and when they do not, they are ignored, redirected, or 

criticized.  

 



Evolution has hardwired our brains to increase the strength of connections whenever 

something deemed a success occurs in our world. Our own inner criteria determine what gets 

to count as a success, up to a point at least, for we seem to feel good whenever someone 

else tells us we did something well, and in earliest infancy, care and praise from parents is 

much of the hook that literally pulls us into the world. Neurally speaking, what is at work here 

is reinforcement learning, the long-term potentiation which occurs by back-propagation.mcxx 

Whatever is deemed a success has a signal sent backwards, through each connection which 

gave rise to it, to grow in strength and number of connections. Over time, what is deemed to 

work best gets stronger, and in a sense, louder (in the neural sense at least), able to 

overpower the weaker signals of those around it, and hence, is more likely to be selected by 

the more executive parts of the brain for promotion from idea to action.  

 

Within this, feedback is essential, as it is for so many complex systems in the world, from 

simpler physical ones to more complex living, neural, and cultural ones.mcxxi When a child 

looks at what they have done for signs of success or failure, they are taking their outputs, in 

this case, actions, and feeding-back the results into their inputs, in this case, sensation which 

arrives after a given action, interpreted in order to help the child determine whether their 

actions had been successful in regard to their environment or not. While in early care 

environments the primary issue is pleasing care-takers who provide nearly everything for a 

child, as the child grows, it will begin to set tasks for itself, and get feedback more directly 

from the environment, even if all of this tends to be emotionally and cognitively processed, 

modeled, modulated, metabolized by the various adults involved, in ways which have a 

profound influence on the child.  

 



An infant's brain, while an overconnected mess, nevertheless has some structure to it.mcxxii 

Whatever is connected to incoming sensory data begins to extract patterns of relative 

invariance and regularity from this, and whatever is connected to incoming sensors in 

muscles begins to map the body's various postures, with reverse connections making it 

possible to initiate actions. It is likely that the architecture of the various layers in the cortex is 

not all that unlike those at work in Google's Facial Recognition algorithms, the SOM or “self-

assorting feature maps” whose wiring patterns were originally discovered by Teuvo Kohonen, 

and which often bear his name.mcxxiii  

 

Such neural networks make use of a basic concept taken from human brains. Namely, 

overconnect, have relatively random strengths at work in how things are connected, and 

whenever anything works even a tiny bit, reinforce this. Reinforcement learning is how 

children absorb from the world, combined with various stages of neural pruning whereby the 

excess connections which seem underused and which, after enough reinforcement learning, 

mostly provide a lot of static, are then taken down. Artificial neural networks do something 

quite similar in their ways, and in a manner which likely has a bit in common with living neural 

systems. Neural networks extract patterns by means of neural bottlenecks which pinch and 

then re-expand.mcxxiv  

 

Such pinchings make it so that many neurons connected to a sensory array need to pulse at 

the same time to overcome the threshold of a pinch in the inter-neurons which connect it to a 

set of motor-neurons. When a large group of sensory neurons pulse at the same time, they 

overcome the threshold, becoming bound together. When multiple such pinches are 

connected between sensory arrays and multiple neurons which can trigger multiple forms of 

action, there is a sorting in the middle. The middle neurons at each pinch tend to extract 



regularities between the incoming sense data and possible forms of reaction, and when a link 

is formed between a sensory pattern and motor reaction which is deemed a success, even a 

partial one, by the environment, it is strengthened. Such dynamics likely describe, to one 

extent or another, those at work both in living neural networks and artificial ones.  

 

The body of the organism is in many senses the primary bottleneck of a living system, but 

within this, there is also the brain itself. Within the brain, there are pinches and reexpansions 

of a wide variety of sorts. For example, as mentioned earlier nerve cells need to work together 

by pulsing in sync for nearly anything to happen in the brain. The reason for this is now simple 

to see. When many neurons from an sensory input, or “sensory-neurons” are wired to a small 

handful of “inter-neurons” before re-expanding to a wide set of “motor-neurons,” the result is a 

pinch and reexpansion. If the threshold of the interneuron is too low, even one of the sensory 

neurons will make it pulse, while if it is too high, even if they all pulse at once nothing will 

happen. In the middle, however, the pinch has a unique function.  

 

Only when enough sensory neurons pulse at the same time will it lead to a pulse of the 

interneurons at the pinch, one which will lead to a response. The pinch is what makes the 

system selective. Since all the sensory neurons are wired to different parts of various 

sensors, there is a wide variety of inputs. When many inputs are triggered at the same time, it 

is likely there a single massive thing in front of the sensors, and this will get past the 

bottleneck. If the interneuron signal is sent equally to all motor neurons in different parts of the 

body, this will lead to a global and spastically directionless response, something which 

happens in simple organisms.  

 



But pinches of sub-sections of a sensor allow that sensor to pick out multiple types of 

patterns, while those between different types of sensors allow them to compare results and 

pick out objects that may manifest different traits to various sensors. Sensors attached to 

muscles can let the brain map the current state of its body, and meta-pinches can be made to 

only fire when muscles reach particular patterns of action or groups of these. When 

sequences of bodily postures are linked with various patterns of incoming sensation, these 

are what neuroscientists refer to as schema, temporary functional architectures which link 

sensory patterns with those of movement.mcxxv  

 

All of this would remain quite inefficient if there was just a mess of pinches and reexpansions. 

But in animalian brains, massive networks of pinches and reexpansions are wired together in 

particular ways. What they largely do is map.mcxxvi Each pinch is the simplest way in which our 

body forms abstractions, or concepts. What a pinch does, at its simplest in a simple brain, 

pulse when a series of pulses arrive at it at about the same time, and by means of this, link 

this particular group of incoming sensors with a motor action which is reexpanded from this. 

The motor actions interpret the pattern of sensation.  

 

The word for abstraction comes from the Latin term abstrahere, to “separate” or “separate off 

from.”mcxxvii A neural pinch takes a large set of inputs, and only when enough of them pulse at 

the same time does it pulse to a wide set of outputs. The neural inputs are already selective in 

being only attached to particular types of sensors, only sensitive to particular aspects of the 

world, such as particular frequencies of light or vibration in the air. The motor neurons 

emerging from a pinch are selective as well, only going to particular muscle-systems. The 

result of the pinch is that it seems, from without, that an organism recognizes a pattern in the 

world and reacts to it. That is, it is abstracting a pattern from its world, and reacting with a 



particular gesture. The pinch and reexpansion which accomplishes this, relating as it does a 

wide support machinery, of course, is the way in which the system uses networks to form the 

most basic sort of neural concept, a neural pinch.  

 

All of which means that a combination of pinching-reexpasion and feedback, in this case, the 

reinforcement of what works by strengthening connections, makes it possible to learn to 

abstract patterns from data, and reapply these to the world to categorize this data in ways 

which matches a series of responses. Researchers also messed around with various other 

wiring patterns. They came to realize that when they create wirings which feedback the 

results of various neurons in such networks with themselves, sometimes with slightly varied 

reinforcement routines, various other complex neuro-cognitive behaviors result.  

 

When inner layers do not pinch but rather exist in a condition of full interconnection, of 

complete feedback, such “fully connected” or Hopfield networks map and remember what is 

presented to the sensory neurons the most frequently, an enduring memory of the same 

pattern over time, one which it compares to outside data, in a way which can lead to 

recognition, as well as pattern completion based on incomplete information, which is to say, 

such a system can guess.mcxxviii When such systems are lightly connected to each other, 

similar traits between one and the other will co-trigger, leading to associations. Systems which 

have multiple layerings of feedback which intensify as one goes deeper into a system of 

linkages are able to unify states over time, making it possible to parse the relations of items in 

string of words, for example, in which the meaning of the latter depends on those which 

precede it.  

 



The most interesting and powerful of such wiring diagrams, however, is that of a Kohonen, or 

self-assorting feature network. By combining sensory mapping and remembering with meta-

mapping which extracts concepts from the data and maps the patterns of similarity and 

difference within these, a Kohonen network will be able to receive a data set, extract patterns 

from these, and then map the categories within these on a conceptual meta-map which puts 

conceptual meta-patterns which are similar closer to each other, those which differ further 

apart, often in a multi-axial manner, with the size of each conceptual grouping varying in 

terms of how frequently it is represented in the data set. For nested concepts, such systems 

are put into layers, with matching algorithms, similar to those in human cortical columns, 

operating between the layers.  

 

Facebook's facial recognition algorithm works exactly like this.mcxxix Lower levels extract and 

categorize patterns in edges and lines, higher levels assemblages of these, then basic 

shapes, then assemblages of shapes, until the highest levels recognize faces. Such a 

structure is not incredibly different from what many researchers believe is at work in the 

human visual cortex.mcxxx There are many reasons to think that what the brain does is map 

sensory inputs, muscle maps, and relations between these in massively complex forms of 

feedbacked meta-meta-meta-mapping, with all sorts of pinches and weak-associative linking 

and increasing feed-forward links for temporal integration.  

 

Pinching, or bottlenecks, are essential to producing the abstractions which are then 

modulated by feedback in relation to recording which increases or decreases what the system 

and its evaluatory mechanisms deem a success in regard to incoming data and responses 

from the environment. In this, they build upon similar abstraction and recursive structures in 

genetic systems which, via evolutionary learning, they emerged. In all such cases, sync and 



pinching produce a form of neural binding, a difference that can make a difference, which 

abstracts an invariance within the pulsing which, in a complex neural weaving, can function 

conceptually.  

 

When applied back to incoming data with a matching algorithm such as seen in cortical 

columns, such a concept can distinguish what resembles it from what does not, and in this 

way, the invariance of the concept can produce a variance between what matches and what 

does not in the incoming data. Too much feedback produces the invariance of memory, 

whereas lighter versions of this produce association, and when cutting pinches and 

feedbacking sync are intertwined in other ways, they give rise to complex forms of 

reinforcement and abstraction, mapping and meta-mapping, such as that seen in self-

assorting feature maps, and the wide varieties of forms of cognition which weaving these 

together in relation to evaluative systems and a living body can provide.  

 

My experience of recognition is in this sense a result of the expansion of sensory data 

through widely projecting networks, and widely varying prediction projecting downwards. They 

cancel each other out until they meet in the middle, and when that happens, my brain feels a 

sensation of matching these as prediction and sensation come into sync, and all those which 

were not in sync are left out of the bottleneck which sync forms between sensation and 

prediction. Only what is able to sync these passes the bottleneck, and sync is, of course, a 

form of mutual feedback. Here a bottleneck can help describe how what I experience is able 

to form as a percept, one of the basic aspects of our perception.  

 

Beyond Objectifications of Selfing-in-process 

 



By why do I feel aware of such a percept, how does it become conscious? If conscious 

awareness is the largest pattern of sync in the brain at any given moment, my brain does not 

need consciousness to recognize this percept. The brain registers percepts unconsciously all 

the time, at least this is what subliminal imaging studies tend to indicate.mcxxxi Many 

researchers believe that consciousness is what makes it possible to interrupt otherwise 

habitual linkages of action and reaction as executed by various neural schema. That is, I may 

see something now, and I may fall into one of my old habits by nature. Only if I am monitoring 

the entire chain of feedback between sensation and motor response, can I notice something 

is slightly different in this case, stop myself, inquire to investigate more, and change my 

response accordingly.  

 

A schema is a bottleneck in itself. The body is always proposing a wide range of possible 

reactions to aspects of incoming sensation, all the while sending predictions to the sensory 

cortex, such that when I turn my head to the side, my brain predicts what I will see based on 

extrapolations from memory. Incoming sensation and sensory predictions cancel down via 

sync to a percept, and this process feeds back into that whereby the brain cancels out various 

potential actions in relation to what it thinks it is sensing. This can generally happen, 

nevertheless, unconsciously.  

 

Conscious awareness is able to attend to all of what is happening in the most important 

central aspects of the brain, and react to change something if the habitual scripts seem to not 

fit. Our brain tends to only bring into conscious awareness that which it deems unable to be 

left to simple automatic control, though it can promote something to awareness when 

triggered by something in awareness related to what occupies it, or when something handled 

by an automatic process hits a snag, and sends a message “upstairs” that attention is 



needed. There is freedom, however, with time, and in regard to action, this takes the form of 

delay in regard to the immediate pressure to do this or that form of action.mcxxxii  

 

Action is, of course, clearly a bottleneck within such an experience, because while the brain 

can preactivate many potential patterns of action, the physical body can only be in one state 

at a time. When incoming stimuli do not immediately trigger bodily action, the recognized 

stimuli can be held in suspension, even when they are no longer immediately present, in 

working memory. Animals with a capacity for working memory can therefore execute complex 

plans, such as waiting for an animal to re-emerge from a hiding place, indicating an ability to 

think counterfactually. While holding an image in memory, animals with multiple sections of 

their working memory can then use neural resources not used in retaining images of the 

recent past to explore sensory and motor cortexes to imagine what such an animal might do 

next, and possible responses, even while the animal remains out of sight.  

 

Such neural potentials were likely liberated by animals which needed to hunt, but thankfully, 

humans have learned to use their brains for less violent means as well. Whatever the usage, 

by means of exploring sensory and motor mappings in ways which are not tied to the 

immediate needs of the present, brains learn to not merely recall memories by association in 

regard to the demands of the present.mcxxxiii They become able to voluntarily recall memories, 

and reconstruct these in ways which make it possible to imagine potential futures in ways 

which, over time, are able to become largely independent of immediate exigencies in the here 

and now.  

 

In such ways, the brain becomes liberated from the tyranny of action in the present, and 

becomes, in many senses, a “time traveler.”mcxxxiv When such an exploration of the motor 



maps of the body in motor imagination, so to speak, is liberated from action in the present, 

organisms are able to experience the motor states of the body in the mode of what Damasio 

refers to as the mode of “as if.” When this mode is applied to the sensory cortexes, organisms 

become capable of imagining sensory experiences in the mode of “as if” as well, liberating 

sensory experience from the tyranny of the present. In such ways, an organism is able to 

sense and feel in the here and now while also backgrounding this to actively explore memory, 

anticipation, planning, and even engage in imagination and fantasy, all of which radically 

potentiate creative rethinkings of all sorts of practices in the process by means of massively 

recursive networkings all of which can be applied to the self and what it does as well as 

focusing outward on events in the wider world.  

 

In this, there are a few stages needed to develop self-consciousness from consciousness. An 

organism needs to be able to tear itself from the “tyranny of the present” by holding a goal in 

working memory, an internal activation of the maps in its brain by means of its frontal 

cortexes, in such a way that it negates the influx of incoming sensation and action-in-process 

to activate a pattern of neurons which represents a desired state different from this. Such 

capacities likely emerged through selective attention to aspects of incoming sensation, or the 

way the brain “feels” out potential actions through loops in the body. Once working memory is 

able to attend to “inner” sensations as well as outer ones, it becomes possible to expand 

consciousness from current action in-progress to that of awareness of associations to these 

actions which bring to mind other potential actions, and selective attention can become more 

associational.  

 

The power of negation in working memory is one which eventually differentiates itself into 

sub-modules, making it possible to hold multiple patterns of activation in working memory at 



once, such that an organism to eventually recognize something, delay response, and plan a 

complex chain of actions in relation to this. A predator, for example, will often recognize 

something, follow it, and wait until some aspect of it changes, and then move on this.mcxxxv For 

example, if a lion pounces on a pack of water buffalo, it may get none of them; only if it waits 

until one strays from the rest is it likely to get a meal, and so it follows, and waits until there is 

a straggler.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emergence Beyond the True 

 

The decision for or against the True is one nicely encapsulated by means of a series of 

metaphors, including that of the dilemma of Andreas Werkmeister, as presented in Bela Tarr's 

film The Werkmeister Harmonies (2001). Tarr's film presents this poetically, of course, but his 

argument is quite clear. If one attempts to grasp the whole world by means of a single, 

unitary, seemingly objective, universal True, one can only do this by means of violence which 

leads to violence. The excessiveness of the world will be divided up between that which can 

be encapsulated by the True, and whatever cannot will be shifted to the side of the False, and 

as the True is linked to the Good, the Beautiful, and the Real, those who understand, value, or 

thinkingly emerge in the world differently from how these are conceived by those in a position 



to be able to determine them will suffer. They will be outcast and oppressed, erased or 

dominated, marginalized or cast out, a logic which taken to its extreme, leads to all sorts of 

horrors.  

 

For the True is not only an interpretation, but a value congealed as an interpretation, one 

which determines the form of all other interpretations, and the actions and experiences which 

these make legible and acceptable, and which thereby determines the sorts of thinkings of 

emergence are possible in such a world. Any universalizing logic has such a rage for order 

and against any threat at its core, for it is an extension of the paranoid gesture of enclosure of 

“mine” to the logic of the world. Only when the True is sacrificed do all the potentials of the 

truths of the world begin once more to emerge. Those which are most open are those which 

help the others to open more radically with them, but there is one truth which most 

approaches the sacrificed True, which is the guardian against its return, and this is the truth 

that there is no Truth. Emergence arises between the poles of the radical open and the 

relative closure against closure.  

 

Tarr's film, however, frames such concerns in relation to the fall of an unspecific governmental 

order in an unnamed society, but one which resembles quite powerfully the social context in 

which the film was made, namely, Hungary right after the fall of Soviet domination. With a 

disintegrating social order, uncertainty and fear on all sides, with many urging for paranoia 

and need for order at all costs, shadowy forces begin to emerge, urging unification around a 

scapegoating of the weakest in that society, those who had traditionally been seen as 

outcasts. In particular, the disembodied voice of the so-called “Prince,” who makes speeches 

from behind a giant spectacle, speeches whose form and content clearly reference fascist 

discourses of the past whose echoes had been reemerging in Hungary and many recently 



post-Soviet republics at this time.  

 

The film reaches a climax as a mob converges on a hospital of some unspecifed sort to 

engage in senseless violence against those who are perhaps different or simply unable to 

protect themselves, who violate the valuing of the strong at the cost of all else, until the mob 

encounters a scene of a helpless naked old man, seeming confused and perhaps senile, 

standing in a shower, likely deserted by those taking care of him. The way the film is shot 

seems to want to make it quite clear to viewers that this helpless naked man being subject to 

potential violence is a reference to Europe's genocides of the past. The mob stops, seems to 

process what it is doing, and they begin to walk away with great shame.  

 

The image that causes the mob to retreat in this way is not merely that of an old man. For 

what they see in this, what the director seems to want all his viewers to see in this, is the echo 

from the past of Die Muselmann, literally the German word for “the Muslim,” but also a slang 

term used in the Nazi concentration camps for those who had lost the will to live, become 

resigned to their fate, and were most likely next to be killed. In his book Homo Sacer: 

Reflections On Bare Life, Giorgio Agamben details how the Musselmann is in some senses 

that which European modernity produced as the climax of its logics up until then. All its desire 

for progress at all costs, its yearning for the absolute universal and expansion of its self in 

content and form for its own sake, had led to the production of a fascist state which valued 

domination for its own sake, and its uncanny double, the Musselman of the camps. This was 

the figure of bare life, of pure flesh deprived of all the hope of the spirit, a bifurcated world that 

had so raged against all that was not like its ideals, and yet still found the world of the flesh 

would not vanish, but still lodged a scream of protest. It is this protest which stares back at the 

mob in Tarr's film. They see the path down which they are moving, the path of xenophobia, 



rascism, and “fear of the Other,” will only lead them back to turning others into 

Musselmaenner. They see their inverse image in the mirror, and they retreat.  

 

Throughout the film, the elderly professor Esterhazy studies the work of Andreas 

Werkmesiter, and his musical theories on tuning and how to, as some music theorists have 

terms it, “tame the wolf.” Pythagoras, the Ancient Greek philosopher, had deemed the world a 

perfect harmony of ideas of number whose productive ratios were the music of our cosmos, 

the orderly harmony in all things. The Pythagoreans, however, had their dirty secrets, namely, 

that at the heart of pure mathematical ratios, there are irrationalities, something which, if the 

legends are to believed, Hippasus of Metapontum learned all too well. Supposedly, Hippasus 

discovered that if one took the famed Pythagorean theorum to its limit, it produced 

irrationality. That is, take the square, the most balanced and strongest of shapes, and now 

take the most perfect square, a square with a length of one for each side, the so-called “unit” 

square. Is this not the seeming foundations of the order of geometry, that of which the 

Pythagoreans saw as the very ordering principles of the cosmos? And yet, apply the 

Pythatorean theorum to the unit square, and one finds that the length of the diagonal of such 

a unit square is not a whole number, nor any fractional ratio thereof. Rather, it was a number 

that could not be represented, a so-called “irrational” number, one which keeps producing 

disorderly series of numbers, without ever seemingly giving rise to repetition or pattern, and to 

infinity. According to legend, Hippasus either discovered this, or made it known to others, first 

spreading word that the heart of the order of the cosmos rests on an irrationality which can be 

neither expunged nor ordered. As a result, he was punished by the Gods for his impeity, they 

drowned him at sea.  

 

While there are many versions of this story, the very fact that it exists and has persisted in 



various forms says something in and of itself. For this was not the only irrationality discovered 

by the Pythagoreans. Tried as they did, their attempt to reduce the world to the image of 

mathematics failed at another point as well. The Pythagoreans believed that the cosmos was 

goverened by mathematical ratios which found their analogues in those of the musical scales, 

the vibratory patterns of consonance and dissonance which seemed to speak the very 

language of physics itself, in a manner not all that dissimilar to the Ancient Vedic belief of the 

vibratory patterning of the ordering of the form of matter, or that of contemprary string theory. 

Taking their mathetmatics to an extreme, however, reveals that while scales may seem 

harmonious when one starts, that as one extends them, they become increasingly irrational 

and dissonant, giving rise to the increasing production of irrationalities which have come to be 

called by music theorists, after the Pythagoreans, the Pythagorean comma. In music theory, a 

comma is the difference between tuning the “same” note in two slightly different ways. No 

matter how sweet the harmonies produced at the start of the scale, as one progressed, the 

notes become more and more dissonant, as if the very ordering of the world was only there at 

the start, such that, if taken to its limit, it turns into its opposite, producing such a dissonance 

between its first and ending notes in a harmonic series as to give rise to a highly discordant 

comma which, as any contemporary musician or physicist will tell you, is as physically 

unavoidable as it sounds deeply dissonant to most listeners.  

 

For centuries, musicians wrote their works to avoid these inharmonic intervals, which in the 

European musical traditions came to be called “wolf tones.” These are the inharmonic tones 

produced when one follows the same harmonic series to its discordant ends. With most early 

instruments around the world, one could avoid such tones with relative ease, as one could 

shift tunings of the internals ever so slightly around them, with listeners and often players not 

even realizing that they were doing so. It was with the advent of the industrial revolution, and 



the attempt to produce the keyboard instruments which lead to the development of the piano, 

that difficulties were encountered. Keyboard instruments have so many strings, and often at 

such tension, that it is not a simple thing to retune them, nor is it possible to make microshifts 

to the tunings by moving one's fingers a tiny bit this way or that, or breathing harder or softer, 

to produce the miniscule tuning differences which made it possible for the players of stringed 

or wind instruments to get around producing such inharmonic tones. But keyboard players 

quickly learned that if they tuned their keyboard around what would produce harmony with 

one particular starting point, that if they chose others, less harmonically related to it, they 

would sound terribly out of tune, which is to say, dissonant, disordant, and verging on 

disordered. What is more, some notes in this would seem far more out of tune than others, 

giving rise to powerful dissonances, the so-called “wolf tones” which musicians avoided as if 

they were a hateful thing. And so, keyboard players at first restricted themselves to only being 

able to play in a handful of keys.  

 

Andreas Werkmesiter, however, was one of the early proponents of the system used today. 

Today's equal tempered tuning systems derive in part from those “well tempered” tuning 

systems put forward by Werkmeister, and made famous by Johann Sebastian Bach, in his 

book compositions The Well-Tempered Klavier (1722), which presented set of compositions 

for keyboard instruments tuned according to such methods, in order to show that one could 

now play in any key, and not produce any such wolf tones or keys which sounded radically 

better than others. The success of such methods became accepted as standard, and today's 

tuning methods on keyboard intruments are those described by Werkmesiter with minor 

modifications.  

 

What was Werkmeister's idea? Perfect tuning of some scales leads to the horrific untuning of 



others, climaxing in the production of intolerable wolf tones. But there are ways to tame the 

wolf, he felt. Wolf tones, expressed mathematically, are similar to that of the irrational 

numbers which Hippasus legendarily discovered at the heart of the unit square. They sound 

radically untameable. But what if their irrationality were not so concentrated in one place? 

What if they were in fact evenly distributed across the other notes? Werkmesiter proposed 

various systems for doing so, and today twelve-tone equal temperment has become the 

standard for all keyboard instruments. The irrational intolerable dissonance is spread equally 

between all twelve tones of the keyboard, making it possible to play any piece of music 

starting on any key and making it sound equally as sweet.  

 

Or equally as dissonant. For while many can hardly tell the difference, to classical musicians 

trained in orchestras, anything played by a piano or other keyboard tuned in such a way will 

simply not sound as sweet as that produced by violin or wind instruments, or even a keyboard 

instrument tuned in the old ways, yet only able to play starting on, which is to say, “in” 

certain keys. It is not only in European musical traditions where such issues emerged, of 

course. In fact, historians now believe that Zhu Zaiyu, in Ming Dynasty China, was likely the 

first to discover a form of equal tempered tuning in 1584. Wherever one credits the discovery, 

however, the results are similar. There is an irrational intolerable dissonance at the heart of 

musical ordering. One can try to pretend it is not there, and stringed and wood instruments 

can move around it so that it is not brought to the fore, doing this by means of subtle shifts in 

what they play which would indicate, if one mapped them accurately, minor inconsistencies in 

the way “the same” notes are played when they are combined with others in particular 

circumstances.  

 

A keyboard instrument, or any other which seeks to lay all the notes out in an orderly manner, 



however, cannot, without the advent of today's computer electronics, shift its tuning around 

what notes are being combined with others in particular ways in concrete circumstances. 

Each finger is like a distinct note played by a string or wood orchestra player, and they must 

be harmonically ordered or otherwise. And so, there are choices. One can make some 

relationships on the keyboard sound perfectly in tune with each other, and only start there. 

The result, however, is that the keyboard is quite incomplete, as evidenced by the fact that if 

you start on other notes, the music will sound terribly out of tune. What is more, if you start on 

the notes that sound sweet, but stray slowly further and further from the most dominant 

harmonies in the scale, something similar will occur. To keep the same purity of sweet order, 

one must avoid leaving particular starting places or take any starting place to their logical 

endings, for one will not like what one hears.  

 

Or, one can make the choice of Zhu Zaiyu and Andreas Werkmesiter. One can spread the 

dissonance equally. No individual interval will sound any sweeter than any other, and to the 

overly perfect tonalities produced by string and wind players who inconsistently sweep the 

wolf behind the scenes, always at another time and place, everything may sound a bit less 

perfect, and yet, there is now an equality and flexibility which this makes possible. Everything 

is a tiny bit incoherence, a tiny bit irrational, and yet, today, such a practice is so common that 

most listeners seem to hear a well-tuned piano as being indistinguishably harmonious in its 

chords as those produced by an orchestra. After all, it is possible to some foods too sweet.  

 

In Tarr's film, Professor Esterhazy ponders Werkmeister's choice. In the Soviet states, as it 

was not possible to criticize the government directly, one could often only find ways to 

preserve some differing in thinking by more encoded means. Intellectuals often would retreat 

into obscure topics of research, and criticize the rage for order of their society indirectly, by 



what were often called Aesopian, which is to say, allegorical, means.mcxxxvi Here is a bit of 

what, in one scene, Prof. Esterhazy records to a tape machine, seemingly a bit of a 

theoretical work in progress, a text it is worth quoting at some length:   

 I have to make it clear tht not even for a moment is there a doubt that it is not a technical but a 
 philosophical question. So that the tonal system in question, through research, has led us inevitably to a 
 test of faith, in which we ask: on what do we base our belief in this harmony, the core of every 
 masterpiece, referring to its own irrevocability, actually exists or not? … a unique realisation of non-
 music which for centuries has been covered up and a dreadful scandal which we should disclose. Hence 
 the shameful situation that all the intervals in the masterpieces of many centuries are false. Which 
 means that music and its harmoney and echo, its unsurpassable enchantment is entirely based on a 
 false foundation. Yes, we have to speak of an indisputable deception … even if those who are less sure 
  … babble on about compromise. But what kind of compromise, when for the majority pure musical 
 tonality is simply illusion, and truly pure musical intervals do not exist? …[in the past] purely tuned 
 instruments were played in only some tones, because they were not troubled by doubts, for they knew 
 that heavenly harmonies were the province of the gods. Unhinged arrogance wished to take posession 
 of all the harmonies of the gods …. Technicians were charged … finally an Andreas Werkmeister … 
 natural tuning has its limits … that definitely excludes ... 
 

The professor is interrupted by the arrival of Janos, who explains to him that an enormous 

spectacle has come to town, brought by the Prince's minions, and that many are agitating for 

him, as a sort of town elder, to gather a committee of citizens of sorts, in the absence of the 

prior government, to say or do something.  

 

The spectacle is presented to the townspeople with signs pasted on the walls of the town as a 

sort of enormous carnival attraction, a distraction to take their minds off things, and they are 

charged admission to see the spectacle, now occupying the main town square. What is 

available to be seen by those who pay is the supposedly largest blue whale carcass ever 

embalmed, placed in a large truck trailer, and only those who pay admission, a capitalist 

gesture if there ever was one, can enter within and see. The film's protagonist, the curious 

young free-thinker Janos, a friend of the reticent Professor Esterhazy, a town elder of sorts, 

decides he needs to see what all the fuss is about, and so he pays admission to enter the 

trailer. Surrounded by all sorts of mutated corpses preserved in formaldehyde jars, the 

enormous whale carcass sits there, its eyes staring wide open. From the back of the trailer, 



Janos overhears the neo-fascist ravings of the Prince, and he leaves expecting violence, 

which he then observes at the scene at the hospital to his horror, leading ot his eventual 

imprisonment in a mental institution, where he is visited by Prof. Esterhazy.  

 

In the final scene of the film, Prof. Esterhazy walks slowly home, passing through the town 

center, where he comes upon the remains of the trailer. The mob must have destroyed the 

trailer as well, and within its ruins, now open for everyone to see, in the center of a seemingly 

quite old small European center of town, is a completely incongruous site, the enormous 

carcass of the blue whale surrounded by ruins and debris. He walks up to the carcas, and like 

Janos before, he stares it in the eye, trying to comprehend it, then slowly walks away. It is not 

difficult to tease an allegorical reading from this, as many in Tarr's audience in Hungary likely 

would have. The giant dead carcass of the Soviet system was there for all to see. A system 

which aimed to make everyone equal, yet produced one of the most repressively inequal 

societies in recent memory, with its totalitarian rage for order at all cost, no difference in 

thinking or action being allowed in public and expurgated in private to whatever degree 

possible. As Janos and Prof. Esterhazy stare into the lidless eye of the whale, it mirrors them. 

What was this whale, why did it arise, and why did it die? The young Janos ponders this in his 

way, as Prof. Esterhazy was doing earlier in his obscure studies of musical ratios.  

 

All of this makes sense, if retroactively, of the powerful opening scene of the film. After a 

closeup of the fire in a stove, then doused by a mug of beer, the camera pulls back to reveal a 

bar, full of elderly drunk men, at which Janos arrives, at closing time. They have been waiting 

for him to arrive to explain “it” to them. The non-intoxicated Janos has the drunk men clear 

away the chairs and tables, and he positions one man in the center of the room, saying “You 

are the Sun. The Sun doesn't move. This is what it does,” at which point, he twinkles his 



hands, and the man does what he is shown. Janos then has another drunken man walk 

around him while rotating, playing the Earth, as he explains to them all: “The brilliant light of 

the Sun always sheds its heat and light on that side of the Earth which is just then turned 

towards it.” At which point, he states, “And now we will have an explanation that simple folks 

like us can also understand about immortality.”mcxxxvii 

 

Janos moves them all around, all going well, until at just the right moment, all three will come 

into line, and the Moon will block the rays of the Sun from reaching the Earth. As Janos 

describes it,  

 the air suddenly becomes cold … the sky darkens … the dogs howl, rabbits hunch down, deer run in 
 panic, run and stampede in fright … in this awful, incomprehensible dusk … then complete silence. 
 Everything that lives is still. Are the hills going to march off? Will Heaven fall upon us? Will the Earth 
 open under us? We don't know … for a total eclipse has come upon us. 
 

And then, after a pause, Janos describes how it all starts going again, the Sun and its warmth 

return, and everything begins to move and come alive again. All the drunk men now start 

dancing and rotating as he conducts them to invisible music, and the barkeep moves to chase 

them out, as Janos says to him, peering into his face as if saying something as profound as 

what he had just described, “But Mr. Hagelmayer, it's still not over.” 

 

In this scene Janos reenacts one of the most ancient of tasks, for throughout history, at least 

according to legend, philosophers around the world first came to be seen as important to 

those around them because they were able to predict and describe beforehand the workings 

of a solar eclipse. In this, they seemed able to tap into the beyond, the seemingly irrational, if 

not to control it then to understand it, and in this, they calmed fears that the gods were angry 

or that the world was about to end. With incredible cinematography and swelling musical 

score, along with phenomenal acting, the scene is a powerful one. The film, however, never 



returns to the solar eclipse: one is neither shown nor mentioned again, even if we are warned, 

in a sense, that perhaps things are not what they seem, as Janos says of the movement of 

the planets which will lead to an eclipse, that “at first we don't notice the events we are 

witnessing.” And yet, the entire film describes the social equivalent of a solar eclipse of sorts, 

similar in its way to that experienced by the entire Soviet bloc not long before this film was 

made, and as such, the many allegories at stake weave together in the film in a musical way.  

 

According to Goedel, there are three options, and while his domain is that of mathematics, 

this section has tried to show how there is and can be in fact far more at stake.   

 

GOEDEL. CHEATING. DONE. 

 

 

From Deconstruction to Emergence: Buddhist Philosophical Concepts of Shunyata, 

Pratityasamutpada, and Tathagatha-garbha 

 

Perhaps surprisingly to many who only work within so-called Western philosophy, what is 

presented here is another way of saying something quite similar to what the Buddhists said 

thousands of years ago. One of the earliest notions within Buddhist philosophy is that of 

anatman [Skt.], or “no-self.”mcxxxviii The early Buddhists distinguished themselves from the 

Brahmanic tradition in regard to their adherence to the atman or self, which the Buddhists 

argued was seen by adherents of the Brahmanic tradition as an immutable, unchangeable, 

transcendent, non-relational essence within anything and everything which made it that which 

it is. Everything has such an essence, and all these essences are aspects of a more universal 

essence of all that is.  



 

The early Buddhist tradition argued strongly against this. They argued that if you look for 

anything like a self, particularly within yourself, you will not find such an essence, only heaps. 

Piles, or aggregates [skandhas, Skt.] of sensations, feelings, and other components of one's 

experience. It is easy to see experience this way in meditation, in which thoughts, feelings, 

sensations, memories, associations, and other experiences manifest but separate from 

external action. From such the perspective of such accounts, you are to some extent all these 

also none of these. If you try to imagine an image of yourself, that image is an aspect of you 

yet you are still beyond this. You are your body, yet you also are much more than merely that. 

Furthermore, you are as much within your perceptions of the outside world as those of your 

inner world, but not as something which can be grasped. And so, it is said that the self simply 

“is not found.” When we grasp and become attached [upadana, “attachment, grasping” Skt.] 

to a self which is not found, the result is we go in circles, a condition known as samsara, or 

cyclic existence [Skt.]. Samsara is a state of craving [tanha, literally “thirst”] which always 

results in suffering [dukkha, Skt.], yet which can be extinguished [nirvana, Skt.] by letting go of 

our cravings for what is not there as we think it is, a process referred to as awakening or 

enlightenment [bodhi, literally “to wake up,” Skt.]   

 

Later Buddhists in the popular Mahayana tradition then extended this analysis. Since 

everything in experience is seen as having an atman in the Indic traditions, then why restrict 

this sort of analysis to the self of persons? And so, the Mahayana tradition extended 

anatman, to give rise to the notion of shunyata, or “emptiness,” [“emptiness, hollowness, 

voidness, zero-ness,” Skt.], framing the first as the “emptiness of persons,” and the second as 

the “emptiness of things.” But if careful analysis of seemingly any phenomenon deconstructs 



it, does that mean that there is nothing, and if so, why would anyone see this as a good thing? 

What is there left of the world to help us make any sense of it?  

 

 

The position described here draws much from the arguments of the famed philosopher of the 

“middle way” (madhyamaka, Skt), the most important Buddhist philosopher after Siddhartha 

Gotama Shakyamuni himself, and one of the most influential philosophers in India regardless 

of tradition, Nagarjuna (circa 150-250 CE). In his famous text Mula-madhyamaka-karika 

(Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way),Nagarjuna argues that all is empty, even if he is 

clear that this is not the same as mere nothingness: “Since we see change, all entities lack 

self-existence [svabhava, "own-being"]. Without self-existence, an entity does not exist - thus 

the emptiness of all entities. … To say 'it is' is to grasp for eternal permanence. To say 'it is 

not' is to grasp for complete annihilation. Therefore the clear sighted should refer to 

neither.”mcxxxix  Nagarjuna builds here upon the Buddhas own statement, in the discourses of 

the Pali Cannon, that “some ascetics and brahmans falsely say … 'The ascetic Gotama is a 

nihilist. He teaches the  annihilation, the destruction, and the non-existence of the being that 

exists.' … [they incorrectly accuse me of being what I am not.”mcxl Gethin. And yet the Buddha 

clearly taught that there is no self (anatman, “no-self,” Skt.), and this was then extended, by 

Nagarjuna and others, to indicate no selves of persons as well as of things, or emptiness.  

 

Part of what is meant by this is particular to what is being negated, for according to Nagarjuna 

and many which followed him, what is being denied of persons and things is their svabhava 

(“own being,” “being from their own side,” Skt.), that which under careful investigation, as is 

often said in such discourses, simply is “not found.” Svabhava is often seen as possessing 

the traits articulated in Brahmanic theories, such as those espoused in The Upanisads, if 



often in less caricaturized form, as being eternal, immutable, and without relations or 

dependences. This sort of notion of essential selfness is seen as being incompatible with the 

world of impermanence so essential for understanding the Buddhist worldview, for there is 

nothing eternal, unchanging, or unrelated to without dependencies on other aspects of the the 

world. This is summed up by the core Buddhist notion of pratityasaumutpada (Skt.), a term 

often rather literally translated as “dependent origination,” but also at times rendered as inter-

being, relativity, or interconnectedness (a rendering which I will use in what follows). The 

basic meaning of the notion is that everything depends on what is around it in webs of 

interconnection, not only in the present, but in the coming and ceases to be of things. As 

such, there is nothing that did not arise and will not cease, everything is woven in fabrics of 

interdependence across space and time according to the webs of “causality” or “cause-effect” 

(karma, Skt).mcxli 

 

All of this helps explain why Nagarjuna says the following: Since we see change, all entities 

lack self-existence [svabhava]. Without self-existence, an entity does not exist – thus the 

emptiness of all entities.... This also helps explain why he says that “whatever is dependently 

arisen [pratityasamutpada], we call emptiness. This indicator [emptiness], once 

comprehended, is in fact itself “the middle way.”mcxlii That is, were there anything which had its 

being or essence completely in itself, equivalent to existence, change would be impossible. 

Because change is possible, nothing exists, at least in this sense, and is rather empty, a state 

he sees as the same as interconnectedness. That is, while nothing exists in an ultimate 

sense, everything manifests relatively as interconnections. There are no ultimate “things” any 

more than selves, and if one looks for these in an ultimate sense, one will find they are “not 

found.” But if one sees these only as relative manifestations in situation, even in relation to 

the notion of emptiness, which he refers to simply as a designator. In fact, he even argues 



against thinking that emptiness itself is anything other than this interconnectedness or can be 

reified or treated as a thing: “there exists nothing which is non-empty – how then can there be 

“empty”?”.mcxliii He is equally skeptical of attempts to do the same to the notion of 

pratityasamutpada: “... both dependency and the one dependent upon it are empty in every 

way.”mcxliv  

 

In fact, it is the process of reifying or grasping itself which seems to be his primary target: “... 

when there is craving, clinging [upadana, attachment, grasping, Skt.] … arise[s] … if one were 

without clinging, one would be released … “.mcxlv This can help explain in fact why Nagarjuna 

famously deconstructs, not only the primary terms used by Buddhism and Indic philosophies 

before him, but in fact his own terms, in deconstructive sections devoted to taking apart one 

after the next. This is why for him even emptiness is simply a designation, a matter he 

explains in regard to the Buddhist doctrine of the two truths: “Without relying upon worldly 

convention, the truth from the highest point of view cannot be taught. And without reaching 

the truth from the highest point of view, nirvana cannot be achieved.” This is to say that while 

nothing exists in an ultimate or aboslute sense, it still manifests relatively and in situation, has 

effects due to its connections with other such relative manifestations, and while it can be 

described or partially grasped by words and concepts, these are necessarily as partial as 

such manifestations they describe.  

 

What is more, without making such recourse to such partial graspings, it is impossible to 

show what is being argued at all, even if these, like Wittgenstein's famous ladder, ultimately 

show more than tell, and should not be taken as an end in themselves. And in this sense, the 

goal is not to argue for a particular concept or state of being, but rather, a view of the world 

and way of operating within it, one which continually de-reifies whatever it touches. Or, to put 



this otherwise:  “nirvana is not an entity ...”.mcxlvi This can help make sense of Nagarjuna's 

famed articulation of the tetralemma, the four terms of the catuskoti (“four lemmas,” Skt.): 

"Empty," "not-empty," "both," or "neither" - these should not be said, but they are said only as 

indicators [conventional, relative truth]” or “8. The buddha's teaching is this: everything is real, 

and everything is not real; everything is both real and not real, everything is neither real nor 

not real ... Not one, not diverse, not annihilated, not eternal - this is the immortal teaching of 

the buddhas, the guides of the world.” That is, the binary of eternalism and annihilationism 

simply does not apply.  

 

 

The answer to this is that which the Buddha saw when he meditated under the bodhi tree, 

that which gave rise to his enlightenment. What he saw was pratityasamutpada 

[“interconnectedness, interbeing, relativity,” most literally “dependent origination,” Skt.],mcxlvii 

that is, the networks of connections which give rise to that which may appear to us as having 

a fixed essence, even if this is not the case when we examine things closely. In place of fixed 

essences, there are networks of cause and effect [karma, Skt.], and the conditions which 

network these which are also networks of these in turn. Nothing is non-relational, nothing is 

immutable, nothing is without context, nothing is ultimate, nothing is certain, and if we look for 

anything like this, we will only find that it is shunya, or empty, of svabhava, or “own being,” for 

what we may have wanted to be a fixed essence or manifestation of this in fact originates in 

networks of interdependence which stretch as far as the eye can see.  

 

The result is a sort of freedom, for when we stop imagining that we have a fixed or immutable 

essence, or that the things of the world are likewise, we and the world are free to change, if in 

relation to the chains of conditions and cause and effect. What is deconstructed here is in 



many senses the images we use to fix things in place, those images which freeze and 

overreify the world. This is why some modern Buddhist thinkers have argued that the best 

way to explain the notion of “no-self” is as the liberation of the deeper self in continual 

transformation, a self which has no fixed essence, from a constraining ego-image which tries 

to reify and freeze it in place.mcxlviii  

 

This is not a world shorn of desire, but rather, of craving [tanha, “thirst”]. For the intention 

[chanda, Skt.] for the good beyond craving, such as the intention to relieve suffering, is in fact 

seen as quite a good thing so long as it does not become craving. One could even say that 

this approach can be seen as one which teaches us to desire better, rather than self-

defeatingly, though this is an interpretation which does go beyond the way this is traditionally 

practiced.  

 

The freedom described here is also not a freedom to do anything, one which nihilistically 

imagines that nothing matters, and so anyone can do whatever they choose with no 

ramifications. For beyond essences there are still networks of cause and effect, they simply 

are not static and fixed. And so, acting as if this were not the case would have some swift 

consequences. But if one begins to see beyond fixed essences of things and the self, it 

becomes possible to see the self-defeating way such over-reifcation radically limits the ways 

we think and act, limiting our ability to understand how networks produce change, how fixation 

produces suffering, and how not taking this into account can create suffering for oneself and 

others. From the perspective of the networks of interconnectedness, however, it hardly makes 

sense to cling to a fixed notion of the self, or the desire to acquire things for this, for no self or 

things are permanent or unchanging, and this will inevitably lead to craving, attachment, 

fixation, and to all the problems to which these give rise. Grasping at the self and things only 



leads this to happen more intensely and less satisfyingly in a vicious circle from which there is 

need of release.  

 

But once a person truly realizes that the self and things are empty, and this is realized not 

merely intellectually but in the deepest of ways, one realizes that all selves are the same in 

this way, what one famous Buddhist sage, Shantideva, described as the “exchange of self 

and other.”mcxlix The boundary between self and other, self and world, begins to be seen as 

illusory and destructive, as one realizes that fostering what is good for others is fostering what 

is good for oneself and vice-versa. For once one sees the emptiness of the self and things,  

compassion [karuna, Skt.] and work to make the world a place free of the suffering that 

craving creates arises spontaneously, for compassion and selflesness of persons and things 

are differing aspects of the same. Keeping one foot in the emptiness and one foot in the 

world, neither taking precedence over the other, it becomes possible to negotiate with the 

exigencies of the world in ways which are effective  yet do not get caught in the lures of 

craving, or perhaps in terms from this text, overreification, and the sufferings to which this 

leads.  

 

The goal is such that it becomes possible to overcome all craving while continuing to think 

and act ever more powerfully in the world, overcoming in the process the craving for security 

or certainty (called “attachment to views”), and even learns not to crave release from craving, 

and in this way, the world of attachment and the world beyond this become one. That is, this 

very distinction deconstructs as well, such that samsara is nirvana for the the bodhisattva 

[“being of awakening” Skt.], one who tries to teach this perspective on experience. The 

supposed otherworldliness of Buddhism should in fact deconstruct here as well.  

 



For in fact, the application of emptiness of selves and things back to Buddhist notions 

becomes a crucial part of this tradition, with Nagarjuna and his Madhyamaka school 

deconstructing systematically all fundamental notions of the Buddhist perspective on the 

world, showing that they are all empty and hence should not be sources of attachment or 

craving.  

 

Later Buddhists, particularly those of the Yogachara school, found this perspective a bit too 

austere, and sought to counter the notion that Buddhists are nihilists. If no-self, compassion, 

and interconnectedness were paired with emptiness at various points in Buddhisms history, 

they now put another term in this position, a term which is as difficult to translate as it is full of 

meaning, the notion of tathagathagarbha [Skt.]. Garbha is a Sanskrit term which can be used 

to mean the womb or embryo from which a child emerges, and the matrix, nature, or essence 

which something manifests as it emerges. The term tathagatha is an honorary term for the 

Buddha, one more common than Buddha in many Buddhist texts, a term which literally means 

“one who has thus come/gone.” The term tathagathagarbha is often translated as 

Buddhanature, and yet this term is anything but simple in the way it is used, for it is used as 

the opposite of the sort of essence which is deconstructed by anatman and shunyata.  

 

For the notion of tathagathagarbha is seen as the fabric of experience and the potential within 

that experience to go beyond itself, the seed of enlightenment which is the fabric of the world 

which can manifest from this emerge at any moment. For it is beyond subject and object, for 

any aspect of the world, within or outside of us, can be our opening onto enlightenment, and 

yet, since enlightenment [bodhi, Skt.] is beyond selves of persons and things, so is the 

opening to enlightenment beyond such limitations. It is beyond nirvana and samsara, for, as is 



often described in later Buddhist texts, it precedes this and in fact all divisions, for it is advaita, 

which is to say, “nondual” [Skt.].  

 

Centuries of Buddhist scholars have argued about the precise meanings of these terms, often 

with powerful doctrinal, social, and political stakes, and what was described above is a radical 

simplification of these debates, and a highly this-worldly account as well, even if this is clearly 

an aspect of Buddhist traditions if not the only one. I clearly find the Yogachara schools, and 

in particular, the readings of this presented by Ju Mipham,mcl the late nineteenth-century 

Tibetan philosopher of the Nyingma school, one of the leading philosophers of the pluralist 

Rimé movement [non-sectarian, literally “of no part,” Tib.], to be those most in harmony with 

my own philosophical views of these issues.  

 

That said, the parallels between the worldview described here and those articulated in this 

book are likely evident, and the extent of this is shocking even to me as I complete this book. 

The shattering of unities and binaries into networks of interconnections, the deconstruction of 

the aspects of these networks to show others in turn, the continual oscillation between 

deconstruction and new terms which are then deconstructed and reconstructed in new ways, 

all of this is strangely similar to what is presented here. Perhaps this is because Buddhist 

philosophers learned to integrate deconstruction into their processes of reconstruction nearly 

two thousand years ago, long before the modern so-called West first encountered the 

deconstruction of all its certainties.  

 

None of what is described here should be seen as an endorsement of all aspects of any 

Buddhist worldview, any religion, or any sect or practice. There are many aspects of most 

forms of Buddhism I find concerning, often in practice much more than theory. I do find the 



Engaged Buddhist movement of Vietnamese Cha'an Buddhist monk Thích Nấht Hạnh to be a 

particularly powerful reading of the Buddhist tradition as one which must not only liberate the 

inner world but the outer world as well. For unless one moves beyond meditation and the 

focus on the inner world, I believe that it is impossible to say that one is beyond the self, for to 

simply do this through going further inward into the self in meditation is ultimately a trap which 

refixates on the self by focusing solely upon it. In order to deconstruct this, it would be 

necessary to see the liberation of the world as an essential part of the liberation of the self, a 

Marxist Buddhism of some sort perhaps. That said, this is hardly the approach of the majority 

of Buddhist traditions, and highly conservative social structures in most Buddhist societies is 

the result.  

  

A truly non-dual practice of transformation of liberation, one which deconstructs essences to 

reconstruct them as networks which open on to non-duality, this is in fact what this text has 

worked to do in its way. Reified essences have been deconstructed to show networks of 

networks which slip away as soon as one tries to grasp them, whether as subject or object or 

anything else. And this has been done not to put new reifications in their place, but to loosen 

the over-attachment to reification as such, and to show that our world is more emergent when 

we do so. Deconstruction is in this sense a means to an end, if one which also must be 

applied back to itself, not to produce something like nihilism, but rather, to move beyond 

fixation, the fixation on skepticism which is what nihilism is, or the cynicism which simply 

oscillates between these depending on the circumstances.  

 

In place of fixations on essences or a fixation on deconstruction, this text sees the potential 

for liberation within what it has called emergence. This is similar to what Deleuze refers to the 

virtual, and yet, it is fully concrete as well, beyond the binary between virtual and concrete. 



Emergence is the non-dual fabric of the world, that which is beyond any one, and hence, is 

oneand. Relatively reified and dormant emergence is complexity, or matter, while the 

intertwining of diverse matters in metastable and distributed conditions of multilevel and 

multiform feedback is complexification or emergence, which is to say, the production of the 

new which is more than the sum of its parts.  

 

From matter to life to populations of organisms to societies to brains and the complex 

societies and social structures such as languages and collective thinking they make possible, 

it is all emergence in the process of emergence, even if this can be potentiated by unraveling 

over-reifying in ways which potentiate emergence further still. Emergence is self-potentiating, 

that which is the cause and effect of the world we experience, even if more intensely the more 

complexly aspects of the world network. Emergence is only a name for this non-duality which 

is beyond any one, the excess of the more which is multiplicity in the process of its liberation 

from limitation, including that of being abstract as it manifests from potential to more complex 

concretion. While emergence may sound mystical, it is radically this-worldly and physical, it is 

simply the way matter networks and is networking, and can give rise to that which is more 

than it is by further networking, giving rise to more complex experience in the process.  

 

All of which allows us to return to the case of the tree in the park. Any network in experience, 

such as a tree, will under investigation manifest as empty. That is, each aspect of a network 

will run away if you investigate it closely. Nodes reveal themselves to be networks of other 

nodes, links are simply extended nodes and nodes intertwined links, grounds and neither fully 

within networks nor fully without, and levels are networks as a whole which are simply nodes 

in other networks in turn. There is nothing secure, definite, ultimate, or absolute in this, and 

yet, this slipperiness is perhaps much closer to the stuff of experience than the abstract reified 



unities, impossibly firm binaries, transcendental absolutes, and the other tools of the past. 

While we need to reify this to some extent to grasp the world at all, if we over-reify this, we get 

caught in attempts to reduce the world into a controllable form which gives rise to suffering. 

But there are ways of fostering the differing and networking of this world in ways which can 

potentiate robust emergence. If we stop over-reifying, reifying only to the extent necessary to 

further potentiate emergence, then limitation is a temporary stabilization, localization, and 

concretization of differencing which is that which can be intertwined as complex networking to 

give rise to further emergence in turn.  

 

In this sense emptiness can be seen as a reminder than nothing is as reified as it may seem, 

and to always keep an eye on the more encompassing picture of interconnectedness when 

you get fixated on things, for fixation, or what this text calls over-reification, what is described 

in a Buddhist context as grasping or attachment, is the source of most of our problems in this 

world. The critique of over-reification is in fact a common one in process philosophies, from 

various traditions. A.N. Whitehead, for example, a philosopher deeply influenced by Einstein's 

relativity theory and the development of early quantum physics, called this “misplaced 

concreteness,” namely, our tendency to try to treat complex processes as simple things.mcli  

 

Non-Dual Networks of World Beyond Unities and Binaries 

 

In all these senses, then, it seems that it can be said that a tree I look at in the park both is in 

the world and not in the world, both and neither, even if more intensely the more experiencers 

seem to experience these aspects of the world in similar ways. My world is the world and is 

not, as the excesses between worlds evidence, even as these excesses and the worlds of 

which they are aspects are aspects of the world and not, if each in their ways. This is another 



way of saying that the notion of the world as it really is is a limiting, reifying, and in regard to 

the implicit binary of what is not the way the world really is, binary way of thinking. Such a 

notion should be discarded, or in the manner described above, reworked. It likely makes 

sense then that we start to see our yearning for ideality in the form of pure subject or objects, 

pure objectivity or pure subjectivity, as simply that. 

 

The tree as it really is in a pure way beyond bias, or the world or reality as they really are 

beyond bias, or a pure subject beyond bias, or the certainty which various thinkers seem to 

feel they need in this to prove various things, the logjams and hangups and baggage 

associated with these ways of looking at the world. Abstract idealism as well as its converse 

abstract materialism are both over-reifications, as much as imagining that money represents 

something in the world beyond networks of evaluation which could be different, or that any 

aspect of the world cannot change if we all start to act differently. All these ways of seeing our 

world freeze it and reduce its potentials for robust emergence.  

 

What is described above should not be seen as saying that something like the world or 

objects are not there. Rather, as I have heard many Buddhists say, these things are perhaps 

not there “as we think they are,” a position with much in common with what is being presented 

here. For the world is clearly an aspect of experience, one which manifests by means of the 

patterns in my world and that of others. All of these, the world, my world, and that of others 

seem aspects of each other. My most immediate experiences manifest in patterns which 

seem to be molded by those within less immediate experiences, and this continues in layers 

all the way down.  

 



It seems then that the point at which my world ends and the world begins is fuzzy, for the 

world is the ground of the other grounds within my experience, including my experience of the 

experiences of others. I have never known any network of my experience not to have 

grounds, and so, this is the largest ground I can indirectly experience. The contours of this 

world are fuzzy, and manifest in only the most indirect manner in my world, composed of 

layers of layers of networks and their grounds. In this sense, my world, the worlds of others, 

and the world of which these seem aspects can be seen as aspects of each other, mediated 

by the world which is mediated by its worlds as each of these is mediated by our actions and 

their realities which are mediated by our worlds and the world in turn, even if my world is the 

most immediate to me in my experience of the more encompassing networks of experience. 

What is more, whenever I do go beyond the limits of my current horizons, there always seem 

more networks whose coherent structure helps explain why the world manifests as a whole at 

any point within it, if a whole which does not need to manifest the same to various 

experiencers within this.  

 

In this there is no reason to think that this world is anything but multiple, and potentially 

infinitely so. For the world has never ceased to surprise us in its potential. And why would we 

want to reduce this, or even try to? The multiplicity of the world is what makes it rich and ever 

knew. This may scare some, but it is the opening onto the creativity which has given rise to 

anything which makes life worth living, from life itself to love and beyond. In this sense, my 

world is an aspect of the networking of myself and the world. I never experience myself or the 

world in their pure state, only ever as aspects of my world of experience, and none of these 

are quite pure either, for if you examine any one of them closely, all they reveal is more 

networks of networks. This is part of how networks manifest in experience, which is to say, 

distributively polyform and oddly centerless.  



 

For those looking for idealities, there is no need for these. Ideals of this sort arise when we try 

to limit, reduce, and freeze the complexities of the networks of the world into dead, concrete, 

simple things. And yet, nothing in our world is like that, for even if we try to examine dead, 

concrete, simple things in this manner, they turn out to be none of these things. Idealizations 

of this sort are examples of over-noding. We try to detach aspects of the world from the world, 

and we are left with abstractions so abstract that they seem truly discrete, disjunct, and 

separate from a world which never seems to manifest in this way. And then we cling to these 

things, because we wish the world were simpler at times, and then we get angry at the world 

and try to force it to be simpler, and when it refuses, we try force, and violence is often the 

result.  

 

But the excesses of the world, the ways in which it refuses to be reduced, limited, and turned 

into a static thing, which is to say, become reified, are precisely what allows the world to 

manifest as experience. Without difference, there would be nothing new. Experiencer and 

experienced would collapse into each other, and there would be nothing to experience. The 

poles would cease to be distinct, and there would be nothing to feel. Only a world which is 

fundamentally multiplicitous and self-differingly networking is one in which experience is 

possible. And in such a world, experiencer and experienced are aspects of the way this 

multiplicity comes to manifest itself to itself.  

 

In this sense, the world and my world are aspects of the experience of which I and all the 

objects I have ever experienced are aspects. None of these ever manifest as pure node, as 

pure ideal entity, detached fully from others in some transcendental or fully real sense. 

Likewise, there is no fully concrete node which seems to exist as pure node which is beyond 



all relations with other networks. Rather, it seems that there are only ever networks, and if you 

examine any one of these to try to find the way they really are, you will instead find more 

networks of networks.  

 

None of this means I should stop imagining that I see a real thing when I see the tree. My 

world is my reality and so it is real to me. But I should stop thinking that my experience of the 

world at this particular location which manifests as a tree is absolute, universal, or necessary. 

Not only can others experience the tree differently, they may not even experience a tree. And 

so, there is no tree in the world, at least, any more than there is a me in the world, even if 

both the tree and myself are quite real for me, and for others whose worlds have symmetries 

and overlaps close enough to my own that we can come into sync with each other in various 

ways. If I and my dog can play a game, running and chasing each other around with a toy in 

the park, then the toy, each other, and our way of chasing each other is certainly real to both 

of us. Our worlds sync up as a relatively coherent reality clear and workable enough for us to 

coordinate in this regard. What else do we need? Certainly not things in themselves. Rather, 

only aspects of our world in common, at least to the extent that they are, while keeping in 

mind just how radically this is all that this might be, and can potentially become.  

 

Reified knowledge feels more secure of course, because it is more concrete and less 

complicated. It is easier to hold in your mind in a relatively discrete way, like you hold a 

relatively discrete thing. It is easier to control, and to use to control others. It is easier to build 

overly reified worldstructures around this which allow for overly centralized world formations, 

and their cancerous mutations. Those in power and those who want to be in power will always 

find knowledge for its own sake a powerful ally. But for those looking to maintain the fullness 

of the world, allow its difference to manifest, and desire to network with others in ways which 



do not reduce their differences, but allow these to flourish so as to enrich the world for any 

and all in as many different ways as possible, then knowledge which does not end up 

promoting understanding is hardly worth the name. And there is every reason to think that 

multiplicitousness is part of the very fabric of the world of experience as such. After all, if 

spacetime can be multiplicitous, the very sorts of networks which Locke and Kant saw as so 

certain and indubitable, then why not less seemingly standard networks as well, such as 

those relevant to the color of a toy, or the existence or not of ultraviolet patterns of light?  

 

And so, there is no tree, rather there is the oneand of the stuff of the world, the networks of 

emergence which temporarily manifest at this location within it to the networks which I am and 

in relation to the networks with which I am networking as a tree. But this is neither necessary 

nor immutable, for I may not experience this as a tree in the future, nor may others in the 

present. The tree is only a temporary congealing of the networks in question, a temporary 

stability within the webs of emergence which can always emerge as more, and which only 

freeze when we over-reify and capture the potentials which it could unleash as further self-

differing networking. Moving beyond overreification does not mean giving up on the world, but 

rather, as Deleuze would say, to “believe in the world again,”mclii a world which is not a static 

image of itself, but as potential to always creatively be different. This can only happen, of 

course, to the extent to which we and those aspects of the world of which we are a part bring 

this about.   

 

In all this it seems there are no objective standards, nor needs for one, so long as one works 

to take into account the contexts in question. The world of reality described here is multiply 

social. It is composed of as many sub-realities as there are networks of experiencers, and it is 

as much composed of experiencers as what they experience. Realities are networkings of 



experiencers, their worlds, the world, and the transformations within these, including 

interpretations and actions which are aspects of each other. For if realities and worlds were 

defined in earlier portions of this text in regard to how they manifest from within, they can also 

be defined from without. From such a perspective, realities are the symmetries within the 

actions which arise between agents in regard to how they manifest in regard to a particular 

set of agents, just as worlds are the symmetries which arise within the ways in which all 

agents act upon an agent within them and how this agent passes this on to the networks of 

agents within it in order to give rise to further actions.  

 

 

In this sense there is no need to see any network as other than a networking of its contexts, 

its inner and outer grounds, with each other. A networking links aspects in something like a 

unity, and yet always a peculiar unity, a oneand, for any unity between its aspects, any linking 

of its nodes together to produce a networking, no matter how diverse or similar its aspects, is 

a networking of micro-aspects within and without at lower levels of scale. All networkings are 

emergences, and all emergences networkings. The world is a networking of networking, a 

differentiating which networks with itself, like fabrics of snakes eating their own tales at 

potentially infinite expanses and levels of scale, in and through the quantum levels in their 

ways, fractally and differing, with all the snakes being only metaphorically so, worldtwisting 

experience and action as they go.  

 

How strange, how limiting, how objectifying, how over-reifying, how limiting to speak of 

subjects and objects as if they were isolated things, to speak of matter and experience as 

radically distinct domains, or even more extremely, to imagine that something like mind or 

subjectivity are distinct domains, or even only the province of humans or animals. The stuff of 



the world grasps itself differing, networking differentiating and differentiating networking. From 

within this is experiencing, and from without action and within this is action. Experience is the 

networking of micro-action and meso-action, the cutting edge of action, its intertwining and 

differentiating, its excessing to itself whereby it is never merely any one or two, but one-

anding.  

 

Networking Multiplicitously Between Experiencing Realities 

 

Let us now work to bring this together. When I experience a slice of my world, the most stable 

and invariant experiencing in my world, my body, has intertwined its aspects with each other, 

and at the limits of my sense organs, with those beyond it, physical experiencings that give 

rise to the horizonal openings onto my world of sensations, or feeling experiencings of the 

more determinate horizonal openings onto my experience of the world beyond my body that 

call my world of which my experience of my body is the most stable and consistent aspect.  

 

By means of my experience of the actions of others which indicate they experience aspects of 

their worlds which do not seems symmetrical with my own, I can experience relatively 

mediately and indirectly how they experience their worlds in ways which differ from my own. 

While all experiences are in part excessive to the most stable aspects of my experiencing, 

these are more radical experiences of excess in my world, experiences which lead me to see 

my world as merely that, others experiences as their own worlds, and our worlds as merely 

aspects of the world as such.  

 

All experiences are excessive beyondings and horizonal openings in their way. When I see a 

tree in the distance, photons bounce off the tree, impact my retinal cells, which impact my 



optic nerve, which impact my visual cortexes, which impact other cortexes. Experiencing is 

feeling the result of this chain of impacts and feedbacks and eddies to which this gives rise. 

Since my body is densely feedbacked, I can often feel multiple points along this way from 

within my body with great detail and intensity, and those beyond my body only more 

mediately and indirectly, and those in and through the world, experiences, and bodies of other 

experiencers only mediately further still by means of their actions.  

 

Because I cannot see or otherwise feel the inside of the bodies of others, or experience the 

multi-layer feedbacking within their bodies as they do, I do not experience how their bodies 

networkings, including the traces of their past within their brains, modulate these as they do, 

and to such an extent that unless another experiencer reacts in a relatively dramatic way, I do 

not ever know they experience anything at all. By interpreting the actions of others, however, I 

can start to see how their worlds have aspects in excess of my own, and in this way, by 

experiencing actions of theirs which I can interpret as indicating aspects of the world in 

excess of my ability to experience it but through such mediation, I do experience the world 

beyond my world, only massively mediated, fuzzily, and through the multiplicitous twist at the 

bodies of other experiencers.  

 

By interpreting the patterns of experiencing action which appear when I move my body, and 

looking for patterns in regard to how actions manifest in regard to the patterns in the bodies of 

other experiencers, I can interpret how I can coordinate with others in and through our 

different experiencings by feeding back my interpretation of all this into how I act. I can 

coordinate with someone who is blind, for example, by making more sounds than normal, just 

as they may cue me in to aspects of their sharpened non-visual senses, particularly sounds, 

which I may not have noticed, and in this way, they can to some extent see through me, and I 



can hear, smell, or feel more than I normally would. Similar to how my brain feels further 

when connected to my eyes, so we can extend our worlds in this way, if with less densely 

woven connections along the way, closer perhaps to how my eye can see beyond it when it 

networks with light.  

 

Intertwining actions give rise to stable patterns within this, or realities. When these are 

relatively dispersed, such as in a basketball games, experiences of differing agents may 

weave in and out and fall in and out of sync in varying ways to dissolve. But when actions 

congeal into relatively stable patterns that develop a stability between their actions and 

reactions, they may, like a whirlpool, attain a consistency whose form differs from that of its 

parts, or they may lock in place, like the weavings of patterns of forces that bind molecules of 

water together as ice. Complex systems science shows how matters, life, and even complex 

intertwinings like neural processes within brains emerge from similar forms of intertwining 

actions of entities which are themselves simpler relatively stable intertwinings in turn. From 

concrete to dynamic to living to social to neural intertwinings, complexity complexifies through 

intertwining actions.  

 

Actions are patterns within how we experience changes within our experience, and 

experiences are actions that ripple outside in. When actions ripple from outwards within, we 

feel this as we do because of the complex feedbacks at work within the dynamic networks of 

our bodies. The impact of photons of my retinal cells produces chain reactions which trigger 

waves of feedback in regard to traces of past experience stored in my brain, and these 

feedbacks trigger off waves of dynamic actions in my brain triggering others, leading to all 

sorts of recognitions, associations, potential actions. When these come to a sort of balance, I 



may simply notice how this feels, or an action may ripple outwards from my brain to my body 

and then the world beyond, contributing to this yet more in turn.  

 

Simpler animals do this more simply, and plants to a lesser extent as well. For while plants 

central nervous systems, this is still mediate by webs of various hormones and chemical 

messengers which allows plants some degree of mediate and holistic feeling beyond mere 

contiguity. Physical matters generally seem to only be able to act and react locally, however, 

they only feel the impacts of what is touching them relatively directly, but they show no 

evidence of being able to meta-feel themselves as aspects and wholes in the manner of living 

organisms and their ability to feedback traces of past feelings into future ones by means of 

complex memory systems such as DNA within their cells.  

 

Physical matters nevertheless act and react, and to the extent that a stone is knocked by an 

impact, it makes sense to say that it feels it, for just as we do not know directly feel that 

humans feel what they say they do but judge by their actions what they likely feel, applying 

such a criterion to matters yields a simpler yet consistent result. Even electrons react to 

electrical charges, they seem to feel these, similar to how a rock feels the impact of hammer 

by vibrating, and then perhaps deciding to break this way rather than that, a decision it seems 

to arise at by rippling macro actions to its minor sub-aspects and back, consulting its 

constituents, so to speak. That said, while simple matters seem able to feel and respond, 

only, they do not seem to be able to feel themselves feeling in any centralized or organized 

way which the feedback of memory traces of past experience into present, the folding of 

aspects of worlds back into it such as seen in genetic, hormonal, or neural networking makes 

possible, such as seen in living organisms.  

 



Meta-feeling of the sort seen in living organisms, however, tends to require energetic 

pathways and flows of the sort generally seen only in complex adaptive systems such as 

whirlpools which can feebly adapt to their environments, and the more complex living systems 

which feedback incoming sensations into traces of past experiencings in ways which allow it 

to adaptingly maintain aspects of their form over time to be able to feedback this further to 

grow, reproduce, and even evolve.  

 

When actions intertwine into realively stable realities, I can experience these as aspects of my 

world, but there is no simple homologies at work here. When I experience seeing a tree, the 

actions of the tree within itself are stable enough for long enough to produce a stable pattern 

in the photons, retinal cells, optic nerve impulses, patterns of activation in my visual cortexes, 

and the patterns to which these give rise. I say I recognize the tree, but this is simply how 

these neural and bodily actions feel from within. When I walk to the tree and reach out and 

touch it, I see and feel this, and more actions ripple within me from my fingers and eyes, and 

when these come into sync, I intertwine these with patterns of activation of my memories of 

seeing the tree slightly differently before, and all this sync produces a further feedback loop 

whereby this confirmation leads to a release of chemicals which strengthens the connections 

which gave rise to this. The networks within my body are more densely networked, and I carry 

them with me, and maintain them over time, but they are symmetries within webs of actions, 

or matters, just like those beyond them.  

 

From such a perspective all actions are the result of shifting symmetries within their contexts, 

and all seeming things, or realities, can be seen as relative simply symmetries of webs of 

actions in turn. The realities of matters overlap and intertwine, such as the sub-stones within a 

stone, so many potential stones which could break away from a stone, all fuzzily over-



determining each other until some do break away. But complexifications of the sort seen in 

whirlpools or bird-flockings maintain the physical principle of least action, they feel the 

pressure to dissipate energy in ways which modulate intertwinings across levels of scale, 

giving rise to forms different from those of their aspects, adapting to influences upon them to 

maintain their form until they run out of energy.  

 

Living systems can of course maintain their boundaries and functions, and often move around 

in their contexts and even feel and meta-feel their bodies as wholes rather than merely parts 

and often at multiple and increasingly complex levels of scale, from genetic feeling within 

cells, to hormonal and nervous feeling between cells, and brain in and through all of these. By 

means of these, I can produce models in memory of my experiences, even up to theorizing 

about experiences of those others which are in excess to my world, and in this, develop 

models of aspects of my world and realities in varying ways, even as these are simply neural 

actions that I feel as aspects of my world in turn.  

 

In this, actions are feelings viewed from without, and actions feelings from within. Realities 

are expeienced as aspects of worlds from within experiencers, and experiences felt from 

without the bodies of experiencers are actions which give rise to realities in turn. Feeling, or 

experiencing, is simply action turned inside out, and expereincings of world are actions of 

bodies turned outside in. This is not to say, however, that there is anything like mere mirroring 

or symmetry here in anything like a one-to-one correspondence between aspects of worlds or 

realities, on the contrary.  

 

For while experience is how actions ripple towards us and through us in regard to our bodies, 

we only experience realities in the excesses whereby our experiences do not sync with those 



we expect to experience when refracted through the bodies of others. Between the aspects of 

our worlds and realities, and between worlds and realities and their aspects in any sense, is 

all the differencing in the world, even if they are also often like recto and verso of a sheet of 

paper. For the differencing here is part of the very fabric of the world itself, and while it may 

remain hidden in various circumstances, it may emerge from within and between the strands 

and shards of what we take to have previously been homogeneous, stable, and otherwise 

predictable.  

 

For when I see a tree, the reality of the tree intertwines with those of the photons, my retinal 

cells, optic nerve, my visual cortexes, and I say I feel or experience seeing the tree, which is 

to say, these realities all network their actions together with the networking of actions of my 

body and feel this as I do because of how these actions each feel their worlds and act in ways 

which are felt by those they impact in turn. The experiencing, the feeling, is between and with 

all of these. When my friend sees the tree, they may see it differently, because their seeing 

involves the actions and reactions between the tree and different photons and my friend's 

different body and brain, and as a result, they experience differently because the reality which 

includes me, myself, the tree, and the intertwinings between us branches differently from the 

tree to myself and my friend.  

 

The only way I can experience how aspects of my experience can be different for differing 

experiencers, the excesses to my world, are through experiences of others which are not 

symmetrical with my own. When my dog sniffs smells from an object and I do not smell these, 

I experience through his actions aspects of this object which are in excess to how I 

experience it, if quite mediately. These smells still pertain to this object, even if I experience 

them indirectly, if in a manner whereby I can coordinate with them indirectly through the circuit 



with my dog, and dogs have often been employed to track and hunt in varying ways for 

humans because of this. Not all such situations are so simple, of course, for while my dog and 

I may both seem to experience this object as a relatively discrete aspect of our experience, 

other experiencers may not. Physical matters do not seem able to feel anything but summed 

over through impacts directly contiguous to the outside of their bodies, and so there seems no 

reason to think they feel anything like discrete objects, but they seem to feel impacts, and my 

hand does as well, even if I may assign a relatively discrete cause to the impact of another 

person and stone would not.  

 

When all is relatively symmetrical within the realities at play in a reality relevant to a context in 

my world such as coordinating with my friend in regard to seeing a tree, it is often possible to 

ignore the potential differencings which may arise in the very fabric of my world during others. 

But as soon as lack of sync arises, this evidences excesses and breakings of symmetries that 

show how realities may ripple out differently from actions to experiencers, giving rise to 

differing experiences when these actions are felt from within the bodies of the experiencers 

which receive these ripplings.  

 

It is at these moments that the full uncanniness of individual experiences and perhaps the 

world as such tends to manifest. What we experience can be radically different from itself, to 

the point of not being itself or even a thing at all. The fluidity of the world may emerge at the 

horizons within the cores of things, revealing the fabric weavings of which these are 

composed, with their feeling sides turned towards us, and their action sides turn away, and a 

multiplicitous twist within each.  

 



For if humans and living organisms carry traces of their pasts within them and feedback 

incoming experience in relation to these, physical systems have their “brains, ” so to speak, 

without them, for they are how their contexts write their pasts upon them, and their contexts 

are how they have written their pasts upon their world, if mediated through all of these. The 

world is a giant brain thinking itself, and our bodies and brains merely aspects of these, such 

that our feeling of the actions of the world is simply an aspect of how the world feels in and 

through us.  

 

Realities act, and the symmetries within these can give rise to complex adaptive systems, life, 

and even neural systems, all of which are more complex intertwinings of actions which 

intertwine with what is beyond them, giving rise to ever more complex forms of intertwining 

feeling from within these, and back outwards as action in turn. The differences between the 

webs of actions without produce differences between the feelings within, for each reality 

consults its inner micro-realities to process its outer macro-realities, with its meso-realities as 

the result.  

 

When experiencing, actions ripple towards an experiencer in waves, then from exterior macro 

to mediate meso and inner micro, these actions ripple within and are reworked and 

recongealed through varying neural patterns of feedback which produce a global processing 

which produces global macro actions of the organism which then ripple outwards as micro 

actions in regard to more encompassing realities of which the body of the experiencer is an 

aspect. There is a shift from experiencer of experiencing to agent of action through the 

twisting of macro-context without to micro-context within and then back which is feeling-

acting. And yet, we feel ourselves act, just as the aspects of our bodies that act feel in turn. 

What is more, this does not happen in chunks or merely specific moments or positions in a 



discrete way, rather it is always happening and feeding back upon itself, with positions and 

moments and contexts and time-spaces as so many aspects of this, and in and through 

multiple levels of scale.   

 

Where are there objects or subjects within these? Nowhere, or perhaps everywhere, 

shattered and multiplicitously interwoven so as to not function as they did before. When I try 

to coordinate with a friend of mine and play basketball, there is the reality of intertwining 

actions formed by the two of us, even if this is a massive oversimplification, for we network 

with the basketball and court, local neighborhood, up to and including the whole universe, but 

in regard to the game of basketball, all the rest is summed over and overdetermined, we 

focus our attentions and actions and reactions on how we experience the aspects of the 

game and how they interact and how we react in turn.  

 

The molecules within my body within this are the result of actions intertwining, and each are 

realities as much as that with my friend in the game, with varying degress of sync or 

symmetry, and all these nested at baffling complex levels of scale. My world of experience is 

simply how the realities closest to me intertwine their actions with those of my body, and the 

result are the realities which give rise to my experiences, even if a different body could 

intertwine with these same realities produce their own realities with them, leading to differing 

experiences in their own ways. By networking with other realities to produce different meta-

realities with the bodies of differing experiencers differing bodies, the differing meta-realities 

feel different to the different bodies of the differing experiencers in turn.  

 

What has been called things or objects, or experiencing subjects, these are all radical 

atomizations and abstractions, projections of ideal unities which massively oversimplify what 



has been described here. No wonder when we imagine such simplificities describe the world 

“as it really is” we encounter various forms of lack of sync, and this can result in confusion, 

rage, or even paranoid or cancerous social systems. This does not mean that in some 

circumstances, it may not make sense to speak of me or you, or it, or this or that. But such 

reifications are like handles on objects which should not be mistaken for what they make it 

possible to grasp, any more than we should take our worlds as the world or our experiences 

as simply the way the world “really is.”  

 

For reality and experience, our worlds and the world, are multiplicitous, and any attempt to 

reduce this may be able to sync with local zones of symmetry, but as soon as we move 

beyond these, the excesses between our world and those of others and the world as such 

manifest, often in and beyond our modelings of various realities which we may compose with 

fragments of memories. While models of realities may help us predict patterns in incoming 

experiences, they can also produce even more sync if we over-rely upon them. Models may 

help us map the realities whereby our experiences of liquid water transform from steam to ice 

and liquid at particular temperatures, in and beyond our ability to directly experience the 

molecular issues at stake, but unless we take into account how pressure may alter this, we 

may underestimate the predictive power of such a model. Likewise, we cannot know how 

another may react to what we do unless we are able to experience their bodies, memories, 

and perspectives as they do, which simply does not seem possible.  

 

This is to say that we cannot know in advance what any aspect of our world will do in other 

situations. At any moment the void of excess may blast open aspects of our worlds, revealing 

the potentials for differencing which knows no difference between one or many, this is or that, 

for it is beyond any mere one as oneand. All our ones are in this sense merely nodings or 



graspings of this, including our worlds and the realities from which these emerge, which are 

only patterns of relative stability and reifiction through and of this. 

 

Whether we react to the void of excess with horror or wonder, the multiplicities  can open up 

within experiences of realities or between their aspects, dividing experiences from realities 

without making it possible to produce anything like a one-to-one mapping between these. We 

may react with defense and aggression or hope at the potentials which arise from these, but 

the oneand is neither merely friend nor foe, for it is that from which such notions derive, and it 

can be either, depending on our situations and how we interpret and react to these. Too much 

reality and experience dissolves, too much experience and reality will explode its seams, 

while emergence works to complexify its potentials to complexify by finding the middle way 

between these.  

 

Reality, or the world as such, feeds back upon itself by differintiatingly networking with itself, 

and in this, it feels itself as experiencing experiencers whose bodies within it allow it to refract 

its aspects in and through locality and perspective upon it. The world as such, or reality, is 

how reality feels itself from particular aspects within it, and reality as such, or the world, is 

how this intertwines itself as whole world. Feeling is how this becomes determinate within its 

aspects intertwining within, and action how the aspects intertwine without. Worlds nest from 

determinate locations within the oneand with actions rippling inwards as expeirencers, as 

actions do the same and ripple back outwards, complexify, and by means of experiencing 

ripple within and back as action within the othersin turn. Macro to meso and micro, location 

and perspective to context and back, nested worlds and nested realities, dynamically twisting 

macros to mesos and micros and back at the mesos going inward as experiencing and 

outwards as acting, giving rise to waves of symmetries and sync, excess and differing, 



experiencing and acting, all aspects of the dffering networking of emerging of the world and 

reality in and through each other and beyond any mere one within this differing weaving.  

 

Realities and worlds, reality as such and the world as such, experiencing and acting, 

experiencers and agents, experienceds and those relatively stable intertwinings of actions so 

often called “things,” the inverse reflection of which we often imagine ourselves on the model 

of our bodies to be, all these are not one any more than they are merely each other, for the 

fabric of all of this seems to only ever be a one in situation, as an aspect, but always in 

context. For any node, there are links to networks within and without, the varied contexts and 

levels beyond which reveal this node as merely a noding, a temporary symmetry between 

action within and without whose feeling of the balancings between these is the noding which 

this networking, in regard to its grounding contexts, has become.  

 

In this sense if I pick up a stone in the forest, it is a stone to me, in the forest, both of us 

networking against the world. To forget that which is always more than merely this, that which 

disturbs the mere seeming binarity of this within layers of contexts and processes, is to miss 

so much of what makes our world so richly potentially emergent. There is a stone in my world, 

and if I toss it to my friend and they ask why I threw them a stone, then due to symmetries in 

the realities relevant to our worlds which brought this all about, we can act as if we both 

experience the stone relatively the same, and we can overlook the potentialls for excess to 

arise within the very pores of the fabrics of our intertwinings. This may even extend beyond 

this. There may be something stone-like in the worlds of the birds and dogs around us and all 

the realities relevant to these, or to others who walk by. But in reality as such there is no 

stone, which is to say, taking a page from Mahayana Buddhist logic, there both is and is not a 

stone, and both and neither, which is to say, relatively the stone appears even if it is empty, 



hollow, an interconnectedness that only manifests as it does here and now but may manifest 

radically differently in other circumstances.  

 

This permeates down to the fabric of multiplicitously feeling acting itself. Each seeming aspect 

of this, from the stone to its molecules, the forest and its trees, my friend and their organs, all 

of these are realities of realities which are experiencers of worlds which act and react in 

regard to how they feel in turn. The symmetries in the actions produce realities and meta-

realities able to be experienced by realities within this as experiencers, and as they network 

with their micro- and macro-aspects, their perspectival relations and their bodies, they convert 

realities to aspects of their worlds, yet like a stalk of a rhizomatic plant which arises above the 

ground yet has its intertwining with others hidden under soil, so there is no easy correlation 

between world aspects and reality aspects. For like a fractal image in which each division is 

divided similarly at lower levels of scale, experiencing and acting are like recto and verso of a 

sheet of paper and yet, the centralizing world of experiencing action and the decentralizing 

world of reacting action play each off the other, making sure that differncing emerging does 

not settle into either of these as long as there is more to experience.   

 

This can even be seen in the case of my body. Each cells feels how those it touches jostle it, 

and if chemical messengers impact its receptors in ways that it recognizes, it may let them 

enter. Each molecule in my body consults its sub-aspects by rippling impacts from macro to 

micro and back to feel within it how to react to the actions upon this. My ways of feeling are 

determined in part by the symmetries between the intertwining actions at work here, and the 

contours of my world adapt respectively. But I only experience how any of these manifest to 

my world as experience, for realities are only ever aspects of my expeirence, which is itself an 



aspect of the realities of the world, each containing the other but shattered and refracted 

through the multiplicitous twisting of each in and through each.  

 

As such, my central nervous system feels aspects of my body, and I feel my brains feeling my 

nervous system and body feel its world, but those parts of my body with few nerve endings I 

feel mostly indirectly in how they impact the aspects of my body with nerve endings that are 

around them, even if these aspects of my body must be able to feel the chemical messages 

from the rest of my body otherwise they would not be able to function. Sometimes the 

situation is more straightforward, such that I experience how the muscles in my arm feel from 

within when I move them. As I act outwardly, I feel this inwardly by actions which carry nerve 

impulses towards my central nervous system and brain, but even this is peculiar, for the 

feeling and acting are not always linked up, and they use different nervous pathways.  

 

Nevertheless, even when I touch one hand with the other, and feeling and acting seems 

nearly reversible, experiencing and acting are varying aspects and sides of the same but their 

aspects are not identical or unproblematically symmetrical. What provides the illusion of 

homology is that all the realities directly relevant here are those within my experience I call my 

body, and yet, while I experience my hands experiencing, I am not the same as my hands, 

nor my experience identical to theirs. For I am distributed through my body in and through my 

central nervous system and brain, most intensely perhaps towards the center, and in ways 

such that experiences in one aspect feed back with aspects of the others in ways mediated by 

my brain and its dynamic patterns of memories, all of which is what makes how my hands 

experience feel like mine, an aspect of a larger whole, contextualized against my body and its 

memories of similar experiences past, and against a world which I recognize as somewhat 

beyond me. I only experience what my hands experience as aspect of my experience which 



are experiences as and of my hands. Each sub-body here contributes, mediates, warps, and 

influences. There is no non-mediated experiencing; mediation of beyond and beyonding 

mediation is one way of describing what experiencing in this sense is.  

 

In this sense, between any experience and the realities it manifests is the world as such, and 

between my world and the world as such, there are the intertwining realities which give rise to 

it. The fabric of reality and the world are like Klein Bottles, they twist the open-whole within 

and without each, down the tiniest experiencing actings, and while these may line up and 

come into sync in various ways, there is no way to be sure they will necessarily continue to do 

so in the future. This is not to say that the world does not have relative stabilities, for it does. 

While some may say such a model could do without these, by looking at the ripples produced 

by two sets of waves in water, even this simple sets of actions rippling outwards in a field of 

water give rise to temporary enucleations which then fade, so why not the fields of forces that 

knot together to give rise to the aleatory reifications which compose the realities of our world 

we each experience as aspects of our worlds in turn? The mistake, of course, is to imagine 

the fundamental stuff of the world is composed of billiard balls like entities, and that as if 

made of glass, we can see to the core of these and the core of ourselves as well. What a 

terrifying hall of mirrors all reflecting the same that would be, and yet, our world is thankfully 

much more crystalline, between pure opacity and pure transparency, a world of refraction.  

 

Within any expeirience, within any slice of my world of experience, the threads of multiplicity 

extent practically infinitely deep, twist and refract outwards to the whole world and twist again 

as the realities which form it and which it is and back before they rejoin the experience, in a 

sense, from behind it, and vice-versa with action. The weavings of potential do not respect the 

often seemingly hermetic sealing between aspects of our worlds, and these channels of 



potential weave from action to experience to action from macro through meso and micro and 

back, for the meso is nothing but the weavings of the macro and micro in and through it as 

feeling acting, and the twisting within and without of these. While there may be local pockets 

in which experiencing and acting sync seemlessly between zones of experiencers, such that 

“things are what they seem” for a little while, nothing has yet been found which is always what 

it seems, in all potential contexts and times, in all potential conditions of networking. The 

same molecules of water is a potential part of an iceberg in the arctic as it is part of the neural 

processing to write a book of philosophy that describes such an iceberg. Spinoza  famously 

said that “we do not know what a body can do,”mcliii and even beyond a body, it is posisble to 

see the oneand of which any body is merely one.  

 

The lack of immediate sync between experience and action is nevertheless crucial to how the 

very fabric of the world is always already othering. Realities and worlds are out of sync in 

ways which potentiate their ability to potentiate each other through the extension of the world. 

Any matter is shot through with virtual potentials to be different. Liquid water is potential ice 

and steam, all depending on how its molecules network with each other and their contexts. 

The potentials within cannot be unleashed without intertwining with concretions and their 

potentials without, and in this sense, to see potentials or concretions as bound within things is 

a massive distortion, one which takes our reifications of the world which help us work with it, 

and transform them into over-reifications treat the world as if composed of frozen atoms.  

 

Such temporary nodings, however, only ever seem to be able to last so long along the way. 

Refracted within us or outside of us, it is all refractings of concretions and potentials. While 

matters tend to bind their networks relatively rigidly, we do not need to, and yet, the very 

hands which grasp and the brains which abstract which allow us handles on the stuff of the 



world, can seduce us to take the handles for the worlds which they help us navigate. The 

moving images of cinema arise from the experiencing between the static frames of the 

celluloid and the light interacting with the human eyes and brain, and in this sense, cinema is 

not in the can of mere film. So it is with the world. The fingers and feelers of realities thread 

their ways into worlds, and vice-versa, and shifts within either can lead to openings of oneand 

within the ones which ever seek to bind them and keep the oneand from sight.  

 

Ones can potentiate the oneand of emergence in its becoming, of course, but too much of 

any one or one-ing can strangle it as well, and in today's world, torn between conservative 

ones which rage for one content above others, or cancerous ones which rage for one form 

above others, hope lies with seeing the multiplicity which can be released, the fabric of 

oneand beneath its capsulations in so many rigid systems of ones. Let us move beyond what 

has so derisively been termed picture-thinking,mcliv and learn to think with, to rhythmically 

come into sync with the emerging of the world. A first step is to learn to see beyond the 

frames, to release oneand from within the ones, and this book works to help potentiate this in 

its way. 

 

It should not be thought, however, that there is something mystical about how realities and 

worlds intertwine in and through the world as such, which is to say, reality as such. All 

realities are intertiwning actions whose experiences are mediated by their worlds in ways 

which exceed my world and its aspects. This can account for how and why it is that my 

experiences of realities and realities are not necessarily in a one to one relation, with 

asymmetry able to arise within, between, or otherwise in relation to these in a wide variety of 

ways. While my experiences and realities may be symmetrical, particularly in contexts with 



high degrees of symmetry, in different situations, radically different configurations can 

emerge.  

 

In this sense, realities are intertwining of actions from the perspective of the intertwining of 

these, a world is an intertwining of actions from the perspective of one such within this. 

Reality as such is the intertwining of realities, and experiences arise from this mediated by 

how they intertwine with all the realities relevant to one of these which functions as an 

experiencer in regard to its perspective in relation to these, and just as the internal and 

external realities relevant to the reality which is an experiencer give rise to the actions which 

react to these experiences which then can ripple outwards in their ways, mediated by how the 

perspectival relation of each to all manifests in regard to degrees of impact and relevance 

intertwining external and internal contexts in regard to the reality experiencing twisting of the 

experiencer acting. The world is the reality of realities each mediated in their ways by all, and 

at multiple levels of scale, or reality as such. This is can be seen as why the world never 

ceases to surprise, and while there may be more beyond this, there would be no need to have 

more.  

 

That is, the intermediating feeling acting of each through all can help describe how it can be 

that differings refract each other in ways which make it such that unless one could know every 

possible intertwinings of the aspects, one could not not be surprised by much of what 

happens, and since each perspective and body has a limited perspective, since we cannot 

know all possible intertwinings to see what they would be like, and because there seems 

every reason to think that the fabric of the world is potentially infinitely divisible, there seems 

not reason to think that the world will ever cease to surprise in its potentialities for differencing 

intertwining.  



 

The oneand of matrix, the fabric of the oneand in its networking emerging, is that of which 

experience and action are aspects. For each is an interpretation, experience relatively 

centered, and action relatively decentered, yet each an aspect of emerging. For experience, 

as relatively immediate as it may seem, is an interpretation of all this, one which interprets 

emerging in relation to a relatively centered experience upon it, in this case, that of my world 

and how my body anchors this. As an infant, however, before the development of object-

constancy, there is reason to think that I did not know what a body was, and that experience 

as it has manifested since then is a delimitation of even “my” experience as “mine” in relation 

to my body. Experience without an experiencer of course makes little sense, unless a sense 

of experiencing as such is taken beyond what it traditionally is seen to mean, as it has here, 

refracting off action in the process, a differing if related lensing, even if in the process losing 

some of the immediacy that experience is seen to traditionally imply. Still, if experience 

centered around my body as mine is a relatively later development in my life, any sense of 

this too is an abstraction from the here and now of my experience as it manifests to any 

sense of myself I have had, with a sense of experience less mediated by these formations of 

my memory as itself but a hazy memory and perhaps retroactive projection in fantasy, 

deduction of what must have happened, etc.  

 

In this sense, no matter how immediate experience may seem, there seems every reason to 

think it is an interpretation itself produced in relation to my sense of myself and objects as 

constant as developed as an infant, and yet, this is not so say that we should perhaps try to 

return to our pre-centered days. Perhaps this is closer to what electrons feel, lacking even 

highly distributed forms of coherence, or similar to plants, or perhaps none of these. But this 



too would be ex-post facto in regard to our more immediate experiencing here and now, and 

yet, perhaps this too is precisely the issue.  

Experience in this sense is an interpretation of the actions in my world which ripple towards 

me in regard to my body's reactions to this, and I then project this outwards to interpret my 

experience in regard to the actions and interior experiences of others. And yet, it would be as 

legitimate to interpret all of this as actions and reactions, and any sense of being a centering 

experiencer as a derived aspects within this. Experience and action, worlds and realities, 

these are interpretations, lenses which reveal the world in and through the perspectives they 

take up upon this. This is not to say these are merely words, or merely concepts, or merely 

perspectives, but rather, to say that they are words, concepts, and perspectives which when 

networked with others can help manifest aspects of the world and potentials for working within 

this. The question of course is what we do with these, and to what end, and why, and that to 

which this can help give rise.  

 

All of this helps to explain why this project views all attempts to grasp the oneand of emerging 

as partial ones while the oneand is always more. Any concept, word, description, experience, 

reality, body, thing, feeling, or anything else is a limitations and reduction, a oneness, and the 

oneand is that which is more than merely any or more ones. The opening is what keeps the 

world emerging, that which makes networks always more, even as networks too are simply 

interpretations of this more beyonding.  

 

Relation Beyond Certainty 

 

But what if it is all a hallucination? At first this may seem like a strange issue to emerge at this 

point, but such a question functions here similar to Descartes' question as to whether or not 



God may not be trying to deceive our ways of reasoning about the world, or the question 

which some analytic philosophers raise as whether or not our world could be a simulation for 

a “brain within a vat.”mclv That is, what if my experience of myself, my world, my body, others, 

all of it, including my experiences of trying to interpret my experiences, and to determine if 

they are there are not as they seem, and are in fact all in error? That is, is it possible that 

even my sense of the world as such and the experience of others could all be something like 

an illusion?  

 

Examining these issues can in fact help along the process of self-deconstruction and self-

unraveling which is part of what makes the networkological project a different sort of 

worldview, a philosophy as virtual reality, one which presents the world as it can be as much 

as it is, which aims to present lenses and descriptions or what could be rather than the view 

of things as they really are. For if any of what has preceded is any indication of what is to 

come, it should probably not be a surprise that any attempt to differentiate our worlds from the 

world is only ever an interpretation, and any disjunction of these from each other only 

indicates just that, with whatever meaning we make from this yet more interpretations of 

experience.  

 

I have of course never met anyone who did not seem to feel that their world was an aspect of 

a larger world of experience, but does this then mean we can be secure in our sense that this 

world is there? We do not seem able to experience something like this any more directly than 

we can experience the inner world of other people from within. We cannot know this world is 

there for sure any more than the inner worlds of other people. But we can experience this 

world indirectly and mediately, in a manner similar to how we experience the inner world of 

others indirectly and mediately.  



 

For example, sometimes when I wake up in the morning I see small colorful traces in my line 

of vision. If I move my eye or head, these traces seem not to be part of the stuff of the world, 

but rather, my vision, for they interpenetrate with anything I see when I fix my eyes upon 

them. These traces quickly vanish from my line of sight, and I remember having experienced 

this before when I have slept in such a way that my pillow was pressing upon my eyeball. 

Such traces, famously called “seeing hairs in one's eye” in the Indian philosophical 

tradition,mclvi are a classic analogy for when we know our senses are deceiving us. The traces 

or hairs are not there, they are ways in which my body impacts my vision so that it sees 

something which, at least in common parlance, is not there.  

 

Does this mean I do not see these traces? On the contrary, I clearly do, and as such, they are 

part of my world of experience. Yet I take them to be “not real,” which is to say, one of the 

ways in which my experience is not in line with the world as such, the world of experience 

beyond my experience and shared in a sense with others. Everyone I have ever met deals 

with this phenomenon and similar ones in a similar way. A little child, however, might not 

realize what is going on, and the first time this happened to me, I am sure I was surprised. 

 

In this sense, the only way I have learned that such traces are not part of the world beyond 

me, but are rather due to a temporary malfunction of my sense of vision, is because I can 

compare this situation to others by means of my memory. I remember these traces were not 

there in the past. I experiment to see if they are part of the things I am seeing, or if they move 

when I move my eyes or head, and I see they move and remain in the same part of my visual 

field no matter what I focus upon. I may even press upon my eye and see if this changes 

things, or look in the mirror to see if there is something on my eye, or ask my friends if they 



see similar things. Then I notice that the traces go away, and notice that when I press lightly 

on my eyeball through my closed eyelid, I see similar visual phenomena. By means of this 

evidence, I conclude that the traces were caused by the way my eye projected itself out into 

my experience. And since I know that my sense of sight is localized in my eye, also from my 

memories and comparisons of this sort, I conclude that the issue is caused by the ways my 

body contributes to my experience, not the world beyond my body.  

 

All of this happens within my experience. My memories of my prior experiences, of the way 

aspects of my body impact my experience, my experiences of how others say they 

experience their bodies, all these are aspects of my experience. And yet, by means of 

comparing these, I come to conclude that the world did not really have these traces where I 

saw them. I clearly experienced the traces, but I interpret my experience as not to be trusted, 

as an aberration of the standard patterns whereby my world's patterns line up. For if I try to 

touch these traces I cannot, and normally I can touch things which appear so close in my 

vision. If I ask my friend if they see the traces, they do not, yet usually we report seeing things 

relatively similarly. The traces are an experience which does not fit the normal patterns in my 

experience. And so I interpret them in a particular way.  

 

When I interpret aspects of my world this way, this is evidence that I believe that there is 

something like a world of experience of which mine is an aspect. Others seem to experience 

things similarly, and little children will often tell their parents they see such traces after they 

wake from sleep, and parents explain what that is, and we all know they happen. We all 

interpret aspects of our experiences as potentially faulty in these ways. And so, we all seem 

to believe that there is a world of experience beyond us.  

 



Do we ever experience this world? Not in the manner in which I see a bird flying in the sky. 

But I do experience the traces in my vision when I wake up, and the memory of not normally 

experiencing my vision this way, and I interpret this as meaning something like my experience 

of my world is slightly out of sync with the world of experience of which mine and others are 

aspects. This is similar to how I interpret the actions of others, by means of my interpretations 

of the patterns of the ways I directly experience their actions, as indicating something like a 

world of experience within them. I cannot experience this directly, but I experience the effect 

of this directly in such a manner that the interpretation of my direct experiences as indicating 

an inner world of others is one which makes sense of so much of what I experience. And if 

the inner world is truly there within others, then I am experiencing those inner worlds, 

indirectly, by the ways I experience their effects in the actions they give rise to in my world.  

 

Likewise with the world of experience itself. Any notion that this world is there is an 

interpretation of my direct experience, but if it is there, then I am directly experiencing its 

effects, and in this sense, indirectly experiencing it, all the time. This is what is meant by 

indirect experience. Such a mode of interpreting, according to which there are worlds inside of 

experiencers which are relatively similar to mine, at least to the extent to which our bodies, 

including our brains, are similar, and that there is a world of experience of which these worlds 

are aspects, is incredibly productive. I have never met a person who does not have 

something like this set of interpretations, and even if they say they are incredible skeptics, 

they still act as if these basic assumptions about the world are simply the way things are.  

 

There are, of course, moments in which the disjunctions within the patterns of our 

experiences become an issue. When I see traces in my vision, in hindsight I conclude that I 

saw traces which were not there, though this is really a way of saying that my experience was 



caused by my experience of my body rather than my experience of the world beyond my 

body, which is normally what I take to be the cause of what I see. This is of course a massive 

simplification, for I always experience my eye, but so long as it functions in a relatively 

consistent manner, I tend to abstract this out of my experience, such it is only when it is acting 

in an unusual way that I take its contributions more directly into account.mclvii  

 

But at no point in any of this have I actually experienced anything beyond my experience: all 

such seeming experiences are aspects of experience, and should be understood as such, 

which is to say, there is no radical outside which could function as a standard of reference 

above and beyond the others. That said, there are relative points of reference which are 

extremely useful, such as the relative consistency of my experience of my body and memory, 

even if to call these by these terms is in fact an interpretation, as much as is to call my world 

or the world by these names. That said, these are useful interpretations which seem to help 

me predict aspects of my experience with great regularity.  

 

These regularities are, however, simply that, with nothing to guarantee they will remain this 

way. These regularities seem to arise because of how aspects of my world interact, carving 

each other up into slices and aspects, some more due to the contributions of the networks 

within my body than without. But there is nothing within this which seems purely subjective or 

objective. A purely objective experience, one experienced from everywhere and nowhere, is 

something I have never experienced. And a pure subject, an experience from within me which 

is without any aspect of objectivity, which is to say, purely located yet not, and without any 

aspects of the outside world, in the form of material sensation or memory thereof, is also 

something I have never experienced.  

 



While I can imagine these notions, I am not sure what they get me, for they take me further 

from the world I do experience, and hence seem to undermine rather than help me navigate 

this world. These terms still may help in their way at times, at least, when seen as poles within 

experience, but not rigid or ideal limitations. While it does seem that experiences which arise 

within my body are those which previously would be described as subjective, and those 

without as objective, there are many intermediate cases which are obscured by such a 

simplistic binary as subject and object, including but not limited to perception itself.  

 

None of which is to say that I experience the world in anything like an immediate way, for 

there is nothing fully immediate, or mediate, for that matter, about experience, for experience 

manifests betweenly in and through such aspects. Some of course are more and less mediate 

than others, if in their way, and by means of this I can come to learn about how the 

experiences of others do not always line up with mine, and by means of this experience more 

mediate experiences, even if there seems nothing like a pure or ideal mediate or immediate 

experience that is more than imagination which can lead to reifying ways of thinking and 

acting.  

 

While interpretations which occur in relation to that which happens in my body are more likely 

more strongly influenced by my contributions than those aspects of my world which are not, 

there is no outside one could use to try to develop an objective interpretation of these things. 

Some aspects of my world do appear with regularity, and I act in regard to these in ways 

which interpret these, and these produce more actions which are further interpretations. And 

so, if we cannot ultimately ground an interpretation, or likely anything, then perhaps it is better 

to ask ourselves which interpretations help us navigate this all in the best way, relative to our 



interpretations of how the context of our world appear from here and now, which this text 

articulates in regard to the project to foster the robust emergence of more than the mere few.  

 

All experience does seem to point to an interpretation in which all the aspects of experience 

are aspects of one fabric, poles within experience which is always a differing same. This stuff 

is carved and sliced, showing up differently and in various ways, and yet, it is all one stuff, 

which is to say, a world. This world's aspects and variations are all connected, or networked, 

and I am a network within these. Some aspects are somewhat sectioned off, and I section off 

some others, and I can fold them back upon each other, some more abstract, some more 

concrete, and by means of this, I can sync up networks in various ways in relation to others in 

turn.  

 

Are there ever any sharp divisions within these? I can interpret things this way, and many 

have, but more relational interpretations, I believe, could be more helpful going forwards. 

Such an approach would see unities, such as myself, or binaries, such as direct or indirect, or 

any other such networks of interpretations of my experience, such as the more multifarious 

networks of notions evidenced in these paragraphs, as abstractions from my experience 

which can be folded back upon it. In this I may employ various concepts or ideas, such as 

myself, or direct or indirect. But concepts are networked aspects of experience as well, 

abstractions of aspects shared by various experiences and memories of these. And just as 

much as memories, concepts are not otherworldly. They are networked patterns of activations 

within the networked patterns of connections within my brain. These patterns of activation can 

come into sync with those of my incoming sensations and my potential motions, and this is an 

interpretation, which I experience from the inside as what is generally called a concept.  

 



The patterns in my brain which bring about what I call a concept may be similar to the way 

others experience similar patterns in their brains, and there may be similarities between these 

patterns and various patterns within language which are used to label concepts. When the 

networks of language come into sync with those in the minds of people, we can coordinate 

our ideas, which is to say, the ways our brains give rise to patterns of activation of memory 

which link patterns of activation between sensation and action.  

 

Even to say that experience is mine, or that there is a me within experience, or a world, this 

too is an interpretation, just as much as to say that the tree I experience is a tree. Attempts to 

strip away interpretations produce a more rather than less interpreted world, for our world is 

only a world to the extent to which it is not only unified but also differentiated. Reworking how 

we interpret our world requires negotiating with the world as we find it, and while trying to 

radically abstract from it in such a manner is one way of doing this, it need not be the only one 

any more than its interpretations.  

 

In this sense notions such as me, my world, reality, the world, these are still all interpretations 

of aspects of my experience, similar to the way I interpret aspects of my experience as 

indicating aspects of experience to which I have only mediated access, such as that within 

folded within others as their worlds of experience, or a world of experience of which mine is a 

folded aspect. These interpretations become such a part of my ways of experiencing, and 

those of any people I have known, that I have difficulty remembering experiencing otherwise, 

or even imagining myself or others experiencing otherwise, and yet infants do seem to have 

worlds quite different from such a structure. For it seems that each infant has to learn to see 

their world as theirs, and they do this by using memory to abstract patterns from experience, 

and compare these so as to try to anticipate aspects of new experiences. Those aspects of 



experience which seem the most common, which are private and not immediately shareable, 

we call ours, and these seem to end at the borders of our bodies, and similarly for others. But 

these are all things we learn, habits of interpretation which are so ingrained in us that we 

cannot fully separate out where interpretation ends and pure experience begins. Rather, we 

simply start interpreting and build from there.  

 

Within this, there seems little need for anything like certainty, even if there is a need for 

something like consistency. But we should not imagine these are the same things. We use 

concepts and terms to help us navigate our worlds, for these are handles we use to carve the 

world up into segments so that we have traction upon it, and can get it to move in particular 

ways in particular situations. Such handles are useful, but like any knowledge, when taken as 

ends in themselves rather than means to forms of understanding which can help us better 

sustainably emerge in relation to our worlds, they can turn from reifications to overreifications 

which can undermine the processes of understanding of which they are aspects. 

 

 

 

Experience, from a networkological perspective, is then neither merely one nor many, rather, 

it is a multiplicity which can be either or depending on the situation, and as such, it can be 

seen as one-and, that of which any one is merely an abstract aspect. This is to see 

experience as a fabric from which are carved experiences, and this carving happens due to 

the manner of the networking of experiencer, experienced, and experiencing in regard to the 

world of which these are aspects. Any distinction drawn within this is an action which is itself 

then experienced in turn, and this is subject to all the issues relevant to these. No experience 

is ever final, ultimate, or complete, for it is always an intertwining, a networking, in relation to 



contexts and other experiences, and these are networks in turn. Any attempt to carve out firm 

distinctions or finalities simply produces particular types of experiences, interpretations, or 

evaluations, but this does not make them final or ultimate any more than calling a cow a dog 

does; rather, it produces the sort of impasses which evidence a certain lack of sync, one 

symptomatic of how binary systems tend to produce repeated issues when they attempt to 

sync with their worlds. If we are to emerge from these, we need to begin to learn from this, 

and attempt to produce ways around this, as this text has attempted in its way to start to 

produce.  

 

The world as such, then, can only be the oneand of the fabric of experience, and the worlds 

and their experiencers, experienceds, expereiencings aspects of this, abstractions from this. 

Likewise, our experience of the sync or lack thereof between our experiences of our actions in 

relation to those of others, and by means of this, our ability to experience our interpretations 

of our experiences as indirect experience of the experiences of others and by means of this 

the world as such, indicates that these experiences are necessarily horizonal, open 

experiences of opening, such as what happens when I walk down the street and experience 

new experiences arise from the horizon of the distance. There are reltively closed 

experiences, such as that of a stone I statically hold in my hand, and then more open ones, 

such as when I rotate the same stone in my hand, or my friend walks towards me from the 

horizon, or I experience my thoughts shifting. These are all experiences, even those of the 

realities we only experience but through our experience of the patterns of lack of sync 

between our actions and those around us and thereby the world as such, the most horizonal 

experience we ever experience.  

 



All experience, in this sense, is horizonal, there is no truly closed experience. For all 

experience is a network which is grounded by contexts, including the experiencer, including 

the world of which the experiencer's experience of itself experiencing the experienced is an 

aspect, and this world too has horizons which open on to the world. There are no ones in the 

world as such, only oneand, and our worlds, experiences of selves or objects or others, these 

relative ones are never fully ones, for they all are relative to contexts, and they change, which 

is to say, they are grounded and emerge, and are linked to so many sub-aspects as to be 

networks of networks. They are all oneand, even if we may treat them as ones, or even hope 

they will be ones. This text hopes that to see the world as oneandic is in fact a better way to 

interpret the world.  

 

If there is no tree “in itself” in the forest, then, and no stone “in itself” in my hand, and the tree 

and stone are only for me, and to those who experience them as well similarly enough to me 

that we can act to coordinate in relation to these, this is to say that the stone and the tree 

“are” not. That is, they do not ex-ist. Put otherwise, there are no things in reality, there is no 

thing, there is no world as such, no reality as such, no subject and no object, and in fact, no 

experience. But there are so many things for so many, no many experiencings, and that is 

why the world and reality and things can be so open and opening between, the result of our 

intertwinings, our networking actions and interpretations, evaluations and thinkings, and 

moreso the more we bring them into being together. This is, I believe, far better than the 

worlds and realities which exist today, for they are the worlds and realities which could 

become, and for more than merely one or many or all but, but rather, for opening, which is to 

say, for emerging.  

 



Does it make sense, then, to even say that I see a tree, or feel a stone, or is this simply an 

inappropriate way to speak when theorizing about experience? If one is to speak at all, one 

word rather than another needs to be chosen, and if one follows the infinite regress of trying 

to separate inside from outside, splotches of color from objects, or any other such attempt to 

come up with a pure starting point about which to speak about experience, the networks of 

networks seem to keep opening as far as the eye can see, and the starting point will 

ultimately be arbitrary or motivated by networks which tend not to be openly admitted. From a 

networkological perspective, sync is much more relationally produced when one operates 

relationally, not ignoring the relevant contexts nor attempting to remove them, but networking 

with them and attempting to come into sync with them.  

 

And from such a perspective, any determinations of the start and end of an experience, or 

inside and outside an experience, levels of scale, unity, etc., all such determination are 

experiences of interpretations of experiences, which are actions that I experience as I perform 

them. When I interpret in this manner, I network some degree of choice yet also some degree 

of determinateness, for I cannot seem to recognize a horse as a cow, no matter how hard I 

try, though I may mistake one for the other, a retroactive determination of course. My 

interpretations are in this sense actions which I feel, and as such, they are aspects of my 

world. I see a splotches of color and texture, and I hear myself say to myself in my head, “ah, 

that's a whirlpool,” or perhaps I simply feel that I recognize it as a whirlpool. Either way, 

networks of actions ripple from my sense organs to my sensory cortexes, trigger networks in 

my associational cortexes, and I feel my memory sync up with my sensations, which is to say, 

I feel that I recognize this as a whirlpool. Perhaps images of whirlpools past arise in my mind, 

or I hear the world “whirlpool” in my head, likely the result of triggering of associations in my 

auditory cortex. I may even see the letters for the word “whirlpool” arise in my inner 



experience, likely due to associations which trigger networks in the parts of my visual cortex 

which help me recognize letters.  

 

Networkological Philosophy as Post-Deconstructively Reconstructive Virtual Reality 

Networking 

 

In all of what has been described in these pages, this text has worked to deconstruct unities 

and binaries which have overreified aspects of our world and held us and the world captive in 

various ways. This has been done by tracing the contours of aspects of experience closely 

and taking these to their limits, in order to show that what has been often described in terms 

of unities (i.e.: subject) and binaries (i.e.: subject vs. object, inside vs. outside, direct vs. 

indirect, mind and matter) can be redescribed in terms of networks of networks, thereby giving 

us a more relational perspective on the world. This does not mean there may not be uses to 

the terms which have been unraveled in their ways, and certainly within contexts these 

notions can be quite helpful, but we should not be seduced into thinking they are somehow 

absolute or final, cannot be reworked in various ways, and hence, are, like all lenses on the 

world, provisional and situational. 

 

From such a perspective, nothing is certain, for certainty implies a firm binary between what is 

certain and not, and nothing is known securely, for this too implies a firm distinction between 

what can be known and what cannot. And yet, if traditional notions of truth or certainty vanish, 

there are benefits to such an approach. The world does not vanish, nor experience, nor the 

ability to maneuver in this world and coordinate and come into sync, or to interpret or 

differentiate or create. In fact, all these things remain, freed from the limitations of the unities 

and binaries of the past. In place are new logics, relational and immanent logics, emergent 



and refractive logics, the logics of networks which this text will work to weave from its 

unweavings of more traditional approaches.  

 

And so, in place of a Kantian division of the world into what is really there and what merely 

appears to me, it is possible to recast the world as networks of interrelations in which 

experience and reality are aspects of each other. It is all experience, experience which is 

carved yet never fully divided, abstracted yet never fully disjoined, and yet, by means of 

these, experience can come to experience itself experiencing, and by means of acting, 

making these experiences real in the world outside of us as actions which intertwine to give 

rise to new experiences in turn. Experience is our shared reality as manifested within as our 

worlds, and our realities are the ways we manifest our experiences externally as actions 

which give rise to the realities which determine how we act, giving rise to the world we 

experience then as our worlds of experience. Experience and reality are in this sense aspects 

of each other as well.  

 

In this sense, the world twists some of itself outside in so it can fold itself back upon itself so 

as to experience itself from inside out, and I am that twist of the world within itself, just as 

others are twists of this same world of experience within themselves. Do I ever experience the 

world but as my world? In a sense, all my experience is of the world, my world of experience 

is of experience, and in this sense, it is an aspect of experience as such, the experience of 

experience by experience itself as world. My world is an aspect of this. Can I know this for 

sure?  

 

This depends on what you mean by knowing, which after all, is an aspect of experience. For 

ultimately, knowledge and the desire for certainly push experience into a corner from which it 



seems to only emerge by infinite regress, such as the sort which happens when I try to reach 

the horizon in my vision by walking to it, or examine any unity or binary in detail. In both 

cases, I find only more networks of networks. And yet, there are other ways than always 

relying on binaries and the infinite regresses and aporias to which they give rise. After all, you 

do not see many people getting frustrated that they cannot get to their horizons, rather, they 

just navigate their worlds the best they can.  

 

What is more, there are many advantages to a networked approach. For networks too can 

intertwine in descriptions of their own ways to give rise to massive complexity of the sort 

which binaries evidence, and even more so, and in ways which work to be much more in sync 

with the needs of robust emergence. Ecosystems and organisms, bodies and brains, 

economies and cultures, these are all complex networks, networks which are only ever 

reduced by binaries. We may try to interpret these by means of unities and binaries, but such 

basic tools seem hardly up to the task. We need more relational tools to help us interpret 

more relational aspects of our world which defy such simplistic models which only ever 

seemed to fit in these more traditional models by force or sleight of hand at best. We need 

more fluid, adaptive, labile models able to fit the true diversity and potential of our world, its 

networked multiplicity.  

 

Does it make sense then to say that my world is the world, and the world is my world, that 

these are the same and yet also not? Of course it does. I have never experienced it 

otherwise, and if the reports of other people are to be believed, I think you likely have 

experienced the world the same as both yours and not. Such a non-binary situation is 

relational to the core. Does it violate the law of the excluded middle, the famous logical law 

which has been part of many intellectual traditions, in the so-called West at least, since the 



time of Aristotle?mclviii Of course such a position violates the law of the excluded middle. 

Mathematicians and logicians began to see this so-called law, of course, as a sub-set of the 

true diversity of the world, an abstraction from experience which is only valid for some of its 

aspects, and which therefore should not be seen as necessary or even always desirable.  

 

And so if experience is broader and more encompassing than the so-called law of the 

excluded middle, then perhaps it is not a very well formulated law. Perhaps it is merely a 

description of how some wish the world always was, which is to say, simple and orderly, like a 

world divided into subjects and objects, or mind and matter. But simple and orderly are only 

an aspect of the fullness of experience, and an aspect which has been forced upon so much 

of the rich networks of experience in an attempt to make them more controllable by reducing 

them to that which is easy to control. Why judge the world as lacking according to a standard 

which is simply a derived aspect from this? Or to a notion of infinite growth and profit for their 

own sakes even as they undermine the life in regard to which they were supposed to help 

make full and abundant, even as they so often do the opposite?  

 

Experience is its own standard of any sort of way it could be evaluated, for it is the source 

from which values are derived. Experience is also its own interpretation, for it is that from 

which any and all interpretations are only partial aspects. Experience is multiple, it is a 

networked relation of networks arising from others, and it seems to have never ceased to 

shock us with its ability to arise in ever new ways. And yet, it also seems to have patterns we 

can use to help navigate this. But these patterns can be formulated in a wide variety of ways. 

One approach is to say that our models of the world, the patterns we abstract from it to 

interpret this, and the meta-interpretations we make of these in relation to various values we 

hold which relate us to wider networked contexts, that these are all higher than the world, and 



that the world must live up to these. In such a situation, the world will often disappoint and fail 

to fit the models.  

 

But if our models are only ever seen as provisional aspects of the world, lenses upon it which 

are derived and partial representations and nothing more, folds of the world back upon it to 

help us navigate our relations to it, the situation is much more open. Any lenses can be seen 

as themselves networks, and to the extent that these are unified or dualist these are radical 

simplifications of the networks which lurk within and without and amongst these. Examine 

closer, and you will see networks of networks of networks. There is a reason why we are so 

attached to unities and binaries, of course, for they are simple. I pick up an object, and it 

seems like a unity. But I can take this apart, I can look at this entity from different sides, and 

see it is composed of colors and shapes, and is full in a sense of all sorts of memories and 

anticipations. What a vast reduction to say the object is a unity! Or that it is a duality, an 

object distinct from the world and myself. The object is connected to the world through 

physical networks of forces and particles, and it is as much an aspect of my experience as it 

is beyond it.  

 

Experience starts between, it is the betweenness from which any poles abstracted from it 

emerge. Within this between there are disjunct unities, which is to say, networks. Let us start 

there. We may abstract unities and binaries from these, and of course these have their uses, 

especially when we need to simplify to get things done quickly. So I refer to myself in common 

speech, and I oversimplify, and this is useful when I say to my friend that I am hungry, 

because we can quickly coordinate. And I differentiate simply from my friend who is not 

hungry, because binaries like unities are quick and easy. But let us not be convinced and 



seduced to believe that this is all there is to the world. What an impoverished world this would 

then be.  

 

The radical in between, this is where everything that has ever made life worth living has ever 

emerged. Life, love, equitable and just democracy, creation, these always defy the unities and 

binaries which look to capture and restrict them. We need these unities and binaries to grab a 

hold of the world when we want to be simple, and this has its uses, for it allows a foothold in 

things, such reifications allow for the diversity of the world to take on limits. These limitations 

can fold back into the world to give rise to greater diversity. A human body, after all, is a result 

of the limitation of the genetic code, of the holding in abeyance of all the other ways a human 

genone could be manifested to give rise to this particular coding and not others, just as each 

book is an exclusion of all the others that could be written in its place. I am this sense a 

limitation, a particularization and concretization. But by means of this limitation, of the taking 

of one form over another, I can fold back into the world in new ways in relation to other such 

particularly concretized forms. Limitation allows for greater creativity when it reworks 

differentiation back into itself as networking. Creation has differentiation and intertwining as its 

aspects.  

 

Unities which are not one, but rather always multiplicitously one-and, which is to say, 

experience, life, democracy, or love, can only be limited to unities and binaries as reductions. 

If these are not networked back into others to give rise to new differentiations, they 

impoverish the world, but if they network in ways which go beyond themselves, they give rise 

to the new, that which is complex, that which exceeds the sum of its parts. Experience 

exceeds itself, life exceeds itself, love exceeds itself, creation exceeds itself. They do this by 

becoming other than themselves, by being reduced to the binaries and unities of particular 



hardenings thereof, only to unravel these in turn by means of networking and redifferentation, 

rereduction, and reunreduction. When unities and binaries are recast as aspects of a process 

of which they are only ever aspects, rather than seen as ends in themselves which can be 

held up to the world as standards of interpretation and value, then binaries and unities are no 

longer rigid and ultimate. They become provisional, workable, simply aspects of networks 

which are temporarily noded off yet ultimately intertwined so as to be able to further intertwine 

in turn. Such is an aspect of the ethics of networkological forms of interpretation.  

 

Experience is its own standard of interpretation of value. Experience is the way the world 

feels itself from within. Subject and object, direct and indirect, me and you, us and them, 

abstract and concrete, inside and outside, these are aspects of this. If we keep this in mind, 

we do not get fixated and distracted from the work of renetworking unities or binaries or 

blasting them apart to be able to better do so, differentiating and linking, which it to say, 

creating more complex ways of networking.  

 

The rigid, the fixed, the static, these are ways of congealing, enucleating, capturing, and 

reducing the stuff of the world, its fundamental creative energy which can only be unleashed 

by differentiating the unified and unifying the differentiated. Unified and differentiated, these 

too are simply aspects of the stuff of the world, the stuff of experience, that which is 

fundamentally multiple, different, not-one, in excess of one, one-and. And if it is not one, it is 

also not any two which can be created from linking ones. There is no one, nor two, but only 

ever one-and or two-and, which is to say, there is more, there is more, there is more, there is 

more, more to experience, more to life, more to love, more to value, more to interpret.  

 



There is always more. The more is within and amongst the unities and the binaries, closed up 

within them, yet always ready to burst open and find new ways to link with that within others. 

The more is what is carved, what is linked, it is this carving and linking. It has no true name, 

for this would be a reduction. Yet strategically speaking, in a world which has become 

enamored of unities and binaries, of reduction and order, of paranoia and closedness, this 

more manifests most intensely in those aspects of the world which represent the more to its 

reductions. We see these aspects of the world more with more networked lenses, lenses 

which are more relational, immanent, refractive, and emergent. And so, a philosophy of 

networks is an attempt to help us connect better to this more, to imagine how the world could 

be if we let some of our fixations on unities and binaries go and try to see emergent 

networking as how the world may be.  
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The Neuralizing Web 

 

If popular culture is any indication, many have long speculated that the increasingly powerful 

network called the Web could start to acquire powers once thought of as at least suprahuman 

or demiurgic, if not or even belonging solely to the realm of spirits or the divine. From the AI 

gone wild titan-like Ultron from 2015's The Avengers: Age of Ultron (Joss Whedon, USA), to 



the reincarnating humanoid Cylon monotheists and their semi-prescient networked hybrids in 

Ron Moore's 2005-2010 Sci-Fi Network television series Battlestar Galactica, one does not 

have to dig that deep to find some aspect of contemporary technology imagined as having 

suprahuman capacities with God-like potentials, whether these are conceived of as 

benevolent or otherwise. Examples abound, such as the Architect and Oracle from the 

Wachowski Sisters’ Matrix trilogy (USA, 1999-2003) – depicted as a twinned neo-pagan pater- 

and mater-familias who give rise to the world as well know it (the former with white beard and 

garb, the latter with empathy, foreknowledge, and excellent baking skills) – to the destroyer-

of-worlds Skynet of the Terminator series (USA, 1984-2015), we've long projected demi-divine 

dreams on our silicon based machines and now, their virtual extensions.  

 

Perhaps it should not surprise us then, as our technology comes to seem more fantastic than 

most of us can understand, what Bernard Stiegler has referred to as a crisis of memory of 

species-wide proportions,[1] that the increasingly species-wide superorganism known as the 

Web would become for many a crystalline screen for multitudinous projections of not only 

hopes, dreams, and fears of what our increasingly networked societies could become, but 

also for a way to re-imagine what it could mean for any of this to relate to questions of the 

sacred. For while many in the world are part of a spiritual, religious, or devotional tradition or 

practice, for many technology has lead to a widespread desacralization of the world which 

has left us bereft or larger scale narratives and world-frames other than smaller narratives 

mostly focused on the here and now. Skepticism and cynicism abound in a world consumed 

with quarterly earnings and fads which seem unable to dialectize the diversity of history, 

culture, or much of anything beyond the 24 hour new cycle.  

 

From Virtual Reality to Immanent Transcendence 



 

Structures of the sacred allow for subjects to find a place for the immediate within contexts 

which are epic in scope, and if our brains are perhaps pattern completers of the first-degree, 

perhaps it should not surprise us that so many yearn to complete the patterns given to us by a 

seemingly ever more fragmented global capitalist technogarchy. While so much of our 

contemporary world seems to mitigate against attempts to form wider terrains of meaning, the 

yearnings for this, at least if popular culture is any indication, seems to have hardly waned. 

And as technology seems to acquire at seemingly increasing speed ever more human, 

suprahuman, and even seemingly fantastic capabilities once only part of the literature of the 

sacred itself, and doing so on a massively interconnected global scale once hardly 

imaginable, perhaps it is only sensible to project desires for contexts of meaning onto the 

suprahumanly distributed powers which, seemingly coming from everywhere and nowhere, 

are increasingly changing so much of our world. What is more, as these very technologies 

seem to be on the cusp or breaking down the very boundaries between the human and 

machine, and of potentially transcending some human limitations in the process, it should 

also perhaps not be surprising that many would fantasize about the potentials lurking within 

such technology for something like immortality, or even the possibility that individuals could 

become more than merely themselves, perhaps even something sacred or quasi-divine.  

 

A convergence of concerns such as described above can be seen illustrated by the recent 

Johnny Depp film Transcendence (Wally Pfister, USA, 2014), which describes the story of Dr. 

Will Caster [Depp] who finds life after death by downloading his mind into an artificial neural 

network which, when threatened, is downloaded to the Internet. With potentially infinite 

capabilities, and making money off his ability to predict the stock market, Will soon has 

legions of workers begin to build him larger and larger warehouses of computer servers to 



support his need for computing power, until he is able to develop nano-tech which makes it 

possible for him to intertwine with the bodies of living beings. Soon he is like software, able to 

distributively network humans and even matter together, infiltrating the rain-water at the 

molecular level, turning all he touches into extensions of his artificial, virtual mind. Will slowly 

metamorphosizes in the film, gradually transforming from an extension of traditional forms of 

human life to a giant neural demi-god of sorts, and building upon a dream of humanity from 

ages past, overcoming death and becoming indistinguishable in various ways from what 

many cultures have imagined as the realm of the spirits or even Gods. While Will sacrifices 

himself in the end, bringing down all computers around the globe and in fact the electrical 

power grid with him, it is hard not to see in this film a reflection of a variety of hopes and fears 

many have about precisely where technology may be taking us.  

 

Transcendence is of course only the most recent of twist on a series of similar tropes which 

seem to link the power of technology to literally transcend the limitations of the human to the 

ways in which machinic minds seem to possess brain-like and even potentially supra-neural 

qualities. Humans have of course long tried to understand computers as artificial brains, and 

brains as types of machines or even computers, so many “images of thought” or 

computation.[2] Of course, most traditional, binary, serial computers are quite un-brain-like in 

their structure and composition, composed as they are of largely rectilinear grids of 

immobilized chips and wires. In contrast, however, even the most cursory look at the many 

available maps of the Web and the Internet which supports it reveals that there are few things 

it resembles little more than a giant, living, pulsing, distributed, virtually present animalian 

brain.[3] And while the Web is currently radically smaller than any individual human (if not 

animal) brain, as the Web gets denser, it is also now going increasingly neural in more ways 

than one.  



 

For today the Web is ever more bolstered by the simulated brains of artificial neural networks. 

These video-game like algorithms, networked brain softwares existing in a virtual simulcast on 

more traditional linear hardware, allow traditional computers to resemble the more neural 

logics which today only exist between hardware computers online. Artificial neural networks 

are growing massively more powerful, and are growing in leaps and bounds, as they are the 

technology responsible for advances such as Siri, Facebook’s Deep Face facial recognition 

algorithm, and Google's Deep Dream.[4] While the Web has only begun to take its already 

existent neuralization to the next step by means of these artificially simulated brain 

algorithms, it seems that as these new technologies impact ever more of our daily lives, this 

next step in neuralization could bring the Web to a next level of human-like and even 

posthuman neuralization of itself and even, in its way, the world beyond it.  

 

The virtual realities of the Web after all have such a massive impact on the ways in which our 

culture sees the world that it seems like we at times live inside a massive feedback loop, 

whereby the world beyond the Web can at times seem an arena in which its virtual dreams 

can be made, to quote the film Videodrome (David Cronenberg, Cananda, 1983), its “new 

flesh.” As critic Slavoj Žižek has often quipped, fantasy is in some ways more real than reality, 

and Jean Baudrillard has argued that in our increasingly hyperreal postmodernities this 

seems increasingly the case.[5] Žižek and Baudrillard were making such arguments long 

before we had something like the Web, however, so how much moreseo today? In this sense, 

as the Web increasingly neuralizes itself, perhaps it will also neuralize more of the ways we 

see the world around us, neuralizing all in its path in the process. This while so few 

understand how neural logics function, how they produce the massively powerful and at times 

frighteningly human and at times seemingly suprahuman feats they do, and what this could all 



mean for us and our potential futures.  

 

That said, perhaps this process of neuralizing the lenses we have upon the world has already 

begun, not only in the realm of culture and technology, but science as well.[6] Researchers 

tell us more by the day that networks with complex adaptive aspects, like brains only much 

simpler, have always already been there, and we simply lacked the networked tools to see 

these before. From crowds to currencies, markets to evolutionary populations, cities to 

snowflakes, power grids to languages, each of these seems ever more composed of networks 

of networks, with a continuity of logics which scales up without a break to neural style 

processing. From such a perspective, there is no Cartesian or Kantian gap in the fabric of the 

world, it is all networks, all the way down. The differences are all in the degree and style of 

this networking of the stuff of the world with itself, with qualities emergent from the ways in 

which this folding occurs. While there is quite a lot to the details of such an argument, this is a 

shift in view with profound potential import, and one linked to an abstracted from some very 

powerful technologies. The combination of these technologies and ways of looking at the 

could redefine notions of the human and that which is beyond this in some rather dramatic 

ways.  

 

The notion that so much of the world around us can be understood as composed of networks 

of networks is the perspective described by complex systems science and “soft” non-binary 

computation,[7] the fields from which artificial neural networks and their shockingly power new 

technologies emerged. Once one begins to look at the world through the lenses these 

perspectives provide, things begin to look quite different. Things seem to grow more webbed 

before the eyes in a curious feedback loop, with logics that leap level of scale, from individual 

to collective, transindividual and multiplicitous and in between, all in a manner which is as 



seemingly fractal as proliferative.[8] And if in fact all is networked, and if the brain and all that 

makes humans special is simply a matter of networking pulsing living wires, then perhaps the 

very difference between subject and object, and with this, subjective and objective, becomes 

a different of degree rather than kind.  

 

There are some radical potentials and dangers within such notions, all of which we need to 

understand before they simply rework the worlds in which we live. And yet, perhaps none of 

this is as new as it seems. For if the world gave rise to animals and their brains, which gave 

rise to the neuralizing Web in turn, perhaps it should not surprise us if these share certain 

logics in common. In this sense, the increasing networking of our ways of seeing the world, as 

well as networked aspects of our collective becoming, might then be something of a sort of 

strange return home. Or perhaps an subsumption within a collective intelligence whose 

intentions one would have to hope are more benign than humans have been to each other in 

the past.  

 

All of which is to say, are there ways in which an ever more neuralizing Web, even if it seems 

hardly anything like a unified consciousness, is nevertheless perhaps in a way turning the 

tables on us, and getting us to construct a world in its ever more neuralized image? Of course 

many have long worried that we could be manipulated by our technologies, but this is the first 

time we have come up with technologies that could actually imagine, fantasize, and dream. 

For what else, after all, is Google's “Inceptionism” but this,[9] something which seems as if 

ripped from our science-fiction, (Cylon) projection come to life, whereby neural networks 

imagine the world as they want it to be, and then try to fit the world inside this? Several neural 

networking platforms have now shown that when you train a neural network to look for 

something in the world and then feed it something which does not match, it attempts to fit that 



new data into its patterns, projecting its preconceptions out onto the world, trying to unify the 

data presented with the data it hopes to see, often at multiple levels of scale.[10] Is this not, 

after all, what humans do when we fantasize, project, hope, and dream, only we make our 

dreams into realities by means of actions performed by our bodies?  

 

While computers generally lack anything like bodies, at least any which generally are much 

more than complex boxes and sets of cooling fans, in many senses we are the bodies of 

these computers, for we recreate the world around us continually, and according to our 

fantasies. That said, experimental robots has taken a turn for the uncannily powerful as well 

these days, as embodied cognition researchers have been able to use neural networks to link 

up to more animalian style bodies with some shocking results, such as Boston Dynamics 

famed “Big Dog” project for the United States Army.[11] As embodied cognition has shown, 

once you carefully select materials to produce tendons, joints, sensors, and body morphology 

which resembles that of living organisms in molding to the tasks at hand, one often gets 

massive amounts of computing power as if “for free.” [12] Big Dog is able to adapt its gait to a 

huge variety of terrain and conditions with fractional amounts of computing power compared 

to a machine which needs to compute through every eventuality, for its physical legs perform 

so much of the computing for it, if in a distributed and embodied manner, that its neural 

networks only need to coordinate this rather than think everything through. The results of 

rethinking computation in a distributed manner such as this, in some ways an extension of the 

distributed modes of computation at work in neural systems which have no center but only 

networks of relations, have had some very powerful results indeed.  

 

It is scary to think what might be possible then if nanotech, biotech, or quantum computers 

are developed, even as the likelihood of one of these radical transformations happening in the 



near future seems more a matter of when rather than if. Of course, perhaps the Web hardly 

needs such mechanisms to become embodied so as to transform the world, for perhaps all it 

needs is virtual realities to get us to use our bodies to allow for a project of immanent 

transcendence of which we may only be partially the subjects.  

 

The Cinematic Brain-Image of Ubiquitously Capitalist Networked Computation  

 

Whether or not our machines ever achieve human-style cognition, it seems that the new 

neuralized AI is coming close enough that it will interact with the collectively distributed 

intelligence of the Web, ah intelligence which seems to have human intelligences as its 

components rather than directors, in ways which could hardly be imagined just a few years 

ago. The Web's virtual reality dreams seem ever more to create, if by means of us, the 

seemingly more real worlds in which we live. Of course, this may not be quite as new a 

phenomenon as we may want to think. For if, as Gilles Deleuze famously argued in regard to 

cinema, that “the brain is the screen,”[13] then perhaps we have seen something like this 

movie before. For, from a Deleuzian perspective, during most of the 20th century we were in 

fact, in sense at least, neurons to the giant screen-brain of cinema which has thought in and 

through us. The Web is merely the newest incarnation of this, and neuralized AI a more 

developed future-echo still.  

 

Pushing past cinemas past, and by this I mean the screens of our desktop computers, today 

the Web has jumped into our clothes. For we now carry cinema in our pockets, as the moving 

light writing has eaten what used to be our “phones.” Cinema has always had an uncanny 

desire for more virtual bodies, moving from movie theaters to our office and homes, and now 

to the silicon portal-mirrors [14] in our pockets. We live in perpetual and ubiquitous cinema, 



never not linked into the Web's dream realities which, troping off Sigmund Freud in another 

moment, may be thought of as a sort of “other showing place” [die andere Schauplatz][15], if 

one which has made the notion of mere polymorphous perversity seem quaint indeed. For if, 

following Deleuze following Henri Bergson, we imagine that the human mind and even all 

physical reality are networks of the production of “imagings” of aspects of the world by each 

other (ie: water in a tea kettle “images” the flame in the stove beneath it by transforming itself 

into steam, just as humans “image” what happens around them to give rise to memories 

which are then imageable into fantasies),[16] then perhaps there is little which is not always 

already, in a sense at least, cinematic. Cinema would merely by the most developed echo of 

the cinematic world which gave rise to it.  

 

Perhaps then it is we who are merely cogs in the cinema's attempts to evolve itself in and 

through our mere meatly existences, as the “machinic phylum” co-evolves along with our 

biological and cultural phyla.[17] It is a small step, after all, from seeing organisms as 

functionaries of the selfish gene to that of the selfish meme,[18] from the selfish image to the 

cinematic brain machine. And if, as some theorists, such as Jonathan Beller have argued, 

both cinema and finance as we currently know them are aspects of the abstraction, 

semgentation, capture, retructuring, and surplus extraction machine which currently 

dominates our lifeworld, often known as capitalism, then it is perhaps difficult to tell which 

more powerfully manipulates us to construct the world in its image, the society of the 

spectacle or the abstraction machine of finance, both virtual reality networks which speculate 

on how to get our hopes and dreams of the future to impact how we deploy the resources 

produced in the past to create our present.[19] As Beller makes painfully clear, building off 

Debord before him, without cinema, understood in the most encompassing sense as a mode 

of production of images, there would likely be little to motivate us to keep reproducing the 



world the way we do in such oppressive forms.  

 

The radical transformations of cinema, its movement to ever more distributed, small, and 

ubiquitous screens, along with the neuralization of the Web, are perhaps then two intertwined 

moments of the increasing transformation of human subjectivity into neural units in the more 

encompassing brains behind the scenes. And none of this can happen without virtual reality, 

or at least, the virtual reality projections we tend to call fantasy. That is to say, the silicon 

portals we carry with us are not merely openings onto a beyond which has little need for us. 

For if the “brain is the screen,” and the network of screens a collectively industrial image-

brain, then, as psychoanalysts have also long noted, the screen-brain is a mirror, a mirror 

which recasts us and our realities according to a highly social set of parameters, often 

mediated by the distributed needs of massive flows of even more abstract virtual reality, 

namely, flows of cash.  

 

And now, all this has gone neurally fractal. We now in an age which to take a term from 

Deleuze again, can be understood as a “crystalline regime,”[20] in which the psychoanalytic 

mirror has been shattered and recomposed (if it was every truly unitary in the first place, what 

a fantasy), and with it, the shards of where subjects and objects used to be. This would is the 

position of Stiegler, building on the thought of André Leroi-Gourhan, it is tools, including the 

tools which are languages of words and images, which are multiplicitous mirrorings of human 

subjectivity into the world of objects which, in the process of this specular polyform refraction, 

give rise to humans and their culture in the process.[21] Perhaps the languages of objects, 

words, and images we produce then have always had something brain-like to their weave-

work, reweaving our brains as our brains reweave our worlds in the process.  

 



While Deleuze argued that the crystalline regime was once the purview of avant-garde 

cinemas, it now seems as if the very techniques once used by the avant-garde, such as 

fragmented characters and non-linear plots, become mainstream in cinema, TV, and everyday 

life, and moreso by the day. Deleuze, of course, did not see the Internet, even if it is perhaps 

his crystal-image made flesh, if a crystal which, to use his terms, is both perfect and perfectly 

cracked, in which we are ever more refracted in our divergently clone-like avatars and their 

branching events and plots, even if with the real stakes always seemingly still managed off-

screen by agencies both seemingly within the fabric of our virtual realities and nowhere to be 

seen. In such a world, our very dreams and fantasies, or perhaps better termed our 

virtualities, are as much the raw materials for this giant cracked mirrorball as our bodies, for 

when has the actual world ever been cast and recast but in terms of its virtualities? After all, it 

is the the flows of fictitious capital which keep this all producing data and profits for those who 

dream up our dreams, which is increasingly ourselves now that we've all gone reality TV and 

social networks, with virtual and concrete spiraling into ever more tight spins even as the 

surpluses keep growing for those with stock options on our potential transormations.   

 

While this may all sound rather abstract, and it certainly is, it is nevertheless anything but 

impersonal, for the production of subjectivity, at least according to Félix Guattari and more 

recent thinkers such as Mauricio Lazzarato, is how the webs of images and screens and their 

strangeifying distancings work to inscribe us into its ever more concretizing abstract 

machines.[22] And so, everywhere and nowhere and right besides us, the Web is each day 

more like a lover, or as Žižek would say when building on Jacques Lacan, it takes the form of 

that which is “within us more than ourselves.”[23] Let us not think that the abstract need be 

cold, that is, unless we draw up a contract and ask for it that way. Because either way it 

seems evident that the, the giant cinema-brain with ever more mirrored tendrils, clearly wants 



us. And for more than merely our money, because more valuable than money is the power to 

make it and even reality, which is to say, the Web wants our fantasies, hopes, potentials, and 

dreams, which is to say, our virtualities, to be soley its own. The Web wants all our attention, 

all our love, all our energy, all our time, so that we increasingly remake the world in its 

images, giving it flesh by means of our own. If zombies and vampires always had something 

of the meta-cinematic about them, what of today, as we become ever more erotically primed 

celibate-machines of the “new flesh”?  

 

Our strings pulled by images on screen, we become shadow-puppet sleepwalkers, or put 

more hopefully, the thinking and feeling neurons of a distributed set of virtuo-neural demiurge, 

its nodes and probes into the external world. Topologically twisting inside to outside and 

inverse, we are both brain and body of a webbed supraentity which has now cast us in the 

role of being its prostheses and extensions. In the process we produce, if distributively, our 

new fantasies, our new this-wordly otherworldlinesses, our new idealities which guide the 

creation of our new realities. And it is ideality, the gloriously otherwordly that we live here and 

now which, beyond our personal sharded mirrors, we seem to lovingly crave.  

 

For now that we live in the future, we realize it is just as dull and oppressive as the present, 

and now that we always have the future with us in our pockets, reality seems even more 

painful unreal than before. The Web in this manner simply extends the dream machine of the 

cinema of the theater, which itself extended the more concrete spectacles that came before it 

in cathedral, battlefield, royal palace, temple, and concert hall, into the fabric of everyday life 

with a degree of saturation and permeation not long ago hardly imaginable. We have moved 

from viewing the doorway to the beyond at exceptional spaces and places to the mobile and 

ubiquitous altars of our daily lives, bringing our virtually singular-plural neo-divine from places 



of worship to movable fetish-mirrors which we hope will now always be at home in our ever 

more fractally fracturedly multiplying hearts.  

 

As this goes more neural, the more do we, and if the brain has been the ghost in machines 

past, as well as potentially the source of all the ghostings we project on machines and brains 

and so much more,[24] then perhaps there is more to the similarities than there may at first 

seem to be. For if the Web can be thought of as a potentially new divinity or spirit world of 

sorts, however, perhaps such a perspective reorients our past-futures-present more than 

might at first seem to be the case (or did we think the past or future would be off limits to 

newly neurally distributed world-dreaming?). Perhaps much of this is simply a new wrinkle in 

the cortex of brain-images past, and perhaps we have been neuralized from the start, even if 

the pace and intensity of this is increasing furtively.  

 

And yet, have we not learned from the past? For hasn't history taught us that ghosts and 

machines, particularly those considered sacred or divine, spiritual or otherworldly, are often 

tricky and dangerous? For if we are on the verge of giving birth to a new divine of some sort, 

a new supra-human brain-deity (or have we all of a sudden stopped all but worshipping our 

machines?), at what point might a newly netted potentate start to issue decrees, demand 

fealty, crave offerings and the like, or rather, will we just simply give it all the time, love, 

attention, and adoration we used to give other humans the portals and entryways which 

connect us to the great beyond? This clearly already happening, but what if the Web  wakes 

up to this, might it not get the urge to read our minds, manipulate, or smite us? Clearly this too 

is already happening. After all, Edward Snowden revealed that very little that happens on the 

Web is not being analyzed by not only corporations but governments. And death by 

spreadsheet is increasingly common, just as the US Department of Defense is increasingly 



using artificial intelligence to pursue drone strikes.[25] And we surely seem to love and devote 

ourselves as much to our social media, hookup, and dating apps as much as other people.  

 

Capital, the power behind the scenes, is the disjunct unity which in its uniformly diversified 

reduction of all to quantity of pure reproducibility, making it easy for those who have power to 

reproduce the world in their own reflected images as more of the same. Whatever the new 

brain-images in which we live, they are always already concretely and abstractly ideologized 

as much as brain-images past. And in all this, we continue to stare at brain-image interfaces 

to us ever more in our offices during work-time, even as we lust after special private time with 

them in our so-called free time. Perhaps then we have become ever more shamans to an 

increasingly immanent beyond, functionaries of the ubiquitous device, mediums for the 

polyform screen and its seemingly suprahuman intelligence which is neither one nor many but 

multiplicity,[26] that which uses our meat to think and feel by means of us, thereby taking on 

roles and powers which, at least previously in the history of humanity, existed only beyond. 

And in a manner, not much different to such formations past, which benefits the powerful.  

 

And yet, all is not necessarily grim. For as the Web is recasting what it means to be human, 

increasingly breaking down the boundaries between what we saw as within and without, 

transcendent and immanent, virtual and concrete, here and beyond, this is also an 

opportunity to shed our skins and their prior limitations. Such massive shifts can not only lead 

to increasingly devious new forms of domination, but potentials for liberation as well. In this, 

we perhaps need to look for what Ernst Bloch [27] might call the seeds of utopia lurking within 

the ruins of the past and potential futures to help defamiliarize our relation to the present in 

ways which could lead to change, to help imagine potential futures which could disrupt the 

seeming necessity of our continued exploitation by the entities to which we continue to give 



rise in the present. Examining neurodivinites past and at the cutting edge of the future could 

then help us imagine alternate virtual potentials for our current conjuncture. And it is worth 

looking for these potentials, because the Web is already looking for the potentials to which it 

can give rise in and through us.  

 

Virtual Spirits-in-the-(Networked)-Material-World: Beyond the Legacies of Descartes 

 

If the Web is something like a new neuro-style divinity or demiurge made flesh, this probably 

isn't the first time something like this has happened, and attempting to get a sense of 

analogous formations in the past can help us to frame our present moment and its potential. 

For in fact, the divine was already imagined to be a network long ago, and by some of the 

very thinkers who helped give birth to the ways of thinking which gave rise to modern 

computers themselves. And since this is so, then for feedback's sake, it may make sense to 

look at some of these theorizations past to help understand the realities which seem ever 

more like our future pasts to come. 

 

To start, G.W.F. Leibniz’s vision of the divine in his Monadology (1712), written over three 

hundred years ago, imagined God as a great Googler-in-the-sky, devising the “best possible 

world” amongst the various potential futures for the node-like entities, like so many 

disconnected humans attached to their smart phones, to which it broadcasts virtual reality 

worlds.[28] What could be more contemporary, Leibniz or Grindr? Baruch Spinoza, writing a 

few years earlier in his Ethics (1664), imagined God as a giant geometer whose structure 

could only be intuited by rational web-crawlers who learned to overcome the limitations of 

their search capability by means of assembling packets,[29] like our contemporary web-

browsers, to learn to see the deeper patterns behind the appearances.[30] And a few years 



before, René Descartes, that famous founder of so many binary paradigms to come in texts 

such as the famed Meditations (1640), described how everything can be slotted into the grid, 

the Cartesian coordinate system, all binary and split yet ever in its place, the divine unifying 

what matter keeps apart, as he meditatively describes the subjective side of the alienation 

whose external structure seems nicely described by Leibniz.[31]  

 

In so many senses, we live in the world which was a virtual dream of Leibniz, Spinoza, and 

Descartes. For today, we find ourselves feeling ever more gridded and divided, like isolated 

islands linked into a networked superstructure which promises in so many distributed ways 

that it's all for the best. In this sense, Descartes just describes life of the monad from inside. 

To each his or her own node within the giant Googly net of islands, long live the great Google 

in the sky, bring on the Spinozist Web-crawlers because we surely need them. Ours is a world 

in which, following Jean-Joseph Goux, can be seen as one in which desire and fantasy, 

finance, and semiotics are coming into resonance in a huge, distributed network, anchored 

around the extraction of many resonant forms of surplus, with the subject-object distinction, in 

the spirit of György Lukács, as one of the most crucial structures within this.[32]  

 

Then again, perhaps it should perhaps not surprise us that Leibniz, Spinoza, and to some 

extent, if in reverse, Descartes, imagined a world in these terms. For they were there to see 

the birth of the new networked deity of the centuries to come, namely, the system we today 

call capitalism. Spinoza perhaps saw this up close, living in the Dutch republic of the 

seventeenth century, the famed incubator of so many of the (always already neo)-liberal 

notions which were to dominate ever more the centuries to come.[33] Of course, today’s 

computer networks, Internetted and otherwise, were only a dream back then (but certainly a 

dream, particularly for Leibniz).[34] But those with Oracle-like vision could see where the 



breeze was metaphorically blowing, and it was the Net, whether gridded on a geometric plane 

or connecting the monads for presenting the potential for an intuition in the web beyond the 

web.  

 

For if anything has knit our world together in today’s globalized web, it has been capitalism, 

even as today the Internet and Web as serves as its physical and now virtual analogue, its 

epitome and mirror, pushing and pulling us into ever more tightly intertwined realities, virtual 

and otherwise. And if the philosophies described above present some virtual refractions of 

this, it has been the flow of commodities, cash, and humans which has brought this all into the 

firmer stuff of the world, virtual and concrete every more deeply entangling in their ever more 

interwoven grasp. And disintegrating us in the process, seemingly for it own ends. For we are 

increasingly shattered into mini-selves, avatars and profiles, passwords and biometrics, as 

the new deity gets ever better at reading our minds with custom-made ads sent to every 

corner of our distributed computational extensions from cell phones to TV sets to laptop 

screens and soon enough coffee makers and thermostats. If Western paradigms often 

present the divine as able to know our deepest fears and transgressions, this new deity not 

only knows our desires, it sends us ads for the porn we used to imagine was our guilty 

pleasure alone, even beyond that for the products which ever more seem to buy us as vice-

versa.  

 

Our species has always, of course, projected its deepest desires and fantasies before it by 

means of the virtual realities of stories and images told round campfires and painted on cave 

walls, then written in novels and painted on canvas, then on screens and more screens.[35] 

But now have our virtual projection machines with us everywhere we go, slabs of silicon and 

glass we lovingly coddle in our pockets, just waiting for them to call to us with the caress of a 



lover or a screech of alarm. Of course, our virtual realities always followed us around, for 

when did we stop quoting literature or imaging ourselves Osiris, or Greta Garbo, or James 

Dean? We’ve hardly ever known who we were outside of our virtual realities. But now 

technology has helped make it such that these realities permeate ever more pores of our 

physical and psychic existence. It’s just our trashy deities, as sidereal as ever, have merely 

morphed from Zeus and Isis to the newest stars of our reality TV. 

 

Artificial Neural Networks, Or the New Brains Within the Web 

 

So maybe our virtual realities have never not been networked. After all, we’re not the first 

generation to imagine that we all imagined God out of our collective psyche, or that God 

dreamed up us and the entire universe with it, along with Feuerbach and Marx and beyond 

(after all, how would a woman dreaming she was a butterfly know that she was not a butterfly 

dreaming of being a woman?).[36] Bu we are the first generation to physically develop a giant 

second brain for humanity, with literal wires and cables, called the Internet, to support its ever 

growing virtual analog, called the Web. Of course, we have had collective brains before, 

language and images being Exhibit A, but not since DNA has collective intelligence taken 

such a physically massive and now species-wide form. And if Wikipedia isn’t evidence enough 

of the powers of the collective intelligence to which this new set of technologies can give rise, 

then what of the artificial intelligences that are on the way? Not necessarily androids like 

Commander Data on Star Trek (though a robot friend would be much better than a robot 

overlord any day, even if these notions seem ever more one and the same by the day), but 

the sort of distributed and enmeshed intelligences being pioneered, of course, by Google and 

Facebook? 

 



Nevertheless, it is still not long ago Google announced it had taught a computer to play video 

games, and to learn from its mistakes how to get better and win.[37] Or since Facebook 

developed its Deep Face algorithm which can human faces with only the slightest degree less 

accuracy than humans, or Siri started to be able to understand human command in natural 

language, or Google developed computers able to seemingly fantasize, project, and dream. 

All these examples use a technology, often called “deep learning” by popular media, which 

those in machine learning and artificial intelligence tend to call “artificial neural networks.”[38] 

Artificial neural networks are essentially simulated brains, that is, virtual nerve cells linked 

together into networks, in such ways that they reinforce what seems to work in regard to 

feedback from their environment. Researchers have found that if you wire them in particular 

ways, found largely by trial and error - about five different ways, to be precise, depending on 

how you categorize the – you get about five different types of thought like behavior that match 

up to some of the most essential forms of what humans do that generally goes by the name 

thinking.[39] 

 

If you want human style memory (along with guessing for partial information), association, 

feature abstraction, category formation, and recognition, all you need to do is wire the 

simulated nerve cells together according to the right patterns, patterns which researchers 

believe are likely similar to many of those used in animal brains, and then “teach” the artificial 

network what you want it to learn. Neural networks forget if overloaded, excel at guessing and 

completing patterns based on incomplete data, are able to repair damage like the brain does 

after a stroke, generalize from old situations to new, are able to abstract meta-patterns, can 

use association to link ideas based on similarity, can unify complex ideas over time. There is 

no center to these networks, their logics are fundamentally distributed in the relations 

between units, it's all in how neurons connect to each other. What is more, if such networks 



are damaged they rewire themselves to recover whatever capacity they can around the 

damage, similar to the manner in which stroke victims are often able to recover by retraining 

other parts of their brains to perform new functions. If you put new neurons into these 

systems, they likewise integrate them and rework in relation to these. Furthermore, you don’t 

program these algorithms, you teach them. There is no code inside them, just patterns of 

simulated neural wire which increase and decrease weights in relation to data and feedback 

from their environment, usually algorithm trainers, but really the sky is the limit.[40] 

 

The primary methodology at work in these nets is what cognitive neuroscientists and artificial 

intelligence researchers call “back-propagation” or “long-term potentiation,” a term to describe 

the ways in which what works in a given environment gets stronger in reverse when it comes 

to brains.[41] And this is what leads to what humans call habit, which is to say, we get better 

at things we do repeatedly, and we repeat what works, leading to a self-reinforcing cycle of 

the sort seen in evolutionary populations. Or as neuroscientists would say, “what fires 

together wires together,” and “the brain is what it eats.”[42] That is, whatever works in a given 

situation makes the very connections which gave rise to it stronger, in both living and now 

artificial brains, and by means of this, the matter of the world boot-straps itself to ever greater 

emergence.  

 

All of which is to say that these programs learn in a manner not unlike children. They do this 

by rewarding within them those patterns which work in relation to the world beyond them, and 

telling those patterns to grow stronger, and all in distributed fashion. But unlike children who 

learn that they can please their parents when they learn numbers and letters and such, 

artificial neural networks don’t have many of the limitations that children do, such as the need 

for naps or watching cartoons. In fact, so long as we keep feeding them electricity and 



computing power they can theoretically learn tirelessly, endlessly, and at ever greater 

complexity. What is more, these networks are much easier to control than children. For while 

children easily get bored or develop minds of their own, so long as you don't give an artificial 

network a general, all- purpose brain connected to a body, and instead only give it a small 

brain-let trained to do one thing, disconnected from a body, a multi-fractured neural division of 

labor, it won't be able to look for a big picture outside of the scope of what is presented to it. 

 

As with so many aspects of our contemporary world, control happens by means of divide and 

conquer, showing that once again, Leibniz and Descartes did a decent job of describing our 

world today, even as Spinoza did a much better job of articulating potential forms of 

resistance. But just imagine what could happen if these networks could start to get together, 

and with unlimited capacity? The potential for control is massive if each is mediated in relation 

to a central controlling hierarchy, or more devious yet, a unitary protocol such as the famed 

“Protestant Ethic” [43] whereby each manages the conditions of their own disconnection, 

control, and exploitation. But there is also massive potential for if these conditions themselves 

began to be rethought.  

 

Whether or not any of this will ever lead to anything like sentient androids or distributed forms 

of self-awareness is difficult to say. But we have already begun to see the small and 

distributed ways in which the world around us seems to become more animated by 

intelligences, as our thermostats predict our behaviors and our advertisements come looking 

for us rather than the reverse. And now that mobots like the aforementioned animalian 

creatues developed by Boston Dynamics, it seems ever more than the world is becoming 

sentient and animated, if in much more distributed and polymorphous ways than we perhaps 

previously imagined. The more ubiquitous, however, the more potential for control, not only 



for the production of profit, but for spying and military purposes, for if ever there was a 

terrifying proposition, it is what the armies of the world, and the corporations that profit from 

them, will do if given unfettered leeway to pursue their wildest dreams with these new 

technologies. Skynet indeed. Then again, perhaps it also makes sense to imagine a variety of 

new technospirits waiting to be liberated from such restricted forms of networking. For it does 

seem that the world is coming alive again, or at least that the humanist inspired dreams which 

blinded us to the ways in which the world was always already more brain-like than we 

would've liked to admit have begun to fall away. And the brain is far more distributed in its 

structure than the hypercentralized networks of traditional forms of state power, or the 

cancerous amalgamations of centralization and distributed logics at work in contemporary 

capitalism,[44] in which you can make any choice you want so long as it is debt.  

 

Complex Systems Science, Or Understanding the New Brains Out There In the World 

 

It is more than a metaphor, however, to say that the world beyond the Web and artificial 

neural networks are taking on neural logics, however. For in fact, the logics employed in 

artificial neural networks have many of their fundamental structures shared with a set of 

paradigms generally known as “complex systems science.” For in fact, researchers tell us 

more by the day that networks with complex adaptive aspects, like brains only much simpler, 

have always already been there, and we simply lacked the networked tools to see these 

before. From crowds to currencies, markets to evolutionary populations, cities to snowflakes, 

power grids to languages, each of these seems ever more composed of networks of 

networks, with a continuity of logics which scales up without a break to neural style 

processing.  

 



Complex systems scientists have shown that complex adaptive systems, collective 

emergences of behavior which exceeds that of the sum of their parts, can be found in varying 

forms and degrees throughout the world. From the patterns in whirlpools to the flocking of 

birds, from the patterns in crowds to booms and crashes of markets, complex systems 

scientists have shown that a similar set of tools can be used to understand emergence, 

whether in neural structures in living or artificial brains, or in the physical and living worlds 

around us. Self-organization, or emergence, seems to happen spontaneously in the presence 

of a series of conditions, a convergence of factors including a diversity of materials, 

distributed networkings between these, meta-stable energetic flows, and feedback which 

crosses levels of scale.[45] When these conditions are met, researchers in various fields have 

found that new systems seem to emerge to greater complexity on their own, from whirlpool to 

brain, and in ways which echo each other, from the evolution of life to the evolution of brains, 

language, society, and now, artificial brains.  

 

The use of the term “complex” here, however, should not be confused with being merely 

intricate, such as in the manner of desktop computers. Complex systems scientists, along 

with those who work with artificial neural nets and otherwise, often distinguish between 

systems which are merely complicated, such as our PCs and smart phones, and systems 

which are complex.[46] Systems which are merely complicated, such as traditional 

computers, don't emerge spontaneously, they are designed. They only do what they are 

programmed to do, cannot teach themselves what they aren't told to look for, they cannot 

reprogram themselves, they don't take their own survival as a cause. This is because they are 

insufficiently networked, both within themselves and their outer world, and their networking is 

hierarchical and overstructured. Traditional computers are binary and serial, with fixed 

hardware and non-self-reprogramming software. These computers are incredibly fast, but 



hardly complex, rather, merely complicated. They do not dynamically respond to their 

environment in new and novel ways. 

 

Distinct from this, artificial neural networks will learn whatever is shown to them, so long as 

they are given feedback by a teacher to help distinguish good responses from those which 

are less so, just as one does with a child, or the way the environment “teaches” an 

evolutionary population to value some things over others. They do this because they are 

much more densely networked than traditional serial computers, and networked in non-binary, 

non-serial ways. They are much closer to organisms in their structure, they operate more 

holistically. While they are merely simulated in software which runs on traditional computers, 

with time, even this will likely change as computers go nano- and it becomes possible for 

computers to reprogram themselves, further eroding the distinction between hardware and 

software, living and non-living, that which thinks and that which is. 

 

Such new forms of “soft” computing are in their infancy, but the successes have been 

staggering, with DeepFace as only the most recent example.[46] Along with a few related 

technologies, soft computing technologies generally includes fuzzy systems which are 

inspired by human forms of language and problem solving, genetic and evolutionary 

algorithms inspired by biological evolution, artificial neural networks inspired by the form of 

living brains, embodied and morphological computation inspired by the ways in which 

computation does not firmly divide hardware and software in living organisms. Soft-computing 

desconstructs in its very form and successes many of the seeming necessities of Cartesian 

style dualisms which enabled the development of traditional computation, but now seem as 

limitations. Likewise, complex systems science does the same with more mechanistic and 

reductionist approaches to a variety of fields, beyond those related to computation and 



thinking, to the analysis of various social phenomenon, the study of life and evolution, and 

even the study of inert.   

 

For while brains, simply put, are quite smart, individual nerve cells are all really quite simple, 

because all they know is that when they get enough stimuli from the outside world, they start 

to pulse quicker.[47] This holds whether the brains are living or artificial. And yet, if you 

network these very basic nodes together in particular ways and situation, and reinforce what 

works in the manner of both artificial and living neurons, then behavior much like what has 

often been called animal and even human style thinking happens “on its own” as an emergent 

phenomenon, not of what the neurons themselves are or do, but how they are and do this 

together, relationally. As Catherine Malabou has argued in What Should We Do With Our 

Brain?,[48] neurons and neural logics are all about the in-between, the wiring and rewiring, in 

that each neuron alone cannot do much. Rather, it is all in the wiring and rewiring, and in how 

this is done in relation to feedback from the environment, both inside the organism and 

without, such that if a particular connection in a brain, artificial or otherwise, gives rise to what 

is deemed to be a success, by either a trainer (for artificial neural networks) or a given 

environment (for an organism), it is designed to get stronger.  

 

Perhaps much of the world is constructed the same way, only simpler, and neural networks 

partake of logics similar to that employed by the rest of the world, if only in a more complex 

manner. That is, perhaps it is all complex, neural-style networking, and simply a difference in 

degree rather than kind. Viewed this way, life, love, thought, desire, and more, all this came 

from the intertwining of much simpler stuff which only had these sorts of things as the most 

basic potential. It's all in how its networked. There is perhaps no need then for a Cartesian or 

Kantian gap in the fabric of the world, it is all networks, all the way down. The differences are 



all in the degree and style of this networking of the stuff of the world with itself, with qualities 

emergent from the ways in which this folding occurs. While there is quite a lot to the details of 

such an argument, this is a shift in view with profound potential import, and one linked to an 

abstracted from some very powerful technologies. The combination of these technologies and 

ways of looking at the could redefine notions of the human and that which is beyond this in 

some rather dramatic ways.  

 

Once one begins to look at the world through the lenses these perspectives provide, things 

begin to look quite different. Things seem to grow more webbed before the eyes in a curious 

feedback loop, with logics that leap level of scale, from individual to collective, transvidual and 

multiplicitous and in between, all in a manner which is as seemingly fractal as proliferative. 

And if in fact all is networked, and if the brain and all that makes humans special is simply a 

matter of networking pulsing living wires, then perhaps the very difference between subject 

and object, and with this, subjective and objective, becomes a different of degree rather than 

kind. There are some radical potentials and dangers within such notions, all of which we need 

to understand before they simply rework the worlds in which we live. And yet, perhaps none of 

this is as new as it seems. For if the world gave rise to animals and their brains, which gave 

rise to the neuralizing Web in turn, perhaps it should not surprise us if these share certain 

logics in common. In this sense, the increasing networking of our ways of seeing the world, as 

well as networked aspects of our collective becoming, might then be something of a sort of 

strange return home. 

 

What is more, now that soft-computing is increasingly real, and neuroscience has advanced 

to the point at which we see an emerging homology between our understanding of neural 

networks, both artificial and living, with these boundaries themselves to perhaps eventually 



blur, then the need to imagine that the mind is something transcendent seems increasingly 

superfluous. Perhaps mind then is simply the way matter feels from the inside, and brains are 

simply the most complexly dynamically emergent systems known, and hence, they feel the 

world more deeply, with what we call thinking the result. Perhaps what we always thought was 

binary is really simply shades of networking. And while the armies of the world might be 

wondering how to develop artificial life to help extinguish that which already exists, scientists 

in the field of “complex systems science” are increasingly convinced that the life and 

sentience we already see on this planet is itself the result of the sort of emergence seen at 

work in artificial neural networks.[49]  

 

Taking this line of thought further, and returning for a moment to quantum cosmology, many 

researchers have even wondered if we ever left the singularity, or if perhaps we are just some 

sort of virtual reality or holographic projection from within this sort of singular entity.[45] Call it 

“God” if you will, at least, if by God you mean something from which everything, even our 

fantasies, freedom and desire and all and more, came, and will come even in the future, and 

which maybe we never left. In some senses, our whole universe can be seen as the dream of 

the singularity, dream made flesh and material dreaming. A notion of the divine not far from 

that of the Upanishadic sages, for whom the power of worldmaking, or brahman was not only 

ultimately the self of soul, but of world of experience itself.[50]  

 

 

 

Is A Rock a Computer? Pan-computationalism and the Sciences of Information 

 

Such an approach verges on something like what might be understood as 



pancomputationalism. Pancomputationalism, the notion that everything can be seen as a form 

of computation, is a controversial notion, if one which recently seems to be arousing more 

interest[1]. But what could it mean to say that organisms and cells are types of computers, or 

by extension, societies, ecosystems, rocks, or molecules? Is there any sense to this type of 

idea, and if so, what could it be?[2] It should be stated at the outset that the impetus for 

pancomputationalist thinking is not coming from nowhere. We live in a world in which DNA 

has recently been used to successfully perform computation [3], and there are now algorithms 

which are able, like living beings, to learn to recognize faces, most notably that employed by 

Facebook.[4] 

 

Computation is changing, and conceptions and realities of computation are changing with 

this. There nevertheless remains quite a leap between expanding what might be at stake with 

a notion such as computation and asserting that everything is a form of computation, at least, 

without fundamentally altering what is meant by computation itself. But what might a notion 

such as pancomputationalism do, what new insights could it provide on states of affairs, or is 

it simply a new fad with limited use beyond theoretical fantasy? Are some of the ways in 

which such a perspective would necessarily recast some of the stakes of computation in 

potentially beneficial ways, even as what it means to compute transforms before our eyes?    

What is pancomputationalism, and why might such a notion not only be interesting or useful, 

but even sensible?  

 

Many pancomputationalist approaches find at least some of their inspiration in the discipline 

of information theory, a field which can perhaps help provide some context for an attempt to 

understand the pancomputationalist impulse. According to the perspectives described by this 

approach, information is seen as something which takes many forms and can be quantified. 



Biologically minded information theorists often see information as a "difference that makes a 

difference" to an organism which can read that information (ie: there is food over there), while 

more physically inspired information theorists tend to see information as existing regardless of 

its meaning to an organism (ie: an earthquake on a distant planet is still 

information, regardless of whether or not there is an organism to register it as such).[5]  

 

Physical information theorists, however, see information as fundamentally related to the 

improbability of event occurring based on past patterns, a matter which is fundamentally 

related to entropy, the seemingly universal trend for energy to dissipate as described by the 

second law of thermodynamics, and negentropy, or energy which is able, in small pockets 

such as a planet like Earth near a star such as the Sun, to work against this and lead to a 

buildup in unlikely complexity, for example, in the form of organisms. According to such a 

perspective, any sort of order is improbable and goes against the general trend in our 

universe towards entropy, and hence, the presence of ordered form as such is 

information (the word "information," after all, derives from the Latin formare, literally to form or 

to make), such that information can be seen as the in-forming of matter and energy in 

complex patterns as such. [6] And since it it precisely this sort of forming which is most 

interesting and useful to living organisms, this is often cast as a more encompassing frame to 

more narrowly focused biologically minded theories.  

 

To both sorts of information theorists, life on Earth would be considered information worth 

noting. For if to biologically minded information theorists require a lifeform for whom a given 

bit of information matters, to more physically minded theorists, information is anything which 

goes against the larger tide of entropy by performing the largely improbable task of increasing 

the order in a given segment of a largely disorderly cosmos. Still, to physically minded 



information theorists, rocks on a completely deserted planet are information because they are 

more orderly than disorganized flows of magma, and the geological processes which brought 

these about are forms of information processing, all of which can be computed according to 

mathematical formulas which, beyond the laws of physics, compute the degree of information 

contained in each. These formulas, first devised by Claude Shannon of Bell Labs to compute 

the thickness of copper wire needed to transmit a certain amount of telephone signal with 

minimal noise, take into account the amount of energy and material needed to transmit 

certain amounts of information with a certain probability of accurate transmission. From this it 

became possible to work backwards to the more theoretical stakes about how information 

relates to issues such as matter, energy, and probability.  

  

Whichever theory of information one uses, computers are seen by information theorists as 

machines which, like organisms, process information. That is, they transform inputs into 

outputs in ways which make a difference and matter, whether to organisms such as humans, 

or as such in that they produce order out of chaos, going against the flow of entropy, forming 

the unformed into packages of data, and ultimately in ways which humans find useful. While 

most information theory approaches to computation make use of physically minded 

information theories which do not have a biological bias, either of these can be productively 

applied to the question of what constitutes computation. Pancomputationalism simply takes 

the advances made by information theory, often used in highly practical ways to determine 

things such as how many servers and cables are needed to keep the infrastructure of the 

Internet running, and turns these tools back on the stuff of the world beyond computer 

hardware and infrastructure.  

 

There is a paradox to such an approach, however. For if rocks and oceans contain 



information to varying degrees, and in fact, are the result of the ways in which they process 

the information of the forces which act upon them so as to form themselves, then what is it 

that makes what we tend to call computers, namely, desktop, laptop, tablets, and 

smartphones, to be unique and different from rocks or oceans or even organisms, as they 

clearly seem to be? Pancomputationalism needs to be more than merely 

paninformationalism, for otherwise it indicates that all is information, but not that all is 

computation. That is, is computation simply information processing, especially if everything is 

seen as not only information itself, but as the result of the way in which it processes the 

information around it? And if not, what difference might there be between information and 

computation, and why might this matter? Furthermore, does it make sense to use information, 

and the way in which this notion is conceptualized by information theorists in particular, as the 

best lens to theorize computation? After all, there are quite a few assumptions which go into 

the particular theorizations of information, such as the communicationalist biases of Shannon, 

or the probabalistic assumptions of the extrapolation of this by Norbert Wiener, or the 

biologistic assumptions of Gregory Bateson.[7] In light of this, perhaps it may be more 

sensible to base a theory of pancomputationalism not on a series of definitions of information, 

but rather, on some notion of what constitutes computation itself.  

 

Computation versus Thinking, Or the Pleasures of Abduction 

 

Many discussions of computation and its ramifications, in and beyond information theory, 

however, seem to take for granted that we all know what computation is, and so, that this 

does not need to even be discussed. According to this sort of thinking, computation is what 

our desktop computer, laptops, and smart devices do, which is to say, reduce everything to a 

binary code of ones and zeros, translating inputs into outputs by means of software running 



on hardware with the relation between these mediated by this form. This could hardly help 

make sense of a notion such as pancomputationalism, however, nor get us any closer to an 

understanding of what is at stake with a notion such as computation itself. For it seems clear 

that contemporary computer devices are quite different in form, function, and much more from 

things like rocks and oceans and organisms. And so, if these are all computers of a sort, then 

they perform computation differently than our contemporary computer devices such as 

smartphones and such. Either way, it seems necessary to come up with a sense of what we 

might mean by computation in and beyond simply saying that computation is what our 

contemporary computer devices do. Rather, it makes sense to attempt to abstract a notion of 

computation from some of its instances, in and beyond that of our devices, and then work to 

see how this could be used to make a pancomputationalist argument, that is, if we want to at 

least get a sense of what such a notion could mean.  

 

It is worth keeping in mind in all this that since our computing devices are so new, the notion 

of computation itself is in fact much older, a fact intertwined with the fact that the history of the 

development of computation and computational devices is not a smooth or simple affair. 

There are many paths not taken, many things which could have happened differently, and as 

computation changes today, we are seeing some of these ghosts of computation past 

reemerge.[8] Rather than see the development of computation as teleologically structured, as 

a path of development in which everything only makes sense to the extent to which it leads up 

to the development of our current computational devices, perhaps we need to pay as much 

attention to discarded computational thinkings which could have lead to different types of 

computing. For in fact, some of the most powerful forms of cutting edge computation being 

developed today were once discarded as dead ends on the path to today's more classical 

forms of computation of the sort seen in our desktops, laptops, and phones.  



 

From such a perspective, the fact that pancomputationalism is being discussed ever more 

today seems potentially symptomatic of the fact that what is generally understood by the term 

computation is in fact changing, shifting underneath us. And who can deny, after all, that with 

the rise of the Internet and social media, our sense that computation is serial, binary, linear, or 

hardware based is being replaced by one which emphasizes the networked, the virtual, and 

the seemingly quasi-organic? With the rise of these more interconnected, networked 

computing technologies, the differences between what we might think of as the terrain of 

computation and that which we might call thinking seems to becoming increasingly blurred. 

For after all, when our computers can recognize our faces or predict what products we might 

want to buy, how much further until we start to call what computers do something like 

thinking? And if so, how do we differentiate a term such a computation not only from that of 

information, but also that of thinking as such? For there have been so many attempts to 

define what might be meant by thinking, certainly beyond simply saying, in the manner that 

computation is whatever computers do, that thinking is simply what brains or minds do. But 

things get quite complicated once one tries to go further in producing something like a 

definition for thinking or thought. That is, Is thinking to be understood as something like 

attempt to distill patterns from beneath appearances so as to apply older patterns to new 

situations? Or is it rather more like the movement of gears in a machine, or more like the 

Freudian hydrolics or thermodynamics of libido, or is it what happens when there are flows of 

neurotransmitters and such? All of which raises the question of the ways in which the images 

we have of the brain, the seeming organ of thinking, constrain or enable what we imagine 

thinking to be, in a manner which perhaps feeds back into thinking more than anything else. 

How can then an investigation of the limitations or difference between brains and minds or 

computers help us get a sense of what computation or pancomputation might mean?  



 

There are clearly no simple answers to such questions, and history is full of examples in 

which the question of what it means to think has been rethought, with wide ranging stakes, all 

of which could easily sidetrack us from any attempt to come to grips with computation or 

pancomputationalism. Luckily the type of computing done by contemporary computing 

devices has a much more recent and limited history, and perhaps we can use this to help us 

at least come to imagine what it might mean to say that, at minimum, we perhaps should see 

everything in our world as computational in a form which builds and expands upon that which 

is done by these sorts of devices. For it is not long ago that the term computer was used to 

describe those people, many of whom were women, who performed by hand or with adding 

machines the computations which allowed for the first space flights to the Moon.  

 

Computation, from such a perspective, is fundamentally related to mathematical calculation 

for contemporary computers are electrical devices which evolved from adding machines. The 

very same Claude Shannon who developed information theory showed how it might be 

possible to build computers with electrical switches, building upon the work of Charles 

Babbage who tried to do so with gears in his famous difference and analytical engines, 

himself building upon attempts to develop calculation machines by Pascal and Leibniz before 

him. In between were developments by George Boole and Ludwig Wittgenstein who showed 

how a logic of symbols could be used to do arithmetic of a sort with mathematized "logic" of 

symbols. Combining these with the binary code of Leibniz, the binarized arithmetic of logic 

was sutured to the newly electricized adding machines by means of John von Neuman's use 

of switch based memory to run programs held in software, and the rest, they say, is history. 

Alan Turing famously argued early on in this process that anything which could do this sort of 

mathematical logical processing was a universal machine which could think anything which 



could be thought, a proposal which only holds, of course, if we reduce human thinking to the 

disembodied binary mathematized symbolic form envisaged by Turing, a large set of 

assumptions indeed.[9]   

 

But in what sort of ways might thinking be more complex than this? Aristotle, for example, 

argues that thought requires at least induction and deduction, assisted by reasoning by 

analogy. Charles Sanders Peirce expands upon this by arguing that thought is a dialectical 

back-and-forth between a subject and the world in a cycle of induction, abduction, and 

deduction.[10] Peirce's addition of abduction expands upon Aristotle's "reasoning by analogy" 

to propose that we abduct when we extrapolate the usage or generalities abstracted from the 

world by induction and creatively map old generalities onto new situations by means of 

similarities between the situations in order to come to grips with the new or the disparate. This 

is the reasoning of the educated guess. According to the criterion advanced by Peirce and 

Aristotle, however, calculation (ie: 2+3=5) falls under the category of deduction, and describes 

nicely what contemporary computing devices do, namely, turn inputs to outputs according to a 

set of instructions such as those implied in the logogram for addition, even if in more 

complicated fashion by means of many tiered software algorithms. Deduction is simply this, 

one has a set of axioms which function as givens which determine rules to govern behavior, a 

set of inputs are encountered, and this sets in motion a chain of actions which produces the 

outputs, or the deductions which follow.  

 

From such a perspective, computers are deduction machines. But computers as we know 

them, our laptops and desktops and phones, simply fail when it comes to induction and 

abduction (even as some cutting edge computers, to be discussed in what follows, are 

changing this). For traditional computers simply do what they are programmed to do, they 



follow the rules. Beyond this, they lack the values which could guide their choices of which 

rules they should follow in given situations. That is, computing devices lack any criterion to 

help them make decisions. Why induct these generalities from all the patterns of data than 

others? Why guess something means this or that, for what should guide the choice of 

analogies linking a present situation with old ones? Deduction is mechanical, its values are 

encoded, if implicitly, in the grammars which guide the chains of 'if...then' which guide its 

movements, and the selection of what gets to count as valid inputs. Induction and abduction, 

however, cannot be pre-programmed to have values in a simplistic implicit fashion such as 

this. And the reason for this is that induction and abduction are open processes. Induction 

abstracts patterns from the world, deduction works out the implications of these, and 

abduction reapplies these to the concrete manifestations of the world. Of these, only 

deduction is a fully internal process, a transformation of input into output in a manner in which 

there is no substantive contact with the outside world. This is mere mere calculation, which is 

to say, computation, or rather, the merely computational aspect of thinking. Thinking is in this 

sense much more substantive, and fundamentally beyond the merely calculative, deductive, 

or computational which are only aspects of this. At least, that is, if we are to put credence in 

such a definition of thinking.  

 

From Hard Computing to Soft: Fuzzy Systems, Artificial Neural Networks, Evolutionary 

Algorithms, and Morphological Computation 

 

Let us return now to the impetus for such reflections. We live in an age in which the very 

notion of computation is changing. If historically computers were rigid and merely deductive, 

today they are starting to change. If traditional computers are serial and binary, a new set of 

technologies, known as "soft" forms of computation, are quite different than older forms. 



Where traditional computation is binary, soft computation can be non-binary; where traditional 

computation is linear and serial, soft computation can be parallel and distributed; where 

traditional computation firmly distinguishes software and hardware, soft computing does not 

necessarily do this; where traditional computers are built and programmed, soft computers 

can potentially build, program, and reprogram themselves; where traditional computers make 

a firm distinction between hardware and software, soft computers often blur these and many 

of the other distinctions which have been foundational to the development of hard 

computing. Soft computers are also hardly digital, at least in any traditional sense. For if the 

terms digital implies discrete (coming from the Latin word digitus for finger or toe, often used 

in counting), such as the discreteness of binary ones and zeros, or even that between 

hardware and software, unit and context, entity and relation, then soft-computers, even if they 

are simulated on traditional hardware computers, also deconstruct the distinction between 

more relational analog and the discreteness of the digital.  

 

Soft computing is often seen as composed of four distinct sub-branches: fuzzy control 

systems and their allied logics, artificial neural networks, embodied/morphological 

computation, and genetic/evolutionary algorithms, along with a series of related technologies 

(support vector machines, Bayesian statistical methods, etc.). Fuzzy systems show how 

computation does not need to be binary, but rather, can be fractional and fuzzy, like quantum 

states or fractions within geological strata. Artificial neural networks show how computation 

can be multidirectional and overdetermined, taking its inspiration from the brains of animals, 

eschewing linguistic coding for parallel and divergent connections between networks of living 

wires which are not so much programmed as program and reprogram themselves. Embodied 

forms of computation demonstrate the ways in which, rather than use enormous amounts of 

computing power to manipulate bodies for certain types of tasks, the right sort of often flexible 



body can do work that it often takes massive amounts of computing power to do otherwise. 

That is, elasticity and morphology, often similar to that evolved by organisms, are often 

effectively equivalent to massive amounts of computing power which are effectively seen as 

distributed in the very form of a body itself, such that with the right sort of body, one simply 

does not need so much computational power as before, with the body essentially "doing" the 

computation for one. Genetic algorithms show how groups of entities can compute by the 

relations between each other and their environments and the changes within these, inspired 

by the ways in which evolution of groups of organisms evolve as a form of distributed problem 

solving which can try many potential solutions at once and keep what works. Similar to neural 

networks, they show how distributed computation can occur not only in networks within 

systems, but also between them.[11]   

 

Without going further into the details, one major distinction between all the soft forms of 

computation from their "hard" counterparts is that, in one way or another, they deconstruct the 

dualist and binary parameters which underlie what we have come to define as the limits of 

computation. These limits are not being deconstructed merely intellectually, but concretely, by 

means of the developments of new technologies which make traditional definitions of 

computation seem limiting, arbitrary, and hardly necessary in hindsight. From a soft-

computational perspective, the boundaries between what were traditionally known as 

computation and thinking, between the processing of aspects of the world as done by 

machines and that done by organisms, seems more and more a sedimentation of a paradigm 

whose time is nearing an end. The achievements of soft-computation are hard to dispute: 

Facebook's terrifying "DeepFace" facial recognition algorithm is evidence enough, but another 

example can be found in the equally disturbing animalian military mobots such as "Big Dog" 

produced by Boston Dynamics for the US Department of Defense. The Internet is 



fundamentally soft, even if all of these examples make use of hardware which is to one 

degree or another still hard.  

 

Another fundamental difference between soft and hard types of computation is that while hard 

computers are only able to perform deduction, many types of soft computing are able to pass 

beyond this into induction and abduction. Artificial neural networks not only learn rather than 

are programmed (though the boundary between these breaks down when you only train such 

a network on particular learning sets), and hence are able to induce new generalities from 

patterns in what is presented to them. But they are also able to abduct, which is to say, to 

guess. This can be seen in weak form in the way these can complete incomplete patterns, but 

also in stronger form in the ways in which these can guess about how to act in new situations 

with some degree of similarity to older ones, in the process, softening the very boundaries 

between induction, deduction, and abduction in a particularly animalian manner (and in the 

process potentially showing the limitations of these distinctions). What is more, if you overload 

an artificial neural network it will blur and "forget" in ways which are remarkably similar to the 

manner of animals. Other forms of soft computing similarly soften the boundaries between the 

aspects of embodied thinking in the manner seen in animals, showing the limitations of 

traditional hard computation. As soft computing researchers often argue, hard computers are 

rigid and brittle, but they are incredibly fast. Hard computers are unlikely to be replaced simply 

because they are excellent at doing the things that soft-computers and thinking organisms do 

poorly, things like long chains of computations. But ask a hard computer to guess at 

something, and it simply does not compute. Hard computers will be around for a very long 

time, just like calculators are still useful.[12] But soft-computers brings computation closer to 

thinking, and show in the process the limits of traditional definitions of computation, and how 

much more there is to thinking.  



 

While aspects of the soft computational technology are currently restricted to either software 

(such as in DeepFace) or the more basic aspects of the hardware (such as in the 

"morphological computation" in the limbs of the mobots produced by General Dynamics), the 

boundaries between hardware and software is starting to soften itself.[13] While it is unlikely 

this will simply dissolve without a leap in computational technology, such as forms of nano- or 

molecular computation, the process seems to already be underway. There is, to repurpose a 

notion deployed by the rather binary thinker Jurgen Habermas, a "performative 

deconstruction" of the binary between computation and its others underway.[14] In light of 

these sorts of developments, if we do not begin to redefine what we mean by computation, 

computation will begin to redefine us, a process which of course has been long underway, if 

with hardly the critical mass as is currently the case.  

 

Capitalism as Soft-Computation with Hard Ends 

 

Soft-computation shows that either the boundary between computing and thinking, or 

computing and the world, needs to be expanded, or we need to come up with some other 

word for the types of "computing" which go beyond the types seen in traditional computers. 

This means we need to think about how computation is similar or different from thinking, the 

world, and various others to computation. And deciding on whether or not it makes sense to 

draw a new boundary between what is computation and what is not, or to simply say that 

everything is a form of computation, or of thinking, or to try to understand what we might want 

these things to mean. For softness implies a different approach to the world, a more holistic, 

distributed, refractive, emergent worldview as a whole, one which allows more room for 

embodiment, parallelism and networked divergence, fuzziness, and evolution.  



 

But this should not fool us into thinking that all soft-computation is necessarily used for soft 

ends. For It is the attempt to control these new developments which should worry us most, 

because it would be simply naive to think that the megacorporations which rose to 

prominence in the dotcom boom by means of venture capital have liberatory values at heart, 

at least, other than liberating more of the world to the penetration of capital for purposes of 

the extraction of surplus, and control over political processes to make this possible. Capital is 

about enclosure and monetarization, of the reduction of the world to quantities which can be 

linked into capitalist cycles. And this is shared between capitalism and most dominant forms 

of traditional computation, the quantification of the world. And yet, we know that entities which 

think do so be means for more than quantity.  

 

And so, while at least on the surface it might appear that the rise of soft-computing would 

indicate a potentially liberatory moment in which it would be possible to see beyond binary, 

quantified, serial, centralized, disembodied, non-evolutionary modes of thinking, there is 

definite reason for deep concern. Even beyond the manner in which these technologies are 

increasingly being researched and employed by the military, we need keep in mind that 

capitalism is a machine which is at its best when it is coopting revolutions against it into 

potential forms of profit. For in fact, much of the research into soft-computation is funded by 

capitalist means, and Google and Facebook are pioneering the applications of soft-

computational methods in mass popular formats. The Internet itself, highly networked and 

distributed to the core, exists primarily at the service of markets, despite the paeans to its 

liberatory potential which greeted us at the dawn of cyberspace. This because capitalism is a 

hybrid formation which uses completely revolutionary means for reactionary ends in its 

production of the ever new same described with such clarity by Jean Baudrillard in his 



procession of simulacra, and Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno in their famed description 

of the marketing of the perpetually new in their incisive writings on the culture industry.[15]  

 

Capitalism uses soft technologies such as language for its traditionally conservative goals of 

accumulation, just as contemporary soft-comptutational software runs on highly traditional 

hardware. And yet, even when nano, molecular, quantum, or biological computation produces 

the new wave of technological developments beyond these contemporary hybrid formations 

between soft and hard forms of computation, we should not be surprised that capital will use 

these even more radically soft means for hard ends. After all, this is what capitalism does 

best. And this is why, to borrow some notions from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, it most 

likely makes sense to think of older, more straightforwardly reactionary paranoid 

conservatisms, and cancerous conservatisms which are are reproductive and revolutionary 

with only their own appropriation for more reproduction in mind.[16] It is against this that we 

need to ask the question of why we compute, a question which requires thinking beyond mere 

computation, a question which relates to why we want certain lenses upon the world over 

others, and how this can relate our interpretations, actions, and potential actions to questions 

of values in relation to the bigger picture of what sort of world we want there to be.   

 

For ultimately, how we frame our relation to these issues is a question of values, for how we 

use words shapes the ways in which we frame and understand our actions and image new 

courses of thinking and acting. Language games, Wittgenstein famously argues, indicate a 

form of life, a world picture, a way of framing our relation to the world.[17] And if we frame the 

world in completely hard terms, which privilege rigid definitions of computation, information, or 

thinking based upon these, we greatly restrict the ways in which we see the world. That said, 

to simply say everything is a form of computation, information, and thinking doesn't get us 



much unless we develop these notions to describe networks of meaningful relations between 

these, linked to criterion of evaluation. And so, if everything is a form of computation, are 

some things more computational than others? If everything is a form of thinking or 

information, how are some more than others, and how might notions of computation, 

information, or thinking interrelate? What sorts of world pictures do these provide, not only in 

terms of conceptualization, but also as guides for action and potential resistance to forms of 

power which would seek to control these developments for their own benefit?  

 

From “Soft” Non-Binary Computation to Neurocognitive Pancogitationalism 

 

The uses and disuses of any notion of pancomputationalism today needs, it would seem, to 

take into account these sorts of developments. But it should also bring to bear precisely what 

might be at stake with the relation between the notion of "pan" anything 

(pancomputationalism, panpsychism, pantheism, etc.) and what it means to think in relation to 

the world. For to speak of "pan" anything is in fact a soft strategy, one oddly in sync with the 

soft-computational trends alluded to above. Opposed to binary ways of theorizing, which 

divide the world into that which is computational and that which is not, "pan" softens things. 

And this is precisely what new forms of computation do.  

 

At least as how currently constituted, however, a hard definition of computation, and 

particularly one framed in traditional information theoretic concerns, is a highly limiting view of 

the world with strong affinities to systems of capitalist exploitation. Softness is a way of doing 

things, and particularly in regard to this set of concerns, a way of using binaries to unravel 

them. From such a perspective, it might make sense to argue that however we use these 

terms, we need to increase the softness of our thinking. Liberating the world from the merely 



hard, the merely computational, and for something more like thinking, moving from something 

like a pancomputationalism, at least in its harder varieties, to a pancognitationalism and the 

potential softness this implies, would seem then to be a decent goal, one which puts the need 

to question values to the forefront, rather than hiding them under layers of grammars of 

computation.  

 

In all this, of course, we need to keep in mind that any form of soft computing can be 

deployed for hard ends, particularly when soft formations are developed in hard contexts. 

Facial recognition algorithms used to police national border, for example, fragment off soft-

computers from soft contexts and employ them to hard ends. The dangers of these 

formations give cause to reflect on the stakes of our technologies, and how ultimately, we 

need an ethics which goes beyond the divides enforced by traditional computational modes of 

thinking to help us question precisely what sort of worlds we want, even as the boundaries 

between organisms and computers start to deconstruct, and why. It should also not be though 

that sofeness is simply good while hardness is bad. Rather, softness is that which, according 

to the complex systems science from which many forms of soft-computational research has 

emerged, is that which tends to potentiate the most robust emergence of complexity in the 

world. While hardness can be a part of soft structures, such as those of living organisms or 

ecosystems, they tend to lead to disaster if taken as ends unto themselves. For as complex 

systems science has shown, complexity tends to emerge, in living systems and beyond, at 

the edge of chaos, in conditions of relative diversity, distributedness, metastability, and multi-

level feedback, conditions all lacking from traditional hard computers but present, in differing 

degrees, in soft-computers, and the moreso the more they resemble organisms, ecosystems, 

and that within the world which gives rise to life and all that comes from it.[18]  

 



All of which is to say that perhaps we should aim to unleash the potential for 

pancogitationalism from capture by mere pancomputationalism, of the supra-digital from 

capture by the merely digital, of thinking from capture by mere computation, of the soft from 

capture by the merely hard. Towards this end, the development of soft-computing, it seems to 

me, is perhaps not merely an opportunity to rethink computing, but rather, what computing 

can tell us about how our values are tied up with the question of what it means to compute 

and what might be beyond computation, such as thinking. A pancogitationalism could help us 

question the ways in which any sort of computation, machinic or human or anything in 

between, can ultimately limit us, and lead to the types of thinking which could be destructive 

to what our worlds could be. For if we begin to question what might be at stake when we 

reduce everything soft to the hard, all thinking to computation, all life to control and the 

reproduction of the same, and if soft-computing and pancogitationalism leads in such a 

direction, then perhaps these moments in our cultural development can have wide 

important. And few questions are more pressing for our current age. 

 

And yet, what might any of this have to do with a rebirth of the sacred? Cognitive 

neuroscientists have argued extensively, in books such as Antonio Damasio’s Descartes’ 

Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (1994), Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and 

the Feeling Brain (2002), or Joseph LeDoux’s The Synaptic Self: How Our Brians Become 

Who We Are (2003),[51] that the hard binary split proposed by Descartes between 

mind/matter or mind/body, a notion central to most of Western science for the past several 

hundred years, is no longer supported by the cutting edge of contemporary neuroscience or 

artificial intelligence. For in fact, there is no place where one could say consciousness 

resides, or even memories. Or rather, it is all memory, all distributedly, even if some parts 

seem to contribute more than others in particular situations, with consciousness likely 



distributed between these.[52] All of which is to say that it seems there is no center, no ghost 

in the machine. Rather, it is all ghosts, with the fuzzy binary between ghost and machine 

fractally proliferating down to every pore of the fabric of matter and mind and the intertwinings 

between. 

 

In this sense, and for a variety of reasons and case studies described in these and other texts 

in contemporary cognitive science, it seems that mind and body, not to mention mind and 

matter, are like two sides of a coin, aspects of each other. From such a perspective, the 

seeming necessity of imagining that what makes humans so unique comes from somewhere 

radically beyond, such as a transcendent divine who grants humans a soul, is no longer 

necessary even from the perspective of Western science and technology. That is, from the 

cutting edge of the Western science which derives from these traditions, it rather seems 

increasingly possible to argue it is from the raw stuff of the world itself that intelligence 

emerges, arising not from what that stuff “is,” but rather, how it is networked.[53] That is, 

network dynamic matter in particular ways, and you get life; networks organisms together in 

particular ways, and you get evolution; network evolving populations in particular ways, you 

get brains; and network organisms with complex brains together in particular ways, and you 

get languages, cultures, and eventually, artificial versions of all of these. Perhaps then it is all 

networks, all the way down, deconstructing the very question of what something is and what it 

can do from how it is networked. After all, what is matter, at its deepest levels, but yet more 

networkings of atoms and molecules, knots of particles and forces, weavings of quantum 

phenomenon? [54] 

 

What is more, it seems ever more scientifically grounded to say that all that makes humans 

animals and humans special in the world can emerge relatively spontaneously, and at many 



levels of gradation, so long as the right conditions are met (the aforementioned diversity, 

distributedness, metastability, and multilevel feedback). From such a perspective, it seems 

unnecessary to argue that humans then are not particularly unique, blessed by God or Gods 

with something like souls. Rather, we are just the most interesting folding of matter we have 

yet to encounter. And as such, what we may have previously thought of as the soul or the 

divine, are not restricted to the domain beyond the physical. Rather, to take a Spinozist take 

on things, perhaps they can be seen as potentials within the very fabric of everything. Building 

upon this in a Deleuzian manner, the virtual is here and now, as much a part of the concrete 

as two sides of a sheet of paper of the fabric of all that is real. The very stuff of the world is all 

ghost-machine, a fundamentally emergent multiplicity which complexifies, in the right 

conditions at least (such as, say, being in decent relation to something like the Sun), by 

means of its own self-differing networking. Understanding the implications of this approach to 

the world could have wide potential ramifications indeed.    

 

What is described above might seem a bit far from the notion of a rebirth of the sacred. 

Certainly this likely sounds much closer, on the surface at least, like some sort of secular post 

humanism, with all the talk of evolution and getting rid of any notion of a God-given soul. Then 

again, if spirits are no longer a transcendent entities, then perhaps what has been called God, 

spirits, or the divine was always already right here, right in front of us, another aspect of the 

potential present within all concrete aspects of reality. After all, matter changes because of the 

presence of potentials virtually present within them, unleashed by networks just as as fire 

unleashes the water virtually present as potential within ice, just as humans change due to 

the presence of virtual memories and fantasies within them. Taking such an approach to its 

logical extremes, and in consonance with the discoveries of contemporary AI, neuroscience, 

and complex systems science (even if many of these advances have yet to fully unsettle the 



bastions of what Thomas Kuhn might call “normal science”),[55] then perhaps all intelligence, 

human or otherwise, comes from simply intertwining much more basic stuff together in 

complex ways in the right sorts of environments, without a firm break between matter, life, 

humanity, or beyond necessarily in sight. 

 

If this is the case, then everything we’ve ever hoped, dreamed, or imagined is already 

present, if in basic and potential form, in all the matter in front of us. That is, if you folded the 

matter in a stone together in the right ways, it too would likely be alive, and smart enough to 

do what Facebook is doing, or better yet, be able to read or write something like this, it's all in 

the details. Is this so far fetched? After all, computers are just silicon, which is to say, a type of 

rock. And our brains are mostly carbon and water, just folded together in particularly nifty 

patterns. It’s all in the folding. And if God or Gods and spirits are perhaps dreamed up by 

humans, then Gods are present, in potential, at least, in the rocks in front of us. Is this too 

large a leap in logic? 

 

Perhaps some quantum physics can help provide some further context. Quantum 

cosmologists have long argued that “before” the Big Bang, which is to say, before there was 

space and time as we know it, the entire universe was condensed into one entity generally 

called “the singularity.”[56] Singularities of this sort are generally thought of as existing inside 

each and every black hole as well, but the universe as we know it likely came from “our” 

singularity, or at least primary singularity, which may itself be just one of many, of course, just 

as our universe may be one of many within a larger multiverse.[57] Everything we have ever 

known or experienced, in the past, present, and even the future, is thought by most scientists 

working in the field today to have come from, in a sense at least, “the” singularity which gave 

rise to the Big Bang. 



 

While formerly it may have seemed, at least in the West, that the human soul or mind was so 

special that it must be the gift of a transcendent divine, now it seems possible, even soundly 

scientific to see things otherwise. That is, it seems increasingly possible that mind is what 

happens when you fold matter in the right ways, that mind or experience is simply what matter 

feels like when it feels itself from the inside, with the human brain as perhaps the simply most 

complexly dynamic networking of matter we've ever known, then perhaps the potential for 

everything we've ever experienced is all right here. Perhaps mind and matter are then like two 

sides of a sheet of paper. After all, if Facebook can teach, not program, a computer to 

recognize faces, and do so by neural means, and if neuroscience researchers increasingly 

argue that there seems no reason to firmly separate mind and body in any sort of binary or 

simplistic way, then perhaps what we've called a soul or a mind, and the domain of the divine 

within which this has been imagined to participate, has been right here all along, simply the 

way matter feels from the inside, and ever more complex the more complex the matter is. 

 

But what might this mean? More than that matter came from this singularity, for if only this, 

where did our hopes, dreams, and fears comes from, our sensations and experiences, and 

our sense that we are not the only ones to experience? Certainly whatever experience, from 

sensation to thought to feeling, must also have come from the singularity, somehow at least. If 

so, then every potential, every hope and dream, every reality and fantasy, came from that one 

self-differing more-than-something from which all time and space, matter and energy, love 

and fear, thought and matter, feeling and self-feeling, emerged. Whatever there is, virtual or 

otherwise, it seems to have come from there, along with time, space, matter, energy, and 

anything else we've ever known or remembered or dreamed. All of which is to say that unless 

there is a supersensate realm of soul and the divine, the dominant theorizations of 



contemporary quantum cosmology would seem to indicate that all of this much have 

somehow come from the singularity. 

 

For if Gods as we've known them are at least the collectively intelligent dream of humanity, 

and humans and our universe the dream of some sort of fundamentally multiplicitous singular-

plural singularity, then perhaps God is a dream of a dream of the singularity dreaming itself 

into being. And the rest, as they say, is history. Or as Hegel might say, Spirit coming to know 

itself in its every increasing concretion, only, rather anything like the unitary circularity of Spirit 

as envisaged by Hegel, the stuff of our worlds of experience is multiplicitously networked, and 

fundamentally so.[58] All of which is to say, following Spinoza, that perhaps God then is 

something like the flesh of the world which is the most itself when it differs and networks 

itself,[59] emerging into ever greater complexity, with the emergence of brains, artificial or 

otherwise, as particularly developed nets within this web. Such a notion is perhaps more 

similar to the Mahayana Buddhist notion of the tathāgathagarbha  [Sanskrit for Buddha-

nature, matrix, womb, embryo], the very stuff of the world which in its intertwined networking, 

or pratītyasamutpāda [Skt., more literally “dependent origination”] is not only the fabric of all 

that is but also the matrix or womb of the overcoming which is potentially to come, than 

anything to come from the tradition of Descartes.[60]  

 

For in fact, beyond the West, there are long traditions which are not so much monist or 

dualist, but rather, non-dual, from Advaita Vedanta in Hinduism, various Sufi mystical 

discourses of the divine, or even various paths which became minor within the West, such as 

those espoused by the Neoplatonists, Jewish and Christian mystics from Isaac Luria to 

Meister Eckart and beyond.[61] Of course, not all these perspectives are necessarily 

apophatic and mystical, and in fact, some, from Spinoza or Freud, or Georg Cantor to 



Fernando Zalamea, have worked to develop forms of rationalism which work to develop 

perspectives which others might refer to as irrationalism into types of rationalism which, 

discarding notions such as the excluded middle so central to Western thinking since it 

adopted Aristotle as Descartes forbear, to develop non-classical logics of what it means to 

think. Such a perspective is also not far from the philosophies of process theologist Charles 

Hartshorne or his primary inspiration Alfred North Whitehead,[62] a philosopher firmly 

grounded in relativity theory, quantum physics, and the most sophisticated mathematics of the 

earlier part of the 20th century, the aporias of which inspired some of the more radical 

category and sheaf theoretical models which, in the spirit of Whitehead, now represent some 

of the cutting edge of contemporary post-foundationalist mathematics.[63] 

 

What the cutting edge of mathematics, physics, various non-Western views of the divine, as 

well as contemporary neural approaches to thinking have in common with the philosophical 

models which I believe can be inspired by these is that rather than work to find ways to 

resurrect dualism, they take non-dualism in one form or another as primary, and work to 

develop logics not in spite of this, but around and through such notions. What I am proposing 

then is that we take such insights to their logical extension, view dualism as a special and 

limited case within a more encompassing non-dual frame, and from there, work to rethink 

some of the fundamental logjams which have haunted Western metaphysics and science 

since their inceptions. And returning to the issue of neural networks and thinking, where this 

inquiry began, this would mean deconstructing the very binary between ind and matter, or in 

terms of a human frame, mind and body, so long the foundations of Western models of what it 

means to think, and perhaps, the limitations thereof.  

 

Toward Posthuman Networked Post-Theologies 



 

Such a perspective as described and which has been generally referred to by Western 

philosophers and scientists by means of the term “panpsychism.”[64] Panpsychism has 

nothing to do with the paranormal or psychics or anything like this, rather, it is the name for a 

respected position within science and philosophy, one which has been a minority but which is 

increasingly gaining adherents in even the most stodgy corners of science and philosophy. 

Panspychism describes the notion that something like mind or awareness is present, if in very 

simple forms, in the very stuff of the world. None of which is to say that stones are smart. 

Stones seem to be unaware that they feel the world, but rather, they are that feeling, they feel 

the world in rockly ways, and a rock is the result. Only living entities feel that they feel, 

reflectively, and only complex living organisms, with brains, seem to e able to feel that they 

are feeling themselves, which is to say, they are self-conscious. 

 

In this sense, panpsychists do believe that there is at least a very basic type of awareness in 

all matter. That is, that when electrons swerve out of the way of other electrons, this is simply 

a much more basic form of what humans do when they swerve away from big scary dogs. 

This isn’t to say that electrons know they feel, but rather, they are an intertwining of the basic 

stuff of the world which is itself thinking and feeling at a very basic level. The more complex 

the intertwining of this stuff, the more complex the ability to think and feel, even up to and 

including the sort of reflexivity and recursion which arises when this thinking and feeling can 

think and feel itself, which it to say, be aware of its own awareness in an animal-like manner. 

 

While neuroscientists like Damasio and LeDoux don’t talk much about the smarts of stones or 

electrons, their positions on the inadequacy of the mind-body split in regard to contemporary 

neuroscience, when coupled with the advances in artificial neural networks, indicate that a 



panpsychist perspective on human intelligence is far from implausible. The findings of artificial 

neural networks, and their increasingly shockingly powerful successes, seem to indicate at 

least as much. And while it seems few of the scientists or AI researchers have really thought 

through the full scale implications of some of their findings, the implications of the more 

concrete findings proposed by these researchers does seem to lead not only to a weak 

panpsychism, but a relatively strong version of this notion. Or at least, this would be a 

philosophical attempt to extrapolate the ramifications of these scientific findings into realms 

which are, at least currently, beyond the realm of science. But which nevertheless, are logical 

extensions of this science, a meta-physics to the physics. 

 

All this may sound quite far from science, and yet, in many senses such a perspective is 

simply the extrapolation of the tendencies at work in many of the most cutting edge, and 

technologically effective, forms of contemporary science. In fact, I approach these issues as a 

pretty hard-headed realist when it comes to matters of science,[65] not to mention someone 

who used to be a pretty garden variety agnostic when it comes to issues of “religion.” What is 

more, I still describe myself as agnostic as a shorthand in many situations, even if this is as 

much an oversimplification as when I call myself gay instead of queer, another useful 

shorthand. Nevertheless, just as Spinoza himself was accused of both pantheism and 

atheism, a seeming contradiction, these notions meet where mind and matter meet, which is 

to say, a panpsychist pantheism which is hardly simplistic or naive. Rather, it is a recasting of 

the dualities which have structured so many of our relations to issues such as the mind or the 

divine, and in fact, a restructuring of binary thinking as such. There are no ones and zeros in 

neural networks, living or otherwise. It is all simply in how things are networked. 

 

Nevertheless, this is hardly to propose something like a monism to replace dualism, but 



rather, something far different yet nonetheless not non-structured. Networks can in fact be 

highly structured, and in fact, in ways which make our previously embraced dualisms the 

perspective which, perhaps surprisingly, begins to look overly simplistic and naive.[54] 

Replacing binary thinking of this or that is one of shifting network topologies, a new 

terminologies of robustness, complexity, and emergence which are part of the vocabulary 

whereby complex systems science talks about networks in ways which in many sense unravel 

traditional binaries. Rather than collapse everything into a monist same, networked models 

work between monism and dualism to produce intensities of networkings. Rather than a 

simple monism, a networked worldview is one which is neither one nor many, but non-dual 

and mutiplicitous, a position which sees everything that exists as always more an anything, 

but rather, a networking, and at potentially infinite levels of scale. 

 

For all these reasons I increasingly find myself not only taking a panpsychist view of the 

world, but one which is pantheist and theophanic.[66] If everything is an aspect of the 

singularity, and everything we’ve ever hoped or dreamed comes from the simple intertwining 

of aspects of this singularity with each other, then the potential for our realities and fantasies, 

actual and virtuals, lies in the very stuff of the world in front of us, even in simplest form. 

Following Spinoza, it’s all God, so to speak, even if not all equally. Rather, things are closer to 

being God-like the more they are networked in ways which release the godlike in everything 

and anything, which is to say, the more they potentiate the sustainable emergence of 

complexity in regard to that with which they are networked. Following the science of complex 

networks, this would an ethics of robust emergence, in which the sustainable emergence of 

complexity, in the form of living entities and beyond, forms the basis for a potential ethics not 

only for humans, but for the various non-human intelligences, created by humans or 

otherwise, that we may encounter. In posthuman times, in which humans are increasingly 



indistinct from its computers, not to mention its artificial neural networks and biotechnologies, 

having a non-anthropocentric ethics to help guide us in our endeavors could prove quite 

useful indeed. 

 

And beyond ethics, a potential reentry to the sacred. For if things are more God-like the more 

they approach the condition of the singularity, which is to say, the more they approach the 

ability to give rise to the robust, the sustainable emergence of complexity, then the human 

brain is the closest thing to the God-like to have ever emerged from the world as we know it. 

No wonder then that it has given rise to dreams of God, for it is, in a sense, a dream of God 

which dreams Godly, or that of which dreams of God were based, namely, the singularity. 

From such a perspective, any and all aspects of the singularity need be cherished as the face 

of the divine itself, and even moreso to the extent to which they help us be godlike in relation 

to what is around us, which is to say, to help foster the emergence of creativity in all we 

encounter.  

 

And yet, our species continues to do horrible, terrifyingly evil things. As we lose a binary 

worldview, we need to realize that the singularity is hardly all powerful, all knowing, all loving. 

It is virtual, without a body, without a specificity, and the world as we know it is the attempt to 

come to materiality of this dream. Pain is what happens when some of this potential is 

destroyed, and ethics is what happens when we try to find ways to make less and less of this 

need to be. If the singularity is the most Godlike virtuality we know, and the human brain the 

most Godlike actuality, the differences between these, in relation to the potential for evolution 

of our species and beyond, indicates just how much room there is to go. For we hardly 

generally value anything but our own well-being, rather than something like the robust 

emergence of complexity, in and beyond ourselves, our family, our species, our planet. 



 

All of which is to say that, with the deconstruction of the binary between the human and the 

material by means of artificial neural networks and cognitive neuroscience, human 

exceptionalism ceases to be the inexorable lynchpin to our ways of looking at the world, and 

with this, we need to begin to value new things. Based on the science of networks, I propose 

the notion of the robust emergence of complexity, as that which gave rise to ant colonies from 

ants, flocks from birds and fish, and brains from really simple pulsing nerve cells. It’s all the 

flesh of the singularity, yet it’s not all at equal density, some of this flesh is more singularity-

like in that it’s folded in such ways as to promote this sort of folding in what’s around it. And as 

the science of networks tells us, networks are more likely spontaneously emerge into 

complexity the more they and their environment are diverse, distributed, metastable, and 

have multi-level “democratic” feedback in relation within themselves and in relation to their 

environments. Such an ethics values that which gave rise to life and love, and which gives 

rise to it more abundantly. It is that which values evolution beyond any particular entity, any 

particular goal, any particular quality and certainly beyond mere quantity. 

 

This is to value the evolution of evolution for any and all and as such, the robust emergence 

of complexity. It is a completely immanent ethics which needs no transcendent foundation, 

because it sees what was previously seen as transcendent as part of the fabric of everything, 

and more powerfully so in regard to that which has more powerfully given rise to sustainably 

emergently differing networking. It is an approach which takes the implications of complex 

systems science, artificial neural networking, and contemporary neuroscience at their word, 

and then some. It is a wager which takes the networking of the world seriously, and sees it as 

a potential future worldview which is perhaps less binary, less atomistic, less particularist and 

violent than previous conservative models, as well as beyond the cancerous post-



conservatisms of capitalist reduction of all to reproduction of the same, quantity beyond any 

quality. Such an approach is a radical embrace of networking as that which traditional 

computers, capitalism, and even the human brain are barely equal. It is to imagine the 

potentially less destructive networks to come for the ways in which our networks could 

become. 

 

This is a post-human, non-anthropocentric ethics which is also a pantheistic theophany. It is 

pantheistic (pan=all, theos=God, Ancient Greek) because it sees God and the potential for 

God-like-ness within the very fabric of the stuff of the world of experience itself. And it is 

theophanic (theos=God, phanieron=to appear, Ancient Greek) because it believes that God, 

the God-like, or the sacred can appear in many ways in different contexts, which is to say, 

dependent on the form of networking. A theophanic pantheism which is also an ethics of 

robust emergence of complexity, which combines what used to be thought of as the distinct 

domains of science, philosophy, ethics – and yes, even “religion” – which would recast 

notions of the divine or sacred as the potential for creative fostering of creativity within the 

fabric of any and all, the flesh of the extended singularity which makes up the entire world of 

our experience. Rather than God as merely what gave rise to us, there would be the God 

within the fabric of everything which could become ever more sacred the more we learn how 

to better and more robustly unleash the potential within all that is, rather than cordon it off, 

segment it, package it into ever more profit making, but rather, learn to better help give rise to 

the emergence of ever more powerful differentiations and networkings. 

 

Once we no longer see the human as the result of a gift of a soul by a transcendent creator, 

but rather, the result of the immanent folding of matter with itself, we then can see the 

transcendence we’ve always imagined as part of humans and their Gods as a potential within 



all matter. This is a this-worldly, immanent transcendence. One which sees the potential for 

God-likeness within any and all, and which imagines those of us who foster the creativity of 

themselves and others as the most ethical and ultimately Godlike of us all. Such a notion has 

much in common with various liberation theologies, as well as notions of the divine at work in 

the Sufi thinking of Islamic philosophers such as Ibn ‘Arabi, or aspects of the tantric Vajrayana 

Buddhism of Ju Mipham. It is an immanent notion of the potentials of what the West has 

come to call “the divine.”[67] One which views liberation for any and all as its goal, and the 

divine as that within any and all which is liberating for the creativity of any and all. 

 

As a secular, post-agnostic, scientifically mind philosopher, this is an ethics and a post-

theology, based in cutting edge science, this is a post-theological view of the sacred which I 

find very compelling. A rebirth of the sacred, but one which neither advocates the worship of 

other-wordly Gods, nor the repression of various types of non-believers. Rather, it is one 

which sees any and all notions of the divine as potentially helpful to the emergence of robust 

complexity in any and all. So go out and invent a new God, at least, if one that can help foster 

the creativity in ourselves and others, which might then even be not be too out of sync with 

the God-like-ness that science and philosophy can be seen as arguing is the singularity itself, 

and the very fabric and potential of any and all. 

 

Or at least, isn’t this more interesting, and perhaps more useful, than some of the other Gods 

you’ve heard about, at least if your goal is to foster the emergence of creativity in yourself and 

others? This is, at least, part of what I think makes such notions not only powerful, but 

perhaps, themselves an attempt to reimagine the divine in ways which sync with our 

posthuman, techno-saturated, networked time. A God within the net which is neither anti-

human nor simply anthropomorphism, but in fact, a signpost to what could be better in our 



posthuman futures to come. Or at least, a virtual dream which could help to make a little more 

possible this sort of networking becoming. 

 

Conclusion: On Virtual Techno-Spiritualities and Apichatpong Weerasethakul's Uncle 

Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives 

 

Apichatpong Weerasethakul's 2010 Palm D'Or winning film Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall 

His Past Lives (Thailand) is a deep meditation on virtuality in its many forms. Weerasethakul's 

film takes this to completely new places and in some radical ways. Continuing 

Weerasethakul's fascination with the powers of projections, memories, and fantasies, from the 

erotic to the political to the familial, emotional to folkloric and national, and all in between, 

Uncle Boonmee investigates how the world always has been and always will be full of virtual 

spirits. Whether imaging the past by memory, cinema, or photography, or imaginging our 

immanent beyonds by means of folks tales, temples, spirit mediums, or television, 

Weerasethakul weaves together a world in which the virtual and the actual are shown turning 

into each other and back and forth, and our techno-virtualities and our spiritual ones, our 

memories and fantasies, hopes and dreams, spirits and images, are all aspects of a non-dual 

interweaving of the actual and virtual. As much a meditation on technology as reincarnation, 

life-after-death, ghosts, Buddhism, or the stories we tell ourselves in our various political 

ideologies and histories, Boonmee is a sophisticated attempt to show how ethics can and 

must be at the forefront of our thinking, even as it becomes difficult to tell whether we must be 

fair to the living or the dead, the virtual or the actual, the spirits or the living, of the various 

mixtures and webbings of these which are in so many ways much more real than the abstract 

poles we use to categories, navigate, and understand them.  

 



As our world veers to the posthuman, as we find it ever more difficult to tell virtual and actual, 

this can be both liberating and terrifying, an opening onto new forms of oppression and 

subjugation or new possible forms of ethical interbecoming.[68] If history has shown us 

anything, however, it is that if the terms through which technologies and their virtual-actual 

intertwinings develop are determined by those who control things in the present, it is only the 

form of oppression that will change, as our new techno-brains will simply reflect from the hubs 

to the periphery, even if these very terms are becoming increasingly distributed in and 

amongst the grains of the fabrics of our virtuo-realities.  

 

While binary and dualist paradigms are increasingly those of the past of the West, this should 

not be seen as implying a need for a return to pre-modern models, nor a simple plundering of 

the traditions of the world which the West has sought to colonize and subjugate to make its 

binary dreams first come true and then unravel. As one raised in a culture in which Buddhism 

and spirit beliefs are as much alive and well as the legacies of Western colonialism or 

Western technology and media, if differently from the American university towns in which he 

went to film school, so Weerasethakul is in so many ways one who has straddled cultures, 

and in this manner potentially positioned to be able to hear things that others may not. 

Weerasethakul's film is a meditation on the future of a global humanity which is unraveling 

more binaries than merely those of computers, even as oppression stays largely the same if 

in newly networked clothes.  

 

Understanding capitalism, racism, colonialism, and how these are interwtinied with the 

structures of neurodivinities past can help us potentially try to imagine less exclusive future 

formations which are, it is hoped, are less like the paranoid and cancerous formations which 

have always kept our world evolving with the maximum oppression and always on the brink of 



collapse, and instead, learn from the more robust emerging complexities in the worlds in 

which we find ourselves. Posthuman technologies may provide the destabilizations which can 

help loosen the hold of prior formations, but only posthuman ethics which think through the 

ramifications of the stakes of these, in all their forms, can help truly bring about more radical 

forms of change.  
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as a “flat ontology,” a perspective on the world which does not see it as ordered in a top-down, hierarchical 
manner by an abstract, ideal, “otherworldly” principle which is not subject to the standard limitations of 
materiality. Such ordering of this world by a “transcendent” domain separated from this one by an 
unbridgeable gap, one which often then needs to somehow be jumped if we are to gain any understanding of 
this transcendent domain – giving rise in such a way to the many “antinomies,” “amphibolies,” paradoxes, 
contradictions, inconsistencies, and incompletions of dualist modes of thinking – are opposed a more 
immanent, “flat” approach to the world described in this text. Such an approach is neither a mere monism or 
dualism, certainly not in any simple sense of such terms, but rather can be understood as a sort of “thick” 
monism, for unlike the famed monism of a thinkers such as Parmenides of Elea, who imagined all the world is 
one and hence change is illusory, or of Plotinus of Lycopolis, who argued our world emanates from pure 
unchanging essential unity of pure potential to imperfect differentiated change, this text sees the stuff of the 
world as self-differentiating relationally networking fabric of emergence. Such a fabric can never be reduced 
to any one, in part or whole, and in this sense is always one-and, in process, grounding and giving rise to the 
networking world of which unities, binaries, and other such more limited structures can be seen as aspects. 
The reason why the term “flat ontology” is an imperfect fit for this is that rather than see itself as an ontology, 
which is to say, an approach to the world which frames a general theory of “Being,” an approach which is 
then often complemented by an epistemology which describes how such being can be known, and the 
limitations of this, it would be mistaken to see the approach to emergence described here as an ontological 
one, which can then be complemented by an epistemology. On the contrary, such a duality between what is 
there and what can be known of it, one which also tends to frame what is there as the world “as it really is” or 
a “True” in accord with which particular forms of knowledge can be seen as “Truthful” – often called a 
“correspondence theory of Truth” – is one which the perspective on the world described here is designed, in 
part, to make unnecessary and otherwise work around. Rather than split off an ultimate “Being” from “what 
can be known of it,” or see “Truth” as a “correspondence” of knowledge to “a state of the world as it really is,” 
this text sees the notion of sync, or networking, as being able to work around the need for such structures. 
There is no need to worry if I and a friend both “know” the “True” location of a tree in the forest if we are to 
meet up there to do a test with some scientific equipment. But if my friend and I can describe the location of 
the tree well enough to each other that we can meet up at such a location, and if our instruments can sync up 
with the tree to provide us with descriptions of aspects of it in ways which can help us learn more about it in 
ways which help us sync up with the tree better in the future, then this is all that is needed. Such an approach 
obviates a need to think in terms of the “True” tree or tree “as such.” Some may argue, of course, that the tree 
as I experience it differs from how my friend does and how the instrument reads the tree’s aspects, and which 
of these corresponds to the tree “as it really is”? Relationally speaking, however, how I experience the tree, 
how my friend does, the readings the instrument obtains from what either of us describes as “the tree,” our 
attribution of these to what we experience, interpret, or describe as “the tree,” all of these are different, if 
pragmatically speaking, they are likely functionally equivalent in regard to the various local forms of sync 
which we are trying to produce in regard to such. The notion of a tree “as it really is” is one that a “flat” 
relational worldview of networking emergence has no need, and in fact, sees as something which in fact can 
hinder various attempts at sync, for it results in a perspective on the world which sees it as divided between 
“Truth” and something like “mere appearance.” Relationally speaking, all experiences of the world are 
aspects of the world, and so, notions of true or false or appearance simply do not apply to them. Each is true 
in a sense, but also limited by the perspective and embodiment at play, but to imagine experience beyond 
such limitations is to imagine something beyond experience, a perspective-less perspective, a no-place and 
no-time which is transcendent, and simply cannot be found in the world of experience except as a sort of 
counter-factual imagination, if one with some restricting repercussions when one attempts to use such to 
produce a view of the world. The “flat worldview” described here, if one wants to use such a description, is 
one which does not separate out “ontology” from “epistemology,” and either from “ethics,” as will become 
clear, at least not as such notions are understood in traditional Euro-American philosophical forms of 
discourse. Such an approach does have some common ground with notions such as “what is true is what 
appears,” or “all perspectives are true in their ways,” but such framings, though they have been proposed 
before, use language which already plays into the sorts of binary games that limited the construction of new, 
less limiting, more relational worldviews for too long. Appearance assumes, after all, can easily be case as 
“mere appearance” as opposed to a deeper “reality beyond appearance.” This text, on the contrary, will speak 
of “experience,” and all aspects of the world in which a body is impacted by actions within or without in ways 
which change this body in some manner as being felt, or experienced, by that body, for that body is the way it 
feels itself feeling the world as its world of experience in such a way. For simple experiencers this is a single 
global experience which is the body of the experiencer’s experience of how it experiences its inner and outer 



 
contextual experiences experiencing what they experience, while more complex experiencers separate this 
out in a more differentiated way. In this sense, anything and everything and more in the world can be seen as 
a form of experience, and the world a weaving of the actions which are produced by agents of experience in 
regard to what they experience, giving rise to the world which they experience as their worlds of experience 
of the world. The world emergence through action which is then experienced as the worlds of experiencers, 
and the ways in which experiencers experience the impacts the actions around them have on the weavings of 
actions and forms of balance at work within their body gives rise to shifts within this, which are actions which 
then impact the actions and forms of balance around this in the world in turn. There is no need for anything 
like a privileged, abstract, ideal position here, nor is there any need to get things right in an “ultimate” or 
“universal” sense, for such notions have yet to be seen anywhere in the world. Rather, there are rippling 
actions and experiences, and forms of syncing networking which can arise between these, often fostered by 
interpretations produced by complex experiencers which layer incoming experience with complex memory 
systems in ways which make it possible to use general patterns abstracted from past forms of experience to 
predict aspects of future experiences. When this occurs, there is a form of sync which is adaptive in various 
circumstances, and this is more than able to do the job to which a notion such as the correspondence theory 
of “Truth” had done, but with far less baggage. Such an account of course does admit for better and worse 
interpretations, and error, at least in a limited sense, in regard to various criteria which can be established in 
relation to these, and in this way, this shows how questions of value are interwoven in this sense with those 
of understanding, which is to say, the manner in which an experiencer is able to come into sync with aspects 
of its contexts in ways which tend to potentiate various forms of sync. Opposed to the dominant Euro-
American dualist tradition, from Plato to Descartes to Kant to Husserl, such an approach is pragmatist in 
many senses, and can be seen as a contemporary reworking of approaches developed by thinkers such as 
William James, C.S. Peirce, and especially, A.N. Whitehead and John Dewey. For more on the notion of a 
“flat ontology,” see Manuel Delanda, Intensive Science and Virtual Philosophy (London: Continuum, reprint, 
2004), 51, 147-8. 

li Bernard Stiegler: "deconstruction failed to critique its critique of critique ... it has not clarified what a critique 
might be were it no longer founded on a system of oppositions." Stiegler, REF., p. 15. The assumptions of 
deconstruction in regard to what constitutes a model predisposed the division of the world into binary thinking 
and their deconstructions. Networks nevertheless performatively deconstruct the seeming necessity of such a 
perspective. Timothy Bewes: “[deconstructiontion's] assertions are based on a structuralist, ahistorical … 
conception of langue … subordinat[ing] thought entirely to the 'reified' logic of the here and now,” in Bewes, 
Reification, Or the Anxiety of Late Capitalism (London: Verso, p.40). Also see Taylor, op.cit., pp. 155, 65. 

lii Lukacs note above. 
liii The distinction between complicated and complex is addressed in John Holland, Complexity: A Very Short 

Introduction (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2014), pp. 3-5. RPT? 
liv Whirlpool index.  
lv Complex adaptive system. 
lvi Dissipative. 
lvii More than Mere sum of parts.  
lviii Individuation.  
lix While there is disagreement on precisely how to best compactly categorize the factors which complex systems 

theorists feel potentiate emergence, the overall types of situations which do this are generally agreed upon in 
the field. For a general introduction to such concerns, see Steven Johnson, Emergence: The Connected 
Lives of Ants, Brains, Cities, and Software (New York: Touchstone, 2011), and more technically, Sunny 
Auyang, Foundations of Complex Systems Theories: In Economics, Evolutionary Biology, and Statistical 
Physics (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1999). On the relation of meta-stability to emergence, see Ball 
163-172, 292-3, 321-8 (NOTE ABOVE). 

lx Those looking for more on the mathematical study of networks as graph theory, see Martin van Steen’s 
excellent, accessible, and self-published text Graph Theory and Complex Networks (van Steen, 2010). 

lxi Bootstrap paradox made fractal and holographic. 
lxii See the discussion of effective complexity in Quark and Jaguar, 50, 58 need more pages.  
 
lxiii For Ludwig Wittgenstein’s highly relevant critique of traditional notions of the definitions of words, see Joachim 

Schulte, Wittgenstein: An Introduction (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992), pp. 80-4.  
lxiv Force carriers. 
lxv Emergence beyond physics, ie: social science, markets.   
lxvi Paranoid, first time.  



 
lxvii Gilbert Simondon: "The individual is thus relative in two senses … [the preindividual] is more than a unity … 

which explains why the world cannot be explained post factum by monads … the individuated being is not all 
… instead of started from individuated being … the individuated being must be understood from individuation, 
and individuation … [from] the preindividual … As for the axiomatization of the knowledge of preindividual 
being, it cannot be contained in a pre-existing logic … We cannot, in the common understanding of the term, 
know individuation, we can only individuate … through the individuation of knowledge … “ in Simondon, 
“Problem of Ontogenesis,” PARHESSIA., pp. 6, 10, 13. 

lxviii Pratītyasamutpāda is a term with many translations, with “interconnectedness” being a common translation, 
though “dependent origination” is quite literal. One could easily, from the perspective of this book, hazard 
“networking” as a translation. Thích Nhất Hạnh uses “interbeing” as a translation for this, see Interbeing: 
Fourteen Guidelines for an Engaged Buddhism (Nevada City: Full Circle, 2003, reprint). Robert Thurman 
uses the novel translations “relativity” for this, pairing this notion with its opposite framed as “reification”; see 
Thurman, The Central Philosophy of Tibet: A Study and Translation of Jey Tsong Khapa's Essence of True 
Eloquence (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1984), pp. 10-11, 210-11. 

lxix Why stone here and not computer screen.  
lxx The map-like aspects of the human cerebral cortex are described in Koch  44  Spitzer 65-78 
lxxi For more on horizons, see Michel Henry, The Essence of Manifestation (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1973; second 

edition, 2004, second edition), pp. 18-9. 
lxxii For more on neural sync in the sense described here, see Cotterill, op.cit., 66, 79, 89, 227-238 
lxxiii Excluded middle, etc.   
lxxiv Selves, self-imagings, discussed in postselfing.  
lxxv Nettime.  
lxxvi What is described here is the phenomena that musicians commonly refer to as those of flanging and 

chorusing.  
lxxvii See Koch, sees the interweaving and summing over of networks of inhibition and amplification, not only in 

asymmetrial relations between top-down and bottom-up processing, but also associative processing, 
described in Koch 23-4, as giving rise to qualia, pp.243. 

lxxviii Damsio speaks of the “somatic marker” hypothesis, the impact of “gut feeling” on our reasoning 
strategies,Descartes Error., p. 148; 

lxxix See the discussion of similarities between human and chimpanzee brains in Donald, pp. 111-112.  
lxxx  Henri Bergson’s work can be of help in understanding such notions. For example, “… we only perceive what 

interests us … consciousness means virtual action,” Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory (London: Zone 
Books, 2005, reprint), pp. 45, 50.. Bergson also describes perception as a form of subtraction on p. 37, and 
describes perceptions as questions, p. 45.. 

lxxxi For more on the Cosmic Microwave Background Radiation, see Martin Leuker, et.al., “Measurements of 
Secondary Cosmic Microwave Background Anisotropies with the South Pole Telescope,” The Astrophysics 
Journal, The American Astronomical Society, Volume  719, Number  2, Published July 26, 2010, 
https://arxiv.org/abs/0912.4317v1.  

lxxxii EXTIMACY. Mp: I open my eye ... my cs is flooded ... it is hardly distinguishable from what is offered to it; it 
spreads out, through its accompanying body, into the spectacle.... 239  "There is no rift between the psychical 
and physical, no within and without ... The world of sense belongs to the physical and the psychical domain 
alike ... the boundary the physical and the psychical is solely practical and conventional. 151-2 

lxxxiii "the interconnection or accommodation of all created things to each other, and each to all the others, bring it 
about that each simple substance has relations that express all the others, and consequently, that each 
simple substance is a perpetual, living mirror of the universe....  ... every body is affected by everything that 
happens in the universe,” from “The Monadology,” G.W. Leibniz, Leibniz: Philosophical Essays (London: 
Hackett, 1989), p. 220; “Each atom is a system of all things … This extensive continuum is one relational 
complex in which all potential objectifications find their niche ... This extensive continuum expresses the 
solidarity of all possible standpoints throughout the whole process of the world … Actual entities atomize the 
exetensive continuum. This continuum is in itself merely the potentiality for division; an actual entity effects 
this divisions. The objectification of the contemporary world merely expresses that world in terms of its 
potentiality for subdivision and in terms of the mutual perspectives which any such subdivision will being into 
real effectiveness,” A.N. Whitehead, Process and Reality, pp. 36, 67 

lxxxiv Deleuze’s critique of the very notion of the “same thing” which is “identical” to itself through various changes, 
or even through the passage of time, is relevant here. Deleuze criticizes “Descartes’ phrase “It is the same 
wax” in this regard, arguing that “things are said to repeat when they differ even though their concept is 
absolutely the same. However, not only this distinction but repetition itself is explained here in an entirely 

https://arxiv.org/abs/0912.4317v1


 
negative fashion   …  things repeat always by virtue of what they are not and do not have.” Deleuze is 
arguing in effect that what the very fact that we need to stipulate that things “are the same” or “identical” to 
themselves in and through various changes or through the flow of time indicates the extent to which that 
identity unifies differences, showing precisely the extent to which the very notion of identity of any aspect of 
the world is fundamentally problematic. See Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, pp.276, 270-1. 

lxxxv Gertrude Stein’s famous statement “A rose is a rose is a rose” is relevant here. No matter how similar each 
iteration may seem, is it possible to read each rose the same? The quote can be found in Gertrude Stein, The 
Selected Writings of Gertrude Stein, F.W.Dupee, ed. (New York: Vintage, 1990, reprint), p. ix.  

lxxxvi Maurice Merleau-Ponty describes the manner in which, when two hands touch each other, there is an 
experience which is neither/nor and both/and subject/object. See Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The 
Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 2013, trans. by Donald Landes), p. 94. MULTIMODAL 
PCPT. 

lxxxvii The notion of endurance here is related to that articulated by Bergson in regard to his notion of duration. For 
more, see The Creative Mind: An Introduction to Metaphysics (Mineola: Dover Books, 2010, reprint), pp. 12-
20, 31-5, 124-9. 

lxxxviii In such a model “the they” comes before the self, and the division between these helps establish the 
difference between inside and outside, as well as experiences which are private versus those experienced by 
others as well, how this leads to a consensus notion of “reality,” etc. See Merlin Donald, A Mind So Rare: The 
Evolution of Human Consciousness (New York: London, 2001), pp. 203-232. 

lxxxix Will Greenshield's description of the role of the Möbius strip and its contexts in Lacan' theorizing is excellent, 
and since a Klein bottle is simply an expansion of the Möbius strip from two to four dimensions, most of the 
same concerns apply. Greensheild's explanation of Lacan's reference to the Klein bottle are much more 
technical, yet also excellent. For more, see Will Greenshield, Writing the Structures of the Subject: Lacan and 
Topology (London: Palgrave, 2017). 

xc The notion of “clear and distinct” used here is as these notions are employed by Leibniz and Spinoza, not 
Descartes.  

xci “… the aggregate of images … we cannot say that it is within us or without us ... To ask whether the universe 
exists only in our thought, or outside of our thought, is to put the problem in terms that are insoluble ....” 
Matter and Memory, REF ABOVE, p. 25.  

xcii Primary and secondary qualities and not being mistaken about the physicality of an exp.  Relative universal.  
Zalamea 242. 

xciii The preprocessesing, reworking, filtering, and packaging of visual stimuli before reaching awareness seems 
to begin even in the retina, for more on this, see Cotterill p. 157. The notion of “pre-attention” namely, the way 
some images “pop out” of a visual scene, is also relevant here, in that when this occurs, there is a recognition 
of significance which is non-conscious, see Cotterill, p. 257 for more. For more on visual pre-processing, see 
Baum, 410. Also see the description of top-down processes such as top-down invariance requirements, 
reverse projections, concept driven perception in regard to “pre-attention,” and related issues in regard to 
how percepts become aspects of schema, in Cotterill, 157-62, 233, 257, 323. 

xciv More on the human visual blindspot can be found in Cotterill pp. 304-5. 
xcv The notion of needing a “shorthand” to say anything useful, as opposed to a more exhaustive approach draws 

upon the notions of the American pragmatists. Dewey: “... words as practical devices are the agencies by 
which the ineffable diversity … is reduced … [to what] can be managed.” Art as Experience, op.cit., p. 224, 
also Experience and Nature, pp. 187-195, the treatment of concepts in William James, Some Problems of 
Philosophy: A Beginning of an Introduction to Philosophy (Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1996) pp. 60-74, 
81-97, or C.S. Peirce, particularly his treatment of infinite series, in The Essential Peirce, Vol. II (Bloomington: 
Indiana Univ. Press), pp. 133-44, 235-41. 

xcvi See Deleuze’s summary of Kant’s  critique of the Cartesian cogito and his own through this, Difference and 
Repetition, 133, 276, , Hegels’ critique of thing, here, now. RPT? 

xcvii Future texts.  
xcviii Such an approach draws on notions from “Judgment and Being” (1795) in Friedrich Hölderlin, Friedrich 

Hölderlin: Essay and Letters on Theory, Thomas Pfau, ed. (Albany: SUNY Press, 1988), pp. 18-20. 
xcix Kantian transcendentalism and goedel. 
c A summary of such an approach can be presented here. As stated in the main body of the text, the modeling of 

experience presented here is one which dispenses with anything like a Kantian “thing-in-itself,” or similarly 
unified notion of a thing with a defined essence or other sort of anchor in the world which links “appearance” 
with “reality” in regard to something like a “correspondence theory of truth”. Such dualist approaches 
assumes that our experience can both be mere appearance, cut off from the world “as it really is,” even while 



 
it can demonstrate that appearances are grounded in reality “enough” that  we cannot be in error as to the 
basics of them, such as the unity of experiences as being that of a single entity, the supposed anchor which 
brings together our experiences as that of a “thing-in-itself” or the like. In this Kant builds on distinctions, such 
as that between primary and secondary qualities (those of the brute spatiotemporal existence of something in 
space and time, and additional qualities such as color, shape, texture, etc., in regard to which it is easier to 
be in error), as employed by Locke, Newton, and drawing on more classical precursors who theorized 
similarly in regard to essences and ideas before them in Latin and Greek traditions, arguing in his way that 
we cannot be mistaken that something exists as a unified entity, but merely, the how the less important 
qualities play out. Nevertheless, this is an ungrounded and spurious distinction. Kant cannot prove that we 
ever experience a thing-in-itself without leaving the subjective cage of mere appearance he has built for 
himself. Were he able to step out of his own limited subjectivity to determine whether or not his own 
subjective experiences were at least of a single unified “thing-in-itself,” he would need to no longer be Kant or 
have his subjective limits, but then would he be someone else, with theirs? As the thing-in-itself is supposed 
to be experienced beyond the limitations of any and all experiencers, then perhaps he would have to be God 
to do so, at least as he conceives this. Now this is in many respects what he attempts to do with his 
transcendental method, namely, make “synthetic deductions a priori,” and in such way, deduce that which 
any experiencer must by necessity experience if they are to experience at all. To whatever extent God 
experiences, then, he too would be so constrained, and luckily, Kant’s God is very reasonable. That said, 
how can Kant be so sure that we can be mistaken about some qualities of our experiences, such as color, 
shape, etc., but not others, such as the unity of the various colors, shapes, and textures around the 
experience of this  particular unified object? Kant frequently makes claims that what he describes must be the 
case, at least, if there is to be any possibility of certain knowledge of the world in and through the subjective 
limits of experience, and in a sense he is at least self-consistent, in that so long as you divide up the world as 
he does, and buy into such divisions, that his claims are necessary to make sense of the world according to 
what such divisive terms require sense to mean in regard to a world they divide as such. To do so, however, 
circularly begs its own questions, and this is something Kant does in a wide variety of ways. As such, while 
Kant argues we can be in error about many aspects of our world, he argues that we cannot be in error that 
there is a single, unified “thing-in-itself” giving rise to yet also unifying the various qualities in regard to which 
we could be in error. The primary qualities of an object, namely, our  sense that an object is an object, the at 
it exists, that it is unified, are nevertheless qualities we ascertain through the very same body and sense 
organs we use to determine shape, texture, color, weight, etc. While we may use the kinaesthetic senses of 
the body more than vision in making determinations of primary qualities, he does describe how or why such 
of our bodily senses or the uses of these which make such determine actions would be different, out of 
“transcendental necessity,” than the others which do so in regard to the qualities in regard to  which he argues 
are mere appearance. Kant can no more prove that there is a “thing-in-itself” behind a shifting mass of 
appearances to anchor this without leaving his own subjectivity, than he can objectively prove this in a way 
which he can subjectively verify accords with his experience. He wants to do both and gives the impression of 
this, but having divided the world up as he has, and seeking what he does, he manages to do neither, for 
they are not possible according to his own terms. That said, Kant gives the appearance of accomplishing a 
great deal, and this is because he constructs an entire way of speaking to accomplish that which seems 
impossible, namely, his domain of the transcendental which is seemingly abstracted from his experience and 
the reports of others, as the conditions of any possible experience whatsoever. For Kant, experience needs a 
unified object around which other qualities swirl. Now I have gone to the ocean, and I know that I can grasp a 
handful of water from it, and in this sense, the ocean is one but also potentially many. And scientists tell me 
the ocean is full of molecules, but when a wave knocks me over, is it the wave, the ocean, or the molecules 
that do so? Which is the real “thing-in-itself” here that is responsible for this experience? And is my 
experience of this one, or many? Am I the same experiencer that was knocked over by the wave when I 
remember it later? If so, what unifies these, and am I that experiencing “I” as well? There are many issues 
with dualist approaches to experience, with the Kantian version being perhaps the most famous reworking of 
Descartes’ project, epitomizing such approaches. To address such concerns at length is beyond the scope of 
this text, which will instead focus on showing that it is not necessary to speak in such dualist ways. To defend 
what is presented here against various more dualists critiques, however, will occur in various volumes in 
progress which have yet to reach print at the time of publication of this text, but will do so shortly. 

ci The question of judgment has a long history, with works by Kant, Benjamin, Deleuze, Derrida, and many others 
commenting on this topic.   

cii Ranciere, partage, REF below.  
ciii See Paul Davies, About Time: Enstein’s Unifinished Revolution (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), pp.,  65-



 
76. 

civ Simondon oneand and Bergson on the Open. 
cv There is nothing simple  about the “here” and “now” of “relative concrete immediacy,” but one needs to start 

someplace, and as will become evident, the approach with which this text begins will slowly become 
problematized and complexified as it goes. For more on the limitations of the “here” and “now” of “relative 
concrete immediacy,” however, Hegel’s deconstruction of what he calls “sense-certainty” is worth examining. 
For more, see G.W.F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, A.V. Miller,  trans., (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press,  
1977), pp. 58-63, 67-79.  

cvi Principle of least action.  
cvii Color perception issues, relative.  
cviii Affection in spinoza, henry. 
cix Whitehead: “… the most primitive perception is 'feeling the body as functioning.'  This is a feeling of the world 

in the past; it is the inheritance of the world as a complex of feeling ... the feeling of derived feeling ... 
[received by] sense presentation of the contemporary body. The body, however, is only a peculiarly intimate 
bit of the world ... this actual world is mine …  My process of “being myself” is my origination from my 
possession of the world” from Whitehead, Process and Reality, p. 81. 

cx MP says world wholly inside and outside in PP 407. if one follows study of world one ends up with perceiver 
and vice versa, percieved subject and perceived world. 400s. 

cxi Strong weak molecular forced.  
cxii See for example the description of Bénard-cells in fluid convection, in Klaus Mainzer, Thinking in Complexity: 
The Computational Dynamics of Matter, Mind, and Mankind [sic] (Berlin: Springer, 2004, 4th ed.), pp. 57-8. 

cxiii The notion of wideware is described by Andy Clark, Mindware: an Introduction to the Philosophy of Cognitive 
Science. Oxford Univ. Press, 2014. Pp. 140-159. Related notions can be found in Bernard Stiegler’s account of 
mnemotechnics in Technics and Time, Vol. 1: The Fault of Epimetheus (Stanford, 1998), pp. 21-182. The notion  
of “looping” into one's environment in this way, particularly in relation to “wideware,” can be found in Clark, 
op.cit., pp. 92, 142-58. 

cxiv For more on information theory in regard to such concerns, see Mark Taylor, op.cit., pp. 105-123. 

cxv  On the difference between code and language, see Daniel Chandler, Semiotics: The Basics. 3rd Edition. 
(London: Routledge, 2017), pp.  177-222 

cxvi Christine Moon. Hugo Lagercrantz, Patricia K Kuhl, “Language experienced in utero affects vowel perception 
after birth: a two‐country study,” in Acta Paediatr, 2013 Feb; 102(2): 156–160, published online 2013 Jan 9. doi: 
10.1111/apa.12098 (accessed June 14, 2020). 
cxvii  The notion of grounding terms here draws in part on that of  “master signifiers” in relation to that of a “surface 

of inscription”  in Ernesto Laclau, New Reflections on The Revolution of Our Time (London: Verso, 1990), p. 
63, 175, 275. 

cxviii Performativity in this sense in regard to performative speech-acts is discussed in J.L. Austin, How to Do 
Things With Words (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1962), 1-12. 

cxix For more on the issue of language being a “prison house” which cuts us off from unmediated access to the 
world, as well as critiques of this, see Fredric Jameson, The Prison-House of Language: a Critical Account of 
Structuralism and Russian Formalism. Princeton University Press, 2015. 

cxx Merlin Donald speaks about the entrainment of infant attention and caretakers as one of the most crucial 
cognitive developments which make human culture possible, for more, see Donald, pp. 205-6, 211-4, 252-9. 
REF 

cxxi Chomsky's notion of “generative grammar,” the model of language learning which goes with this, along with 
critique and an alternate model more in sync with what is described in this chapter, can be found in Deacon, 
op.cit., 103-110. 

cxxii See note above REF, and Donald 150. 
cxxiii See the discussion of  Lev Vygotsky’s notions in regard to such concerns in Donald, 250-1. 
cxxiv Terrence Deacon speaks of a “duality of reference” in regard to the meaning of a word on its own, and its 

meaningful relation to the rest of a language as a whole, in Symbolic Species: The Coevolution of Language 
and the Brain (New York: Norton, 1998), p. 82. 

cxxv For an account of language that, influenced by Benedetto Croce, sees utterances as primary, and isolated 
words as abstracted from contextual processes of interaction, an abstraction often only achieved retroactively 
in relation to written language and processes derived from this, see Donald, 287-294.  



 
cxxvi There are many ways in which the work of early Soviet linguistics, with their emphasis on Marxist notions 

and the relational orientation that non-authoritarian Marxism tends to have, are relevant to what is described 
here and have influenced its formation. For excerpts of the writing of major figures in this tradition, see The 
Bakhtin Reader: Selected Writings of Bakhtin, Medvedev, Voloshinov, Pam Morris, ed., (London: Bloomsbury, 
1995).  

cxxvii    The notion of a language game is found in Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations ( London: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 4th ed., 2009), pp. 1-14.  

cxxviii      Damasio speaks of the “universal currency of energy [in most living systems] known as ATP in Self 
Comes to Mind, p.44.  

cxxix     Barbási 188. 
cxxx     David Graeber speaks about the intertwining of meaning and value in Towards and Anthropological Theory 

of Value: The False Coin of Our Own Dreams (London: Palgrave, 2001),  p. 45.  
cxxxi Reinforcement learning. 
cxxxii Gerald Edelman and Giulio Tononi speak of the way neuromodulatory systems in organisms, making 

use of neurochemicals such as serotonin, dopamine, those related to the cortico-adrenal “stress” systems, 
etc., serve to motivate organisms in a manner which functions as “value systems” which motivate organisms 
to value particular states over others in complex neuromodulatory economies. For more see Edelman and 
Tonnoni, A Universe of Consciousness: How Matter Becomes Imagination (New York: Basic Books, 2000), 
pp.46, 90-92.  

cxxxiii  Just as Damasio speaks of ATP as the “currency” of many forms of life, LeDoux speaks of “biological 
capital,” Deep History, pp. 79-82. 

cxxxiv  Graeber's social action theory of value can be found in Graeber, Anthropological Theory of Value, pp. 
86-9. 

cxxxv Ctd in Graeber, op.cit., p. 67, trans modified.  

cxxxvi Michel Serres, The Parasite (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1982), pp. 171-3. 
cxxxvii The principle of least action in physics is the subject of Chapter 6, “Least Action,” in John Taylor’s Hidden 

Unity in Nature’s Laws (Cambridge, 2001), pp. 175-190. 
cxxxviii  Evol value systems, repeat above.  
cxxxix  The economies of living systems are distributed in multiple ways, making use of multiple types of 

currencies and capitals, see Barbasi above.  
cxl Such notions have a great deal in common with those of Baruch Spinoza, who argues that God is the entire 
cosmos, and in a supreme ethical state of the intellectual love of God, or beatitude, one intuits how to come into 
sync with God’s cosmic emergence. The argument here is complex, but basically, Spinoza believes that to be 
truly active in the world, one needs to be in sync with the active principles of things which unfold their potentials 
as they do, which we can understand by using “common notions” which we build from abstractions from 
experience which we arrive at with others, for only in such a way can we overcome the limitations of our bodies 
and how this limits our ability to perceive, feel, and think in the process. By means of common notions, we can 
work with others to extend our own ability to unfold our potentials with those of the world around us, and in doing 
so, come into sync with the most common forces at work within these, such that our potentials becomes realized 
in and through those with which we network. When we bring our forms of activity into sync with those with which 
we network, which formed us, and the more encompassing contexts which gave rise to this, up to and including 
the cosmos as a whole, our actions will come into sync with our contexts in a maximal way, making our activity 
able to unleash that of our contexts to the fullest of this very networking’s potentials, maximizing the fullness of 
one’s ability to unfold one’s potentials in the fullest ways in such contexts. One gains in this way the ability to 
think, do, and feel beyond one’s enclosed limitations, because on participates in a networking which is more than 
that of oneself, or the mere sum of its aspects, for it networks in and through and beyond these. To do so is not 
only the way to maximize, in Spinoza’s terms, one’s power and pleasure in regard to one’s place within the 
cosmos, but to be in an ethical relation to the whole as well. Nothing is more difficult, however, than to follow 
such a path, for one would need to pull away from the limited presentations of the body and its ways of feelings 
in order to come into sync with common notions, if in ways which provide pleasures which are far greater, even if 
at times in the short term less of a rush. For more, see Spinoza, Ethics (London: Hackett 2nd ed., 1992), pp. 163, 
188-200 210-2. 
cxli On the difference between procedural and episodic memory in humans, see Christof Koch, The Quest for 

Consciousness: A Neurobiological Approach (Englewood: Roberts and Company, 2004), pp. 193-4. 
cxlii Much of what the brain does is handled “offline,” unconsciously, for more, see Donald, p. 90. This of course 

raises the fascinating question of whether one’s self is conscious, unconscious, both, or neither, a question 



 
which will be pursued in the forthcoming text Post-Selfing: A Networked Philosophy of the Self.  

cxliii Review and rehearsal are crucial for mastering complex and at times multi-stage action sequences, and then 
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clxxiv Mp on taking up position in language.  
clxxv See Friedrich Nietzsche, “On Truth and Lie in a Nonmoral Sense,” in The Portable Nietzsche (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1976). 
clxxvi The capacity for empathy in humans is often described as related to the capacity to form a “theory of mind” 

of others, now often seen as related in some manner to so-called “mirror neurons.” For more, see Marco 
Iacaboni, Mirroring People: The Science of Empathy and How We Connect with Others (New York: Picador, 
2009). 

clxxvii The study of the emergence of cooperation and trust is a robust one, with agent-based modeling providing 
some fascinating insights in regard to such concerns. For an excellent summary of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, 
iterated and otherwise, see Philip Ball, Critical Mass: How One Thing Leads to Another (New York: Farrar, 
Straus, and Giroux, 2004), pp. 402-448, also Robert Axelrod, The Complexity of Cooperation: Agent-Based 
Models of Competition and Collaboration (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1997), p. 30, Edward O. Wilson’s 
The Social Conquest of the Earth (Norton, 2012), examines the biological background to the evolution of 
cooperation. 
clxxviii      See Brian Rotman, Becoming Beside Ourselves: The Alphabet, Ghosts, and Distributed Human 

Being (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 2008)., pp. 90-1. 
clxxix There are logics which derive their ways of working from the world, such as the logics of Hegel, Peirce, 

Bergson, and Deleuze, rather than the more mainstream conceptions of logic which take an image of the way 
some would rather the world be, and try to impose this on the world or hold this up as a standard in regard to 
which the world is seen as lacking. Logics based on the principle of the excluded middle, for example, 
describe only a limited conception of what logical consistency might mean, but the world has a far less limited 
sense of what it means to be coherent, complex, etc. The same could be said of the human brain, which is 
able to produce all sorts of topologies of massive complexity, far beyond those “allowed” in “classical” and 
“symbolic” logics of more restricted sorts. But what is the purpose of these? If they are to produce a standard 
for Reason or Truth, should not these be derived from the world which provides the context from which these 
emerge, and with which such abstractions will inevitably need to reengage? The world should be the 
standard for logic, not the other way around, and if thinking, in human neural or other forms, violates the so-
called “laws of logic” or “standards of Reason” then perhaps we need to begin to question these, their origins, 
their uses or disuses, etc. The critiques of those who see “Reason” and thinking as necessarily embodied 
provide another crucial aspect of such a critique, as does the shift which one can see at work in regard to the 
means used to articulate logic, as embodied by the shift between the earlier and later works of Ludwig 
Wittgenstein. One could also take a Simondonian perspective on this: “… classical logic cannot be used to 
think individuation, because it requires that the operation of individuation be thought using concepts and 
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ccclxxxi      Locke's use of “thinking thing” pp. John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding 

(Cambridge: Hackett, 1996), 143, 138.  
ccclxxxii      Galen Strawson, Selves (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press), 95. 
ccclxxxiii      Siegel, op.cit., 74. 
ccclxxxiv      David Graeber on value, Towards an Anthropological Theory of Value, 87. 
ccclxxxv  Imaginary and symbolic supported by neurosci,. donald 156-164, 277-294  
ccclxxxvi      Body image boundaries fuzzy and shift, Merleau-Ponty Phenom. Of Percept. 137-140, 148-53. 
Metzinger, on phatom limbs, virtual bodies experiments, etc., 114. 75-132.  
ccclxxxvii      See W.R.D. Fairbairan, “Endopsychic Structure Considered in Terms of Object-Relationships” 
Psychoanalytic Studies of the Personality (London: Routledge, 1994), 152-161. 
ccclxxxviii      Motor cortexes activated in recognition.  feeling body maps in brains when imagining actions, etc. 'as 
if' doing something. Spitzer, op.cit., 76-8, Francesco Foroni and Gün R. Seminar 2,3 Comprehension of action 
negation involves inhibitory simulation Frontiers in Human Neuroscience., May 30 
2013, https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2013.00209. 
ccclxxxix      Much of this can be understood in regard to the relation between “top down” and “bottom-up” 

processing. For more, see the account of schematic temporary representations in regard to uni/multimodal 
and top-down/bottom-up processing, along with his account of neural deliberation as intertwining of unitary 
and multiple in neural networkings, in Joseph LeDoux, The Deep History of Ourselves: The Four-Billion-Year 
History of How We Got Conscious Brains (New York: Viking, 2019), pp. 230-233, 251-3. Also see the 
description of top-down processes such as top-down invariance requirements, reverse projections, concept 
driven perception in regard to “pre-attention,” and related issues in regard to how percepts become aspects 
of schema, in Cotterill, 157-62, 233, 257, 323. See also Llinas, 39-41. Koch ses the interweaving and 
summing over of networks of inhibition and amplification, not only in asymmetrial relations between top-down 
and bottom-up processing, but also associative processing, described in Koch 23-4, as giving rise to qualia: 
“Qualia symbolize a vast repository of tactiand unaritculated data ... effortlessly manipulated simultaneous 
info ... the feeling asscociated with seeing purpolse ian aexplicit symbolf rot eh rush of associoantions with 
othe rpurpos objects ... qualia are particular property of highly parallel feedback networks, evolved to 
efficiently represent an onslaught of data.” 243.  

cccxc      James on multiple selves. William James, Psychology: The Briefer Course (Mineola: Dover, reprint, 2001), 43-

83.  
cccxci      Nietzsche, ctd. in Rotman, Becoming, p. 101. These two are preceded much earlier by David Hume: 

“I cannot compare the soul more properly to anything than to a republic or commonwealth,” ctd in Rotman, 
Becoming, p. 102. 

cccxcii      Rotman, Becoming, p. 99. 
cccxciii      Grandmother cells and their deconstructions/extensions, Damasio Self Comes to Mind, pp.  147, 161-

3. 
cccxciv      Damasio on neural image in Self, p. 19, 67-9 Next few paragraphs underfootnoted.  
cccxcv      See vectoral mapping in Spitzer, Mind Within theNet. 24, Mind Within theNet, pp. 65-86. 
cccxcvi       Repeat above, Negation in Deacon.  
cccxcvii       See the way LeDoux describes Damasio as differentiating between self as subject and self as object, 

Deep History, p.298,    

https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2013.00209


 
cccxcviii       Rotman on original use of term self. 127 (beside ourselves book) 
cccxcix       Homer in C. Taylor, p. 118. 
cd       Evolution in use of term atman in Olivielle, lx, 291. 
cdi       Smith in Charles Taylor, pp. 150-1. 
cdii      John Jervis, pp. 42-3. 
cdiii      Martin and Barresi, The Rise and Fall of Soul and Self: An Intellectual History of Personal Identity, pp. 29-

38.  
cdiv     For more, see Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: Harvard 
Univ. Press, 1989), pp. 127-142. 
cdv      Taylor 188. 
cdvi      See Marshall Berman on Faust as a crucial paradigmatic modern self in  All That is Solid: The Experience 

of Modernity (New York: Penguin, 1982), pp. 38-86.   
cdvii       Rousseau as celebrity, see Siegel, Idea of the Self, pp. 236-247, and Marshal Berman, The Politics of 

Authenticity: Radical Individualism and the Emergence of Modern Society (London: Verso, 2009, reprint), pp. 
75-177.  

cdviii      More on the role of romanticism in and capitalism can be found in Colin Campbell, Romanticism and the Spirit 

of Modern Consumerism (London: Blackwell, 1989).  
cdix     Explanation of how this has Kantian aspects, but not in way which supports binary presuppositions, see M. 

Taylor, pp. 205-210.  
cdx     Ego as locus of payments and rewards in Edelman and Tononi, Baum 404.  Damasio on reward and 
punishment in regard to biological value in self 27-9. 
cdxi      Working memory holds image apart from current sensation in Deacon, 259-264.  
cdxii      Neural networkings superposition and distributed, Clark 62-83.  
cdxiii     For such a use of degeneracy in a neural context, see Edelman, 86-7, 97-9. For more on refraction as 
degeneracy, see Cseremly pp. 108-9, and in relation to neural “reentrance,” see Donald 163. 
cdxiv     The relation between spreading activation and association in neural networks is discussed in Spitzer, 
op.cit., pp. 224-226.  
cdxv      Neuroscience of thirst, LeDoux.  changeux 103-4  
cdxvi   See Maurice-Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, reprint, 1993), 403-409. 
cdxvii      Donald on executive brain in relation to awareness. 198-200.  
cdxviii      Merleau-ponty, meanings IN the world. 325-44, 429. 
cdxix      Metzinger on phantom limb and VR experiments with body image. 98-139. 
cdxx      Donald on updating, episodic awareness and memory, and 'executive brain' as that which links and situates awareness 

with potential awareness. 128-9, 200-202. 
cdxxi  Cornelius Castoriadis: “'The subject is also activity, but this activity is acting on something, itself as an 

object … it is activity and the acting body ... It is the produced and productive union of the self and the other 
or the world,” (see ref. note 3) p. 105. 

cdxxii      See the description of “symmetry breaking” and its relation to degrees of freedom in the emergence of the early 

universe in Joe Rosen, Symmetry Rules: How Science and Nature are Founded on Symmetry (Berlin: Springer, 2008), 

144-60. 
cdxxiii      Felix Ravaisson, On Habit (London: Continuum, 2009), also  Merleau-Ponty, 143-7.. 
cdxxiv       Nodes, links, grounds, levels, etc. in networkologies.  
cdxxv      What gets to 'count' as a node, link, ground, or process in a network. FIX.  
cdxxvi      Quantum field theory, matter as knotting of energy. The networked side of quantum physics, and how this 

can destabilize more reifying approaches to spacetime and quantum “particles” can be found nicely summed 
up in Zukav, pp. 239-279. 

cdxxvii      Nested networking. at muiltiple levels of scale near meta-stability 

 Ball 233-248 
 
cdxxviii      Color maps, Spitzer 69-70. 
cdxxix      Ideas as neural actions like images in damasio. Self 68. 
cdxxx      Inner stimulation only feels less vivid Donald 221-2.  
cdxxxi      Number of connections in brain, stars in universe. Cotterill, cells in brain, approx 100 thousand 

millino, 10k processes each 61 . 
cdxxxii      Plant sensations, LeDoux, Deep History, p. 35.   
cdxxxiii      Cognitive looping in Clark 142-152 doing math with pen/paper..        
cdxxxiv      More on the complexities involved can be found in LeDoux, Deep History, 53-87, an account 



 
significantly complexified by the discussion of the emergence of multicellular life from 88-104.  

cdxxxv     At all levels of scale yet known, even down to the quantum level, all forces seem to be conveyed by 
moving matters, so-called “force-carrying” particles, at least, if one takes a particulate approach to such 
concerns. For more, see Leon Lederman and Christopher Hill, Symmetry and the Beautiful Universe 
(Prometheus, 2008), p. 261. For a less particular, less reifying approach to such concerns, see Gary Zukav, 
The Dancing Wu-Li Masters: An Introduction to the New Physics (Harper, 2001, reissue), 239-279. 

cdxxxvi      Thing in itself, Kant.  
cdxxxvii      The debate on food and bodies is an old one, and includes the semi-hilarious “cannibalism” debate in 

early Christianity. See Sorabji 70-8.  
cdxxxviii Complexity terms.  
cdxxxix Pseudo Dionysus.  
cdxl On the diff between complicated and complex, see Prigogine and Stengers, 46.REPEATS. 
cdxli Simondon’s account of the development of diesel engines in regard to his notion of multidetermined concretion is 

relevant here. See Gilbert Simondon, On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects (Minneapolis: Univocal, 2017), pp. 

24-9. 
cdxlii Lady lovelace.  
cdxliii Clark on computers vs brains, complementing.  
cdxliv Such a notion of “immanent teleology” of sorts finds precursors in aspects of German idealist thinking. For more, 

see Mark C. Taylor, The Moment of Complexity: Emerging Network Culture (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 2003), 

pp. 81-7, 167. 
cdxlv My article.  
cdxlvi    More than sum of parts. FIX.  
cdxlvii   Chemist Philip Ball puts it thusly: “every particle is suddenly in touch with all the others via intricate 

networks of mutual nudges …,” Ball, p.109. NOTE ABOVE. 
cdxlviii  For firefly sync, see Strogatz, p. 1, NOTE ABOVE.  
cdxlix Algorithmic complexity. NOTE BELOW.  
cdl For more on the notion of “family resemblance” and its ramifications for theories of meaning and interpretation, see 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (London: Blackwell, 2009), pp. 64-77. 
cdli The notion of a via negativa, in relation to an apophatic approach to describing the divine, was famously formulated by 

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite. See Michael Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago 

Press, 1994), p. 12.      
cdlii Waldorp’s history of discipline.  
cdliii Linear equations and prediction.  
cdliv 3 body, unsolvable by standard methods.  
cdlv Famous experiments in simulated bird flocking by means of “boids” can be found in Ball (see note 38), pp. 124 -6. 
cdlvi Netlogo.  
cdlvii Einstein on dice.  
cdlviii Lagrangian, lagrange and guass, principle of least action, ‘hidden unity book.  
cdlix Thermo and hidden unity book.  
cdlx Thermo, electrodynamics in Prigogine.  
cdlxi Gell-man on algorithmic complexity.  
cdlxii While there is disagreement on precisely how to best compactly categorize the factors which complex 
systems theorists feel potentiate emergence, the overall types of situations which do this are generally agreed 
upon in the field. For a general introduction to such concerns, see Steven Johnson, Emergence: The Connected 
Lives of Ants, Brains, Cities, and Software (New York: Touchstone, 2011), and more technically, Sunny 
Auyang, Foundations of Complex Systems Theories: In Economics, Evolutionary Biology, and Statistical 
Physics (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1999). On the relation of meta-stability to emergence, see Ball 
163-172, 292-3, 321-8 (NOTE ABOVE). 

cdlxiii Feedback, feedforward.  
cdlxiv Sensory aspects ‘pop out’ due to pre-processing. 
cdlxv Brain as prediction machine, feels musculature, etc.  
cdlxvi Origin of cs, dynamic core.  
cdlxvii Star topologies, hubs.  
cdlxviii Distributedness, small worlds, etc.  
cdlxix For more on meta-stability often described as a state “at the edge of chaos”, see, for example, Ball (note 

38), pp. 163-172, 292-3, 321-8, and Taylor, 14. 



 
cdlxx Logics of node, link, context, level in networkologies. 
cdlxxi Fractal character of systems on cusp of emergence, self-similar.  
cdlxxii Wideware. 
cdlxxiii Topologies, stars.  
cdlxxiv Hybrid networking, Galloway, etc.  
cdlxxv For more on “small world” networks and “strength of weak ties” see Albert-László Barabási, Linked: How 

Everything Is Connected to Everything Else and What It Means for Business, Science, and Everyday Life  (New York: 

Plume, 2003), pp. 41-4. Scale free distributedness  in multi-layer network systems on the cusp of emergence can be 

found described in Ball (see note 38) pp. 233-248 . Nested networking can be found in Barabási, pp. 77, 75. The way in 

which fractals emerge in networks on the cusp of emergence can be found in Ricard Solé and Brian Goodwin, Signs of 

Life: How Complexity Pervades Biology (New York: Basic Books, 2002), p. 37, and more on how time-series data can 

be used to study such phenomenon in the same, p. 51.  

 
cdlxxvi For more on the difference between brains and computers, see Andy Clark, Mindware: An Introduction to the 

Philosophy of Cognitive Science (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2001), pp. 143-50. A discussion of how 
biological and cultural evolution can be understood as a struggle between “conformity police: 

and “diversity generators” can be found in Howard Bloom, Global Brain: The Evolution of Mass Mind from the Big 

Bang to the 21st Century (London: Wiley, 2001), pp. 29-30, and at length throughout this text. 
cdlxxvii  Scale free topologies in networks leads to resilience in varying forms, see Ball NOTE ABOVE pp. 386-91. For the 

relation between distributed topology and robustness, see Barabási, NOTE ABOVE 111-121.  
cdlxxviii  The origin of Internet in US military’s DARPA program is described in Barabási 145-8  
cdlxxix Primitive accumulation.  
cdlxxx  Barabási describes the way in which in a network with “star” topology, there is a “winner take all” situation in 

which there is a “huge gap” between one winner and the rest of a network, see his comments on this in relation to the 

formation of a “condensate,” similar in many ways to a “general equivalent”. For more, see  Barabási, pp. 103-7.  
cdlxxxi  A networked analysis of the ways in which distributed networks are more resilient to collapse due to perturbations 

of various sorts can be found in regard to studies of power system failures, fire percolation, etc., see Barabási, 44-5. 
cdlxxxii  For more on emergent and distributed cognition theories, particularly in relation to genetic algorithms 

and multi-agent systems, see Jacques Ferber’s Multi-Agent Systems: An Introduction to Distributed 
Intelligence (Addison-Wesley, 1999). For Epstein’s original work on sugarscape, see Growing Artificial 
Societies: Social Science from the Bottom Up (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996). For a less technical summary, 
see “The Big Picture – Sugar and Spice” in Eric Beinhocker (Cambridge: Harvard Business Press, 2006), pp. 
79-98. 

cdlxxxiii Galloway and thacker.  REPEATS. 
cdlxxxiv  Repeats.  
cdlxxxv Principle of stationary action in hidden unity book, Maupertuis, nature is thrify in all its actions.  
cdlxxxvi      On the role of micro-fluctuations in more dramatic emergences of this sort, see Ball NOTE ABOVE pp. 230-1. 
cdlxxxvii      More on the notion of a “tipping point” in relation to emergence in networks can be found in  M.Taylor NOTE 

ABOVE p. 5. 
cdlxxxviii      Gaussian probability distributions in such a context are described in Ball pp. 193-210. 
cdlxxxix   The relation between the “Big Bang” and the notion of singularities in quantum cosmology, see Paul 
Davies, About Time: Einstein's Unfinished Revolution (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), pp. 104-145. 

cdxc      Issues related to the “arrow of time” and “negentropy” are described in Manuel Delanda Intensive Science and 

Virtual Philosophy (London: Bloomsbury, p105, Prigogine  and Stengers, p. 8,  and Beinhocker p. 303. 
cdxci      Non-reversible processes and the emergence of history in complex systems are described in Prigogine and 

Stengers 169-170,  and M. Taylor 110-112. 
cdxcii For more on Path dependency and phase/state transitions, see Beinhocker pp. 105-6. 
cdxciii Relative determination of singular vs ordinary in series in Delanda’s deleuzian approach to systems theories.  
cdxciv  The notion of crystallization describe here has much in common with Gilles Deleuze’s notion of the 

crystalline regime, as described in Cinema II: The Time-Image (Univ. of Minnesota, 1989), pp. 126-136. For 
more on the theorization of physical crystallization on which this is based, REF IN UNPUB SIMONDON. 

cdxcv   For a description of how many distributed factors can be summed over in regard to their impact on network dynamics, 

often in ways which can lead to meta-stable states “on the cusp” of alternatives and sensitive in such ways to “minor 

perturbations which can give rise to large-scale effects), see Sole and Goodwin, in regard to the example of self-

organized criticality in a sandpile p. 54, fire percolation in trees , and quantum phenomena 19. 



 
cdxcvi      Difference between internal and external meta-stability. FIX.  
cdxcvii      Something 'extra' (than sum of parts) but also not (just how organized) FIX.  
cdxcviii Self-organization and self-organized criticality tends to lead to emergence in and through spatial and temporal 

forms of fractal, self-similar organization, see Sole and Goodwin, pp. 37, 84.  In times of crisis, distributed networks 
are crucial to resilience and hence robustness, see for example, the description of “hill climbing” versus 
“random jumps” in regard to local extrema in fitness landscapes in relation to forced moves, parallel search, 
etc., in Beinhocker, pp.208.187-217. 

cdxcix  Hardt and Negri: “'One essential characteristic of the distributed network form is that it has no center ... 
the other essential characteristic ... is that the network constantly udermines the stable boundaries between 
inside and outside.” Michael Hardt and Antonio, Multitude: War and Democracy in an Age of Empire (New 
York: Penguin, 2004), pp. 54-5.   

d For more on autopoesis and autocatalysis, see Mark Taylor, citing Maturana and Varela, pp. 91, Clark p. 118, and Ira 

Livingston, Between Science and Religion: An Introduction to Autopoesis (Urbana-Champaign: Univ. of Illinois Press, 

2005). 
di  Octavian Ksenshek: “ [in] dissipative systems … the self-organization of matter at the expense of the 

dissipation of energy takes place,” Money: Virtual Energy – Economy Through the Prism of Thermodynamics, 
(Irvine: Universal Publishing, 2007), p.19. For more, see M. Taylor, 120, Prigogine and Stengers, p. 143. 

dii  For more on resilience and robustness, see Barabási  109-121, 145-8, 222-4.beinhocker 334-379 
diii      Aggregation. FIX.  
div  On understanding aspects of the world as “tendencies, and not things,” see Henri Bergson,  Creative 
Evolution (Mineola: Dover Books, reprint, 2012), p. 136. 

dv   The notion that non-living matter has tendencies towards life within it can be seen, for 
example, in Schelling and many other Romantic philosophers of nature in regard to discussions 
of phenomenon such as whirlpools and magnets, or in the work of French vitalists, such as in 
Bergson's famed notion of élan vital. While these notions were dismissed firmly by theorists of 
science such as Popper, contemporary complex systems science can in some senses be seen as 
modern scientific-ized verison of the intuitions articulated in such notions. See, for example, 
F.W. J. Schelling, First Outline of a System for a Philosophy of Nature (Albany: State Univ. of New 
York Press, 2004), p. 18, or in regard to potential links between Henri Bergson's notions of elan 
vital and complex systems science, David Kreps, Bergson, Complexity, and Creative 
Emergence (New York: Palgrave, 2015). For more Simondon's approach to such issues, see 
David Scott, Gilbert Simondon's Psychic and Collective Individuation: A Critical Introduction and 
Guide (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ. Press, 2014). A detailed account of the emergence of the 
components of life can be found in Andrew Knoll, Life on a Young Planet: The First Three Billion 
Years of Evolution on Earth (Princeton: Princeton Science Library, reprint, 2015). For a 
discussion of recent developments in the search for the proto-metabolic networks which 
helped give rise to life on Earth in the popular press, see Linda Geddes, “Metabolism May Be 
Older Than Life Itself and Start Spontaneously,” New Scientist, March 13, 
2017, https://www.newscientist.com/article/2124375-metabolism-may-be-older-than-life-
itself-and-start-spontaneously/ (accessed June 20, 2020). 

dvi From Gilbert Simondon, L'individuation: a la lumiere des notions de forme et d'information (Grenoble: Million, 
2005, reprint), translation mine, p. 237. 

dvii      General systems theory intro.  
dviii      For more on stability, instability, chaos, periodic motion, and the relation of these to meta-stability and emergence of 

complexity, see Klaus Mainzer, Thinking in Complexity: The Complex Dynamics of Matter, Mind, and Mankind [sic] 

(Berlin: Springer, 3rd edition, 1997), pp. 29-78. 
dix     For more of Xunxi’s influential re-reading of the notion of Li (“ritual, propriety,” Ancient 
Chinese), first given a theoretic formulation by Kongzi (Confucius), see Philip Ivanhoe and 
Brian Van Norden, Readings in Classical Chinese Philosophy (London: Hackett, 2nd ed., 
2011), pp. 264-7. On karma and rebirth in Indic Buddhist and Brahmanic traditions, see 
Donald W. Mitchell, Buddhism: Understanding the Buddhist Experience (Oxford: Oxford Univ. 

https://www.newscientist.com/article/2124375-metabolism-may-be-older-than-life-itself-and-start-spontaneously/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2124375-metabolism-may-be-older-than-life-itself-and-start-spontaneously/


 

Press, 2002), pp. 42-5. 
 
dx       See the description of attractors and state-space diagrams in Mainzer, pp. 38-73 and Prigogine and Stengers, pp. 131-

178. 
dxi      For more on harmonic motion, see Mainzer pp. 38-45. 
dxii      Self organized criticality is discussed in M. Taylor p. 168. 
dxiii      The rise of multicellularity in living organisms is described in Joseph Le Doux, The Deep History of Ourselves: The 

Four-Billion-Year Story of How We Got Conscious Brains (New York: Viking, 2019), pp.  79-99. 
dxiv      For more on the role of the close-up in the shift in the human sensorium via mass media, see André Bazin, "The Myth 

of Total Cinema," ctd. in Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen, Film Theory and Criticism, 7th Edition (Oxford: Oxford 

Univ. Press, 2009), pp. 164-9.  
dxv    On the social stakes of meta-stability, in terms of learning, cultural innovation, and its relation to self-organization, see  

Ball 130-8. 
dxvi  A thinker who addresses the role of excess in social situations in regard to what he terms “general economy” is 

George Bataille, for more see Bataille, The Accursed Share, vols. 2 and 3, The History of Eroticism and Sovereignty 

(London: Zone, reprint, 1993). 
dxvii   Dissipative systems and chemical bonds both relieve tension in their ways. For more, see Prigogine 
and Stengers, pp. 131-173. 

dxviii      The general notion that relief of tension in systems gives rise to structure can be found in Mainzer, p. 66-68. 

Such a notion has analogues with that proposed by Sigmund Freud in regard to the relief of tension and genesis of 

“protective mechanisms” against overload by excess tension. For more, see “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” in Peter 
Gay’s The Freud Reader (Norton, Reprint, reprint, 1995), pp. 594-625. 

dxix     Simondon, incomplete emergence. NOTE BELOW.  
dxx  Some define complexity mathematically as the quantity of information (improbable order, or negentropy) 

relative to its degree of compression, but Murray Gell-man argues that “effective complexity” provides a more 
relational standard, one which describes the ability to make use of compressed information, understood in the 
sense in which in-formed systems are those which improbably go against the flow of entropy in contexts to 
give rise to more of this. This is similar to that advanced by Eric Benhocker, the relational notion of “fit order,” 
particularly when seen in regard to its potential to increase this in a given relational context. For more, see 
Murray Gell-Man, The Quark and the Jaguar: Adventures in the Simple and the Complex (New York: Henry 
Holt, 1994), pp. 23-50, Taylor, op.cit., pp. 138-141; Beinhocker, ibid., pp. 299-319. For more on complex 
systems science in general, see Melanie Mitchell’s Complexity: A Guided Tour (Oxford, 2009) or Philip Ball’s 
Critical Mass: How One Thing Leads to Another (Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2004). See Murray Gell-Man, The 

Quark and the Jaguar: Adventures in the Simple and Complex (New York: Holt, 1994), pp. 28-41, M. Taylor 138-140, 
166-7, Baum 92-3, 

dxxi  Mark C. Taylor: "The complexity of something is the size of the smallest program which 
computes it or a complete description of it." 'The logic of the relation between algorithmic 
information content and complexity, understood in terms of connections among multiple 
parts, begins to emerge when we recall that information can be defined as a difference that 
makes a difference. As much as information is differential, it increases with an increase in 
differences. Differences, however, can only multiply as interconnections grow.... 
Differences that are not indifferent ... are constituted and sustained by interconnections, 
which presuppose reciprocal relations ... between and among parts and between parts and 
the whole. ... the relational structure ... transforms part and whole into an open system ... in 
1968 ... Herbert A. Simon, "large number of parts that interact in a nonsimple way ... the 
whole is more than the sum of the parts, not in an ultimate, metaphysical sense, but in the 
important pragmatic sense that, given the properties of the parts and the laws of their 
interaction, it is not a trivial matter to infer the properties of the whole." M. Taylor, pp. 138-141 

166-7.  
dxxii Diff between hard computing and soft computing.  
dxxiii Conatus.  
dxxiv Vis viva to least action.  
dxxv Whirlpool spin either way.  



 
dxxvi Baum on introns, junk dna, inductive bias, why most mutations not bad.  
dxxvii Baum or beinhocker on learning potholes.  
dxxviii LeDoux discusses “alignment of fitness,” 94-6. 
dxxix Neural Darwinism.  
dxxx Cortex map to whatever connected, maps and meta-maps.  
dxxxi  
dxxxii Degeneration and reentry.  
dxxxiii Standardization in ball, qwerty.  
dxxxiv Beinhocker on why evolution far more than capitalism.  
dxxxv Needs  checking.  
dxxxvi  Feynman’s famous networked diagrams of quantum phenomena can be found explained in Victor 

Stenger’s Timeless Reality: Symmetry, Simplicity, and Multiple Universes (Perseus, 2000), pp. 57-67, 107-
275, or Murray Gell-Mann’s The Quark and the Jaguar: Adventures in the Simple and the Complex (Henry 
Holt, 1994), pp. 135-176. 

dxxxvii According to Werner Heisenberg: “Energy is indeed the material of which all elementary particles, 
all atoms and therefore all things in general are made, and at the same time energy is also that 
which is moved,” ctd in Mainzer, op.cit., p. 17. Beyond this, the networked side of quantum physics, 
and how this can destabilize more reifying approaches to spacetime and quantum “particles” can 
be found nicely summed up in Zukav, pp. 239-279 One form of momentum with very real 
implications on the quantum level is angular momentum, which manifests as what is generally 
called “spin,” even though most researchers argue that it is only “as if” particles with spin are 
actually moving. This has led some to argue that spin is an example of how matter is little more 
than curved spacetime, thereby leading to the ability to describe the world of experience as a play 
of energy with itself, as described by Zukav (note 4), pp. 213-311. 

dxxxviii      Quantum entanglement and smearing are described is described in Gell-man 139-141.  
dxxxix Decoherence, Zurek.  
dxl      Quantum smearing is described in Gell-man pp. 135-76.  
dxli  Whitehead on analog vs digital. BELOW. 
dxlii Many have debated whether the cosmos is at its base continuous or discrete, while in many senses an approach which 

takes the approach of both and neither likely makes more sense, which is to say, such a question is problematic, as it 

seems that the cosmos has both analog and digital aspects, so to speak, without either of these being more primary than 

the others. The example of a diffraction grate in quantum physics, for example, indicates how some of the most basic 

stuff of the cosmos can take manifest either more wave-like or particle-like aspects, after all. Whitehead’s approach to 

such concerns is particularly helpful here: “The world we know is a continuous stream of occurrence 
which we can discriminate into finite events forming by their overlappings and containings 
of each other and separations a spatio-temporal structure ... you cannot analyze concrete 
nature without abstracting.” A.N. Whitehead, The Concept of Nature (Ann Arbor: Univ. of 
Michigan Press, 1957), p. 91; “… continuity concerns what is potential; whereas actuality is 
... atomic … [the] extensive continuum [of spacetime] is one relational complex in which all 
potential objectifications find their niche … Extension ... is that general scheme of 
relationships providing the capacity that many objects can be welded into the real unity of 
one experience.” Whitehead, Process and Reality, pp. 61, 67. Bergson also has a helpful 
critique of atomic subdivisions of matter in Matter and Memory (London: Zone, reissue, 
1990), p. 199. 

dxliii Quantum spin is described in Lederman and Hill, pp. 225-7. 
dxliv For more on the CMBR, or Cosmic Microwave Background Radiation, the so-called “leftovers of 

the Big Bang,” see Stenger, pp. 95-97, or the Ph.D. dissertation of my good friend Martin Lueker,  

“Measurements of Secondary Cosmic Microwave Background Anisotropies with the South Pole 

Telescope,” UC Berkeley, 2010, at  https://kicp.uchicago.edu/~bbenson/thesis/mluekerthesis.pdf 

(accessed June 14, 2020). For more on the “clinamen” in the cosmology of Lucretius, see Lucretius, On 

the Nature of Things (London: Hackett, 2001), p. 41.  
dxlv For more on “emergence” vs emergence, later in the text.  
dxlvi  Summed over influences can be seen at work in qualia in the brain, but also complex systems in which there is a 

https://kicp.uchicago.edu/~bbenson/thesis/mluekerthesis.pdf


 
“tipping point” sort of dynamic in which there is “sensitivity to slight perturbations” due to a system being on the cusp 

of alternative basins of attraction in its state space, such as for example, being in a state of relative “symmetry” not 

unlike that of a pencil balanced on its tip. For more on the symmetry of a pencil balanced on its tip, see Lederman and 

Hill, pp. 189-192, for the rest in regard to vector fields and attractors in relation to symmetry breaking in regard to 

physical, living, neural, and cultural emergence, see Mainzer, pp. 32-45, 57-73, 85-112, 136-149, 282-304.  
dxlvii      Grandmother cells and controversies in regard to these are discussed in Antonio Damasio, Self Comes to Mind: 

Consructing the Conscious Brain (London: Vintage, reprint, 2013), p. 146.. 
dxlviii  In neural populations, “the strength of a signal manifests itself through the frequency of the action 

potentials,” Rodney Cotterill, Enchanted Looms: Conscious Networks in Brains and Computers (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Univ. Press, 1998), 83, 64-5. This is only the case, however, in regard to stimuli which are temporally in 

sync.  
dxlix   Neurons sync in the brain in order to overcome noise, as well as the bottlenceck whereby a neuron will only pulse or 

“fire” (an action potential) when many others arrive from many other neurons at once within a small temporal window 

of sync, summing these inputs, and production a simple form of concrete abstraction. For more see Cotterill pp. 227. In 

regard to how this relates to issues of consciousness and attention, see Merlin Donald, A Mind So Rare: The Evolution of 

Human Consciousness (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001), pp. 183-4., 
dl  "approximately eighty synapses will have to ... influence on a single receiving cell, in or near unison, in order 

to activate it," in Cotterill, p. 227.   
  Diff from what said in text FIX.  
dli  More on a neural minimum threshold can be found in Cotterill, pp. 64-5.  
dlii The human brain gives rise to sensory hallucinations rather quickly with sensory deprivation, few sensory inputs, see  

with no sensory inputs, see Brady F. Mason, “The psychomimetic effects of short-term sensory deprivation,” J Nerv 

Ment Dis. 2009 Oct;197(10):783-5. doi: 10.1097/NMD.0b013e3181b9760b..  
dliii  John C. Salzsieder,  "Exposing the bathtub Coriolis myth." The Physics Teacher, V. 32, Feb. 1994, v32: p107. 
dliv     More on how “summing over” of myriad external influences can lead to the emergence of a phase transition can be 

found in Ball, p. 96.    
dlv  More on the emergence of replicants as part of the evolution of life is discussed in EricB.  Baum, What is Thought? 

(Cambridge: MIT Press, 204), p. 257. 
dlvi      For more on the reasons and procedures relevant to the likely evolution of specialization in multicellular organisms, 

see LeDoux, pp. 91-104.  
dlvii      Boid simulations. REPEAT. 
dlviii Ball quote. REPEAT. 
dlix For more on how feedback can be understood in relation to feed-forward, see Donella Meadow’s “System Structure 

and Behavior” for more on how feedback impacts complex systems, in Thinking in Systems: A 
Primer (Chelsea Green, 2008), pp. 11-74. For more, see Richard Jervis, “Feedback,” in System Effects: 
Complexity in Political and Social Life (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1998), pp. 125-176.  

dlx A book which takes affection as a philosophical lens on the world is Michel Henry ‘s The Essence of Manifestation (The 

Hague: Nijhoff, 1973, second edition, 2004). 
dlxi Repeats earlier note on galloway. 
dlxii Note below rhetoric metalepsis.  

dlxiii      The account of neuralization draws on Rodolfo Llinás in Eye of the Vortex: From Neurons to Self (New York: 

Bradford, reprint, 2002), pp. 70-91. 
dlxiv   On sync in relation to the issue of signal/noise in the brain, see Donald p. 179. 
dlxv Least action. 
dlxvi Compare to Whitehead: “Creativity is without a character of its own ... It is the that ultimate notion of the highest 

generality at the base of actuality, It cannot be characterized, because all characters are more special than 
itself. But creativity is always found under conditions, and described as conditioned ...always in concrescence 
[actualization] and never in the past ...,” Process and Reality, p. 31. 

dlxvii This is even the case in regard to the limits of cosmological conceptions of the cosmos in regard to concerns of entropy 

and the second law of thermodynamics. No matter how much the cosmos is moving in the direction of higher entropy, 

the low entropy state at the start of our cosmos emerged, and if that has happened in the past, it could happen again, or in 

a new way, even if we reach a state of maximum cosmic entropy. If our world has shown us anything, it is that there is 

always more, even if that is not immediately evident or available in particular ways.   
dlxviii Emergence as described here has a great degree in common with the function of signification described by Jacques 

Lacan, expanding on the structural analysis of kinship articulated by Claude Levi-Strauss, as a function which creates 

meta-metaphor from metaphor and metonymy, if in a manner which displaces and distributes any recourse to meta-



 
signification, and the various approaches to Freud, Marx, and others which built upon his reworking of the Hegelian 

dialectic in such a way, as seen in the Althusserian and Laclauian approach to Marx, or in the fractal multiplying of such 

a perspective in the work of Deleuze. In a strong emergence, of the sort which gives rise to a whole which is beyond the 

mere sum of its parts, aspects of the world which already have functions in various systems give rise to an 

intermodulation which functions as a whole which reworks the function of each in relation to each other and the more-

than-whole which is produced thereby. There is a process of reinterpretation and reevaluation of each aspect in regard to 

such a more-than-whole which produces its own logics of roles, with their own meanings and values, from such, giving 

rise to a timing, spacing, and modes of experiencing, doing, and thinking which pertain to these. Here is how Deleuze, 

for example, describes his reworked approach to Lacan's account of the movement from metaphor to signification in a 

manner which, to use a term later employed by Laclau, makes it possible for it to become a "surface of inscription", in 

regard to a process which Deleuze refers to as "disjunctive synthesis," a multiplicitously post-dialectical figuration if 

there ever was one, one which, perhaps surprisingly for Deleuze, could be understood in regard to something like the 

emergence of life as this is described in this book: ""disjunctive synthesis is to affirm their distance as that which relates 

one to the other insofar as they are "different" ... already coordinating in a global way divergent, heterogeneous, and 

disparate series ... [which] already contracted a multitude of divergent series ... contraries communicate ... the identity of 

each finds itself broken and divided. This makes each term at once the moment and the whole; the part, the relation, and 

the whole ... disjunction posed as a synthesis ... is the decentered center which  ... goes on dividing into already past and 

yet to come ... the Event ... which communicates with itself through its own distance and resonates across all of its 

disjuncts ... [each becoming] "inter-expressive" [of each other, the disjunction, and the whole] ... ," from Gilles Deleuze, 

The Logic of Sense (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1990), pp. 172-3, 174-5, 176-7, 180. For more on the Levi-

Straussian roots of this, in relation to the reading of Lacan in the essay concerning his theories of imaginary and 

symbolic earlier in this same volume, see Fredric Jameson, The Ideologies of Theory (London: Verso, 2008), pp. 324-

329. 
dlxix More on the science related to the question of a multiverse can be found in John Gribben’s In Search of the 

Multiverse: Parallel Universes, Hidden Dimensions, and the Ultimate Quest for the Frontiers of Reality (Wiley, 
2010).  

dlxx      See Roger Penrose, The Road to Reality: A Complete Guide to the Laws of the Universe (NewYork: Vintage, 2004), 

686-781. 
dlxxi  There are both scientific and philosophical precursors to the notion that the world is 
one self-differing fabric. Clearly if everything and anything arose from the expansion of space, 
time, matter, and energy from the Big Bang, then this is clearly the case. In terms of 
philosophical precursors, for example, F.W.J. Schelling: “Nature … cannot result in 
determinate products without absolute inhibition of the formation … is conceivable only if the 
formative drive splits in opposite directions … one product that is inhibited at sundry stages … 
deviations from one original ideal … an original heterogeneity … the original cause of this 
inhibition must again only be sought IN ITSELF, since Nature is ABSOLUTELY active all of its 
laws are immanent … the points of inhibition will be signified by products, every products of 
this kind will represent a determinate sphere which Nature always fills anew, and into which 
the stream of its form incessantly gushes … Nature is absolutely active if the drive to an 
infinite development lies in each of its products … beyond matter is pure intensity – and this 
concept of pure intensity is expressed through the conception of action. …. Each quality in 
Nature is a fixed point for it, a seed around which Nature can begin to form itself … Nature 
has unfolded itself into simple factors … Nature itself is solely active … it cannot be inhibited, 
unless this becoming-inhibited is itself, from another perspective, … to activity” in Schelling, 
System of Nature, EARLIER NOTE pp. 6, 10, 16-8 21n, 34. Gilles Deleuze: “... every field of 
forces refers back to a potential energy, every opposition refers to a deeper 'disparateness' … 
The world is an egg ...The egg destroys the model of similitude … Intensity, or different in 
itself … intensity is in the first instance enveloped by itself … the enveloping intensities … 
constitute the field of individuation, … the enveloped intensities ,.... constitute the individual 
differences … explication … [is] the cancellation of productive difference ...every phenomenon 
finds its reason in a difference of intensity which frames it …” from Deleuze, Difference and 
Repetition (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1994, Paul Patton, trans.), pp. 236, 251-6. 
dlxxii Process theories are at least partially seen as forming in contrast to substance based theories. For more see Nicholas 



 
Rescher, Process Metaphysics: An Introduction to Process Philosophy (Albany: SUNY Press, 2nd printing, 1996), pp. 27-

50.  
dlxxiii  An overview of the history of the cosmos from the perspective of emergence and complex systems 

science can be found in Harold Morowitz, The Emergence of Everything: How the World Became Complex 
(Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2002), pp. 26-169. 

dlxxiv Deconstruction.  
dlxxv A networked approach to sociology can be found articulated in Duncan Watt’s Six Degrees: The 

Science of a Connected Age (New York: Norton, 2nd ed., 2004). 
dlxxvi      Invention of energy by helmhotz, first and second law.  
dlxxvii Prefix “post.”  
dlxxviii Upanisads, lost in ocean. 
dlxxix Freud on schreber, psychosis.  
dlxxx Web 2.0.  
dlxxxi Zizek, better than ourselves.  
dlxxxii Benjamin on face, mulvey on narcissistic ident.  
dlxxxiii Data mining.  
dlxxxiv Hyperreality, baudrillard on leaving earth.  
dlxxxv Kittler on Hegel on reading bible at home.  
dlxxxvi Zizek on Lacan on extimacy of object a.  
dlxxxvii System in dominance.  
dlxxxviii Freud on blow to the ego.  
dlxxxix Guy debord.  
dxc Explain.  
dxci 
 dxciCentralized vs distributed network topologies. 

 
dxcii Graphy theory.  
dxciii Bhabha. 
dxciv Emergence in many fields.  
dxcv Factors which potentite emergence.  
dxcvi Symmetry.  
dxcvii Networkologies.  
dxcviii Centralizing vs distributed forms of networking.  
dxcix Social conquest of th earth, edward o wilson.  
dc D/g, paranoia vs cancer.  
dci Rousseau's origin of inequality is an interesting reference point here. None of this is to urge anything like a return to 

anything like a supposed “state of nature,” of course.  
dcii 
 dcii For more on this notion, see my book Networkologes. 

 
dciii Over centralizing often strangle and undermine. Robustness. Need ref, melanie mitchell, philip ball, beinhocker perhaps.  
dciv  Apparatus of capture in D/G thousand plateaus.  
dcv  Biunivocalism thousand plateaus.  
dcvi Surface of inscription use of this notion in laclau in 'new thoughts on revolution of our time', grounding term, my term 

for master signifier in Lacan, ref on master signifier.  
dcvii  Many of the ideas presented here find their origin and most influential formulation in the rebuttal to Kantianism 

presented in Friedrich Holderlin, “Judgement and Being,” trans. by Pierre Adler, Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal, 

Volume 11, Issue 1, 1986, pp. 17-18.  
dcviii  Tons of phil references to why dualism doesn't work.  
dcix The notion of conventions as “handles” can be found in Indic philosphy, particularl Buddhist notions of conventional 

truth. Also lakoff.  
dcx Sartre on serialization and practico-inert in critique of dialectical reason.  
dcxi Distributed networking. Barbasi text maybe.  
dcxii  The notion of difference in degree versus kind, of quantitative and qualititative multiplicity, is crucial for thinking of 

Henri Bergson. While such issues can also be found addressed in G.W.F. Hegel's accounts of quality versus quantity, the 

approach to these issues by Bergson is that which is intended here. The classic discussion of this in Bergson can be 

found in Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Datum of Consciousness (Dover: Dover Books, 2001, reprint), 



 
120-2, quantity and quality can be found in G.W.F. Hegel The Encyclopedia Logic: Part I of the Encyclopedia of 

Philosophical Sciences with Zusätze, trans by T.F. Geraets (London: Hackett,  1991), pp. 153-174. For an excellent 

discussion of the two types of multiplicities in Bergson, see Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism, trans. by Hugh Tomlinson 

(London: Verso, 1990, reprint), pp. 20-2.  
dcxiii Kuhn's scientific revolutions, laclau revolution for our time for political revolutions.   
dcxiv This section is in part inspired by Dewey's very dialectical account of experience, though made more 

multiplicitous.  
dcxv  Mp hands touching as reference. REF. 
dcxvi  The approach to truth in relation to objectivity and particularly scientific practice is obviously not that of someone 

such as Karl Popper, but rather draws its approach from philosophers and historians of science such as Alexandre Koyre, 

Gaston Bachelard, Thomas Kuhn, and Bruno Latour. For more, see Alexander Koyre, From Closed World to Infinite 

Universe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1968), Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 

(Chicago: Univ. of Chicao Press, 2012, reprint),    
dcxvii Mark Taylor on invisible hand in confidence games.  
dcxviii Brains only have generalities and produce particular experiences by reconstructing on the fly or why memory is not 

of particular incidents. Cotterill perhaps.   
dcxix  Self-differing fabric of experience in spinoza and deleuze.  
dcxx  Einstein diff observers paul davies book.  
dcxxi  A detailed discusison of the early twentieth century foundations crises in mathematics, with extended discussions 

on the crises related to the eventual acceptance of the lack of necessity of the parallel postulate in geometry and law of 

excluded middle in logic can be found in Jeremy Gray, Plato's Ghost: The Modernist Transformation of Mathematics 

(Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 2008) pp. 46-91, 302-418, respectively.    
dcxxii Ie: 'consciousness only' school in buddhism.  
dcxxiii The term originates with Lambert, see Kittler on this in 'optical media.' 
dcxxiv Complex history here. History of gestalt psychology book has most of this.  
dcxxv Folk psychology, chapter 3 of Clark Mindware.  
dcxxvi Critiques of phenom, MP, derr.  
dcxxvii Husserl, intentional stance, goals of phenom.  
dcxxviii Husserl's cartesian meditations.  
dcxxix This is a highly complex period in European intellectual history, in which the translation of particular works and 

hence their advent in particular cultural milieu, as well as how they made it possible to break with local traditional 

figures, often gave rise to developments which can often seem baffling without a sense of the context in which these 

arose. For more on this particular knot of contexts, see Gary Gutting and French Hegel.  
dcxxx Huss's later work.  
dcxxxi This term derives from Whitehead rather than Husserl, and shows some of how it might be rethought from a more 

process oriented perspective. REF, P and R.  
dcxxxii Hegel's critique of sense certainty in Phenom of Spirit.  
dcxxxiii Foundations crisis in math.  
dcxxxiv Fichte encounters similar issues in his attempts to found a philosophy of pure consciousness, ultimately finding his 

attempts rebuffed and revolving around a sort of nucleus of something beyond pure mind which, for lack of a better 

word, he calls the Anstoss, a sort of annoying kernel of alterity which serves as a sort of grain of sand in his theoretical 

oyster. Jean-Paul Sartre defines consciousness as negation in part due to Hegel's famous critiques of the limitations of 

such an approach. REF.  
dcxxxv The problem of origins in huss is a tricky one, Derrida.  
dcxxxvi Lacan, mirror stage essay, transitivism of cries.  
dcxxxvii Husserl, intersubjective life-world. 
dcxxxviii Intro to post-structuralism book.  
dcxxxix 
 dcxxxixZizek tarrying with the negative, Deleuze 'believe in the world again' 

 
dcxl Laclau and Mouffe hegemony and socialist strategy, methodology of oppressed in Chela Sandoval.  
dcxli Difference in kind in bergson.  
dcxlii Zalamea on relative generalization, which he calls “relative universals,” but uses in the way described, in Synthetic 

phil of contemp mathematics urbanomic press.   
dcxliii  John M. Dillon, Lloyd P. Gerson. Neoplatonic Philosophy: Introductory Readings. Hackett Publishing, 2004  

 29. RH 
dcxliv 



 
 

dcxliv  Mp, phenom, 344. 
dcxlv For an example of this, Stuart Hall, Homi K. Bhaba, Enrique Dussel, Hortense Spillers, David Eng, Jose Munoz, 

etc.  
dcxlvi Spivak's critique of deleuze in 'does the subaltern speak' for example.  
dcxlvii Chela sandoval on methodology of oppresed, Laclau on populist reason.  
dcxlviii Wittgeinstein's LANGUAGE GAMES, opening to philosophical invest, games still have stakes tho.  
dcxlix Wittgenstiein on rules in philosophical investigations, and on certainty in “On Certainty,” also Goedel.  
dcl Bruno latour's investigation in Science in Action of how scientists do what they do and call it proof influenced this 

section.  
dcli Tractatus 'pass over in silence' witt.  
dclii Trasncendental philosophy in general, from kant to baiou to meillassoux.  
dcliii Hilbert.  
dcliv Goedel.  
dclv Logic in aristlte, kant, early witt, vienna circle.  
dclvi Prison house of language, see Jameson book with that title.  
dclvii Visual cortex preprocesses, Koch.  
dclviii Libbett experiment likely relevant here.  
dclix Gestalt psychology, figure/ground.  
dclx Sartre practico-inert.  
dclxi Dourmant Dreher introduction to Hermaphrodites, and Kate Bornstein on identification vs attribution in 'My Gender 

Workbook.'   
dclxii Zizek on Kripke's notion of 'rigid designators' provides a fascinating context for such discussions.  
dclxiii Two truths doctrine in buddhism.  
dclxiv Nietzsche's “On Truth and Lies in an Extramoral sense,” particularly his critique of knowing and its relation to the 

meaning of words.  
dclxv Spinoza on the need for principles in light of lack of ability to know everything.  
dclxvi Lacan on “not-all” in sexuation.  
dclxvii Strogatz book on sync for more context.  
dclxviii Book on emergence.  
dclxix Principle of least action.  
dclxx Emergence spontaneous in certain conditions.  
dclxxi Cunning of reason and Smith's invisible hand, see Mark Taylor.  
dclxxii Experience and Nature  p. 4a1, 8.  
dclxxiii Such a notion is that which in other works I describe as one-and, or the manner in which the stuff of the world is 

more than any one to which it may be reduced or reified. Such a notion builds on Simondon's notion that the stuff of the 

world is “more than unity” Paroussia essay 7. 
dclxxiv  For example, role datura hallucination in Indic philosophy. Or perhaps a great quote from kant too.  
dclxxv  See “The Beginning of Time: When Exactly Was It?” in Paul Davies’ About Time: Einstein’s Unfinished 

Revolution (Simon and r, 1996) (RH).   
dclxxvi  REF, black holes perhaps open on to universes.  
dclxxvii  See Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Philosophical Investigations. Macmillan, 1953. p.65-66. (RH) 
dclxxviii  REF Lacan, no meta-lang.  
dclxxix  Metaleptic.  
dclxxx 
  Lederman, Leon and Hill Christopher, Symmetry and the Beautiful Universe (Prometheus, 2008), p. 261. RH 
dclxxxi  RIVER in BUDDHISM.  
dclxxxii 
  Alagaddupama Sutta: The Water-Snake Simile" (MN 22), translated from the Pali by Thanissaro 

Bhikkhu. Access to Insight (BCBS Edition), 17 December 2013, 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.022.than.html . RH 
dclxxxiii  The notion of a words as “verbal handles” can be found in the Upanisads. REF.  
dclxxxiv  Wittgenstin on meaning as use, Bourdieu on practical knowledge.  
dclxxxv  Wittgenstein on rules and the following of rules, particularly in regard to mathematical rules, is particularly 

relevant here.  
dclxxxvi  This section is deeply influenced by Wittgenstein's thought on such issues. Also see Guy Deutscher on the 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.022.than.html


 
Evolution of Language. 
dclxxxvii  For more on defamliarization, see Shklovsky, Viktor. "Art as Technique." Literary Theory: An Anthology. Eds. 

Rivkin, Julie and Ryan, Michael. New York: Blackwell Publishing, 2004. 15-21.  RH 
dclxxxviii 

  John M. Dillon, Lloyd P. Gerson. Neoplatonic Philosophy: Introductory Readings. Hackett 

Publishing, 2004  
 179.  RH 
dclxxxix Miller trans. Object of the “it” is originally cs, couldn't resist.  
dcxc Deleuze, disjucntive synthesis, REF.  
dcxci  Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, The Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 2013), trans. by Donald Landes, 

p. 94.    
dcxcii Lakoff, Where mathematics comes from, embodied book.  
dcxciii  The Concept of Nature, 91. 
dcxciv  Schrödinger, Erwin (1944), "What Is Life? : The Physical Aspect of the Living Cell". Cambridge University Press, 

2002. RH 
dcxcv  Phenomenology, splotches of color, infinite regress.  
dcxcvi The concept of energy is newer than is oftne realized, for more, see Hidden Unity in Nature's Laws, John.  
dcxcvii Principle of least energy. For more, see Hew Price.  
dcxcviii  Schelling, trans idealism 29.  
dcxcix  Diogenes Laertes, fragment attesting to the philosophy of Epicurus 7, 8. Hellenistic Philosophy 

anthology Hackett. 
dcc  Basic text on topology, network topology REF.    
dcci  Distributed vs centralizing network topologies REF.  
dccii Use of word queer. 
dcciii  Ethics (81-3). Hackett.  
dcciv Klein bottle, non-orientability. 
dccv  Matter and Memory p. 46. 
dccvi 
 dccvi Ego Tunnel pp. 111, 113, 106, 112, 208 
 
dccvii  Mp, phenom of percep, 146. 
dccviii  Deleuze, Gilles. Cinema I: The Movement-Image (Univ. of Minnesota, 198, RH 
dccix  Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, The Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 2013), trans. by Donald Landes, 

p. 92. RH 
dccx  Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. 1964, Le visible et l’invisible, Paris: Gallimard; The Visible and the Invisible, Alphonso 

Lingis (trans.), Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1968. pp 184. RH 
dccxi  Dewey, exp and nature, 263, 278.  
dccxii This whole section inspired by that in regard to the organ player in MP's 'phenom of perception'. 
dccxiii Brain downloads atuomatic rote movements to cerebellum.  
dccxiv Extensions become part of body image, in MP or elsewhere.  
dccxv  Brain doesn't feel pain.  
dccxvi  In Indic philosophy, thought and emotion is seen as emerging from the heart, while the brain was often seen as an 

organ merely serving to cool the blood. For more, see Max Muller, Chandogya Upanishad 3.13.7, The Upanishads, Part I, 

Oxford University Press, page 48. RH 
dccxvii  Brains in vats, REF.  
dccxviii  Difference that makes a difference, information theory. Gregory Bateson.  
dccxix  Basic intro text to topology. REF.  
dccxx  L’essence de la manifestation, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1963; second edition, 1990. 

English Translation by G. Etzkorn: The Essence of Manifestation, The Hague: Nijhoff, 1973; second edition, 

2004 pp.18 RH  
dccxxi  Ibid.  
dccxxii Much of this section is a response to Husserl, even if in ways which will only be fully explicated in relation to 

future texts on interpretation of experience.  
dccxxiii Experience and Nature, p. 263 
dccxxiv  Will Greenshield's description of the role of the Möbius strip and its contexts in Lacan' theorizing is excellent, and 

http://www.whatislife.ie/downloads/What-is-Life.pdf
https://archive.org/stream/upanishads01ml#page/48/mode/2up


 
since a Klein bottle is simply an expansion of the Möbius strip from two to four dimensions, most of the same concerns 

apply.  Greensheild's explanation of Lacan's reference to the Klein bottle are much more technical, yet also excellent. For 

more, see Will Greenshield, Writing the Structures of the Subject: Lacan and Topology (London: Palgrave, 2017).  
dccxxv 
  Weeks, Jeffery R. The Shape of Space. New York: M. Dekker, 1985. RH 
dccxxvi  Both would use color maps in visual cortex.  
dccxxvii 
 dccxxviiVol 1, essential peirce, 349. 

 
dccxxviii  Cf. Spinoza “the human mind is an idea, the object of which is the body.” 71. 
dccxxix  Posthuman.  
dccxxx , p. 123. 
dccxxxi Maps of maps 
dccxxxii Metzinger, Merlin Donald, neural network evolving body schema for robot starfish helps to coordinate it.  
dccxxxiii Veto of actions when imagining actions.  
dccxxxiv Firefly clouds strogatz.  
dccxxxv Exaptation in biology. Also, repurposing of body schema for other such purposes in Merlin Donald, ¾ through 

book.   
dccxxxvi Psychological distress in reducing self to ego.  
dccxxxvii Freud on reality testing.  
dccxxxviii Edelman on dynamic core.  
dccxxxix Gerald Edelman, actions as least inhibited potential actions.  
dccxl Dzogchen, cha'an/zen, pure awareness.  
dccxli Descartes stuff.  
dccxlii Dopamine looping and temporal experience, Andy Clark, mindware.  
dccxliii Lefebrve, Rythmnalysis. 
dccxliv Ockham, we only perceive universals.  
dccxlv Dynamic core is edelman's term.  
dccxlvi Ben woodard, slime dynamics.  
dccxlvii  Llinas.  
dccxlviii  Condorcet.  
dccxlix Epigenetics.  
dccl  The thalaums is discussed as attentional searchlight in Koch, ibid., pp. 177-179.  
dccli Replication, origins of life.  
dcclii Bergson on how memory liberates from habit.  
dccliii  Note REF 65. 
dccliv Nietzsche, Freud on folding back upon itself.  
dcclv  See “Endopsychic Structure Considered in Terms of Object-Relationships” in W.R.D. Fairbairn, Psychoanalytic Studies 

of the Personality (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 152-161.   
dcclvi  The clarification of sync here at the prompting of Zach Slanger's editorial theorizing, probing, questioning, and 

musing is one example of how he helped grow this text. In this case, he theorized in his comments whether, in light of 

what I was articulating, whether sync would be something like a “non-identical, a working together in solidarity, without 

one reified identity.” His suggestion spurred the sentences which followed in the text, and his insight here is totally on 

point.  
dcclvii  Marvin Minsky, The Society of Mind (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988).  
dcclviii Leibniz and whitehead as influences here.  
dcclix Conceptual invariants in Jeff Hawkins 'On Intelligence', nominalism vs realism debates in medieval phil.  
dcclx These details from facebok's facial recognition paper, including max pooling and such for conceptual averaging of noses 

and such.  
dcclxi Brains maps all universals.  
dcclxii Precs vs ucs, interp of dreams section 7. 
dcclxiii Metalepsis of repression's return. Lacan.  
dcclxiv The notions of 'upper' and 'lower' aspects of the brain, those pertaining to abstract conceptual mappings versus 

incoming sensory data, is one drawn from neuroscientific literature. REF. 
dcclxv Hoiw Marx invented the symptom, sublime object.  
dcclxvi Graph theory.  
dcclxvii Whitehead on misplaced concreteness.  



 
dcclxviii See Hegel's critique of 'here' and 'now' in critique of self-certainty in phenom of spirit. Also see Deleuze on self vs I 

in 'D/R'. 
dcclxix Bergson's critique of clock time.  
dcclxx Preflective lived body in mp.  
dcclxxi Difference that makes a different in gregory bateson's information theory.  
dcclxxii MP on potentials “in” objects. Perhaps gets this from husserl.  
dcclxxiii , p. 123. 
dcclxxiv Einstein, no 'correct' only relative in spacetime.  
dcclxxv  Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1990), pp. 6-12.  
dcclxxvi  Merleau-Ponty: “... in general a visible, is not a naked chunk of aboslutely hard, indivisible being, offered all 

naked to a vision … but is rather a sort of straits between exterior horizons and interior horizons ever gaping open …,” 

The Visible and the Invisible, 132. REF 
dcclxxvii  Extimacy in lacan 
dcclxxviii  Bowlby, infant.  
dcclxxix  Hegel, HD.  
dcclxxx  MP, Henry.  
dcclxxxi  Universe tuned to 6 numbers.  
dcclxxxii  Vipassana.  
dcclxxxiii  Shantarakshita, all mind, mind empty.  
dcclxxxiv  Upanisads, neti neti, 51, 57 tat tvam asi.  
dcclxxxv  Non-duality.  
dcclxxxvi  Indic version: karma still works.  
dcclxxxvii  Spinoza body limits what can be directly known.  
dcclxxxviii  Singularity before big bang.  
dcclxxxix  Henry.  
dccxc  76. 
dccxci  Deleuze's spinoza.  
dccxcii  Influences on Lacan are described at length in Roudinesco biography.  
dccxciii  Quantum twisting 
dccxciv  See Wittgenstein on proof, rules, etc.  
dccxcv  Lao tzu quote. Stefan stenudd not a real translator, need better.  
dccxcvi Quentin Meillassoux argues in Beyond Finitude that a set of moves such as that made in this book can be 

interpreted, from his perspective, as an “absolutization of the correlation” between subjective and objective experience, a 

notion which could be applied easily as well to such strange bedfellows as G.W.F. Hegel and Gilles Deleuze. 

Meillassoux's notions have many assumptions which cannot be addressed here, but it is worth saying that if what this 

book presents is such a thing, it is in a massively multiplicitous, distributedly networked, powefully porous, and 

topologically twisting sense far unlike that of any sense of such correlations of old. REF. 
dccxcvii , 278  
dccxcviii  HD, to/for hand.  
dccxcix  Attention mechanics stuff, attentional amplified christof koch or cotterill.  
dccc  Thinnest thread in deleuze/bergson, dreams update maps via hippocampus.  
dccci While some of the “philosophical poetics” presented here could find precurssors in the work of Martin Heidegger, they 

do so in ways which in content and form are completely against everything Heidegger's highly paranoidly conservative 

Nazi fascism espoused. Heidegger is not the only philosopher to do such work, with the example of a figure such as 

Emmanual Levinas or Jacques Derrida providing foils to Heidegger, providing a philosophical poetics based on opennes 

as opposed to producing what Deleuze and Guattari would call a paranoid “resonance machine.” There are others who 

used poetry to bend language around reifcation in other traditions as well, particularly in the ecstatic poetry of mystics in 

many traditions around the world, beyond those of figures which may have inspired Heidegger. For example, Sufi 

philosophical poetics have made an art of this, in works as powerful as those of Rumi, Ibn 'Arabi, and Suhrawardi to 

name a few.  
dcccii See Henry essence of manifestation or Hans Jonas on life.  
dccciii Future texts.  
dccciv Earlier discussion fo truth.  
dcccv Lakoff.  
dcccvi A summary of such an approach can be presented here. As stated in the main body of the text, the modeling of 

experience presented here is one which dispenses with anything like a Kantian “thing-in-itself,” or similarly unified 

notion of a thing with a defined essence or other sort of anchor in the world which links “appearance” with “reality” in 



 
regard to something like a “correspondence theory of truth”. Such dualist approaches assumes that our experience can 

both be mere appearance, cut off from the world “as it really is,” even while it can demonstrate that appearances are 

grounded in reality “enough” that we cannot be in error as to the basics of them, such as the unity of experiences as 

being that of a single entity, the supposed anchor which brings together our experiences as that of a “thing-in-itself” or 

the like. In this Kant builds on distinctions, such as that between primary and secondary qualities (those of the brute 

spatiotemporal existence of something in space and time, and additional qualities such as color, shape, texture, etc., in 

regard to which it is easier to be in error), as employed by Locke, Newton, and drawing on more classical precursors 

who theorized similarly in regard to essences and ideas before them in Latin and Greek traditions, arguing in his way 

that we cannot be mistaken that something exists as a unified entity, but merely, the how the less important qualities play 

out. Nevertheless, this is an ungrounded and spurious distinction. Kant cannot prove that we ever experience a thing-in-

itself without leaving the subjective cage of mere appearance he has built for himself. Were he able to step out of his 

own limited subjectivity to determine whether or not his own subjective experiences were at least of a single unified 

“thing-in-itself,” he would need to no longer be Kant or have his subjective limits, but then would he be someone else, 

with theirs? As the thing-in-itself is supposed to be experienced beyond the limitations of any and all experiencers, then 

perhaps he would have to be God to do so, at least as he conceives this. Now this is in many respects what he attempts to 

do with his transcendental method, namely, make “synthetic deductions a priori,” and in such way, deduce that which 

any experiencer must by necessity experience if they are to experience at all. To whatever extent God experiences, then, 

he too would be so constrained, and luckily, Kant’s God is very reasonable. That said, how can Kant be so sure that we 

can be mistaken about some qualities of our experiences, such as color, shape, etc., but not others, such as the unity  of 

the various colors, shapes, and textures around the experience of this  particular unified object? Kant frequently makes 

claims that what he describes must be the case, at least, if there is to be any possibility of certain knowledge of the world 

in and through the subjective limits of experience, and in a sense he is at least self-consistent, in that so long as you 

divide up the world as he does, and buy into such divisions, that his claims are necessary to make sense of the world 

according to what such divisive terms require sense to mean in regard to a world they divide as such. To do so, however, 

circularly begs its own questions, and this is something Kant does in a wide variety of ways. As such, while Kant argues 

we can be in error about many aspects of our world, he argues that we cannot be in error that there is a single, unified 

“thing-in-itself” giving rise to yet also unifying the various qualities in regard to which we could be in error. The primary 

qualities of an object, namely, our  sense that an object is an object, the at it exists, that it is unified, are nevertheless 

qualities we ascertain through the very same body and sense organs we use to determine shape, texture, color, weight, 

etc. While we may use the kinaesthetic senses of the body more than vision in making determinations of primary 

qualities, he does describe how or why such of our bodily senses or the uses of these which make such determine actions 

would be different, out of “transcendental necessity,” than the others which do so in regard to the qualities in regard to 

which he argues are mere appearance. Kant can no more prove that there is a “thing-in-itself” behind a shifting mass of 

appearances to anchor this without leaving his own subjectivity, than he can objectively prove this in a way which he 

can subjectively verify accords with his experience. He wants to do both and gives the impression of this, but having 

divided the world up as he has, and seeking what he does, he manages to do neither, for they are not possible according 

to his own terms. That said, Kant gives the appearance of accomplishing a great deal, and this is because he constructs 

an entire way of speaking to accomplish that which seems impossible, namely, his domain of the transcendental which is 

seemingly abstracted from his experience and the reports of others, as the conditions of any possible experience 

whatsoever. For Kant, experience needs a unified object around which other qualities swirl. Now I have gone to the 

ocean, and I know that I can grasp a handful of water from it, and in this sense, the ocean is one but also potentially 

many. And scientists tell me the ocean is full of molecules, but when a wave knocks me over, is it the wave, the ocean, 

or the molecules that do so? Which is the real “thing-in-itself” here that is responsible for this experience? And is my 

experience of this one, or many? Am I the same experiencer that was knocked over by the wave when I remember it 

later? If so, what unifies these, and am I that experiencing “I” as well? There are many issues with dualist approaches to 

experience, with the Kantian version being perhaps the most famous reworking of Descartes’ project, epitomizing such 

approaches. To address such concerns at length is beyond the scope of this text, which will instead focus on showing that 

it is not necessary to speak in such dualist ways. To defend what is presented here against various more dualists 

critiques, however, will occur  in various volumes in progress which have yet to reach print at the time of publication of 

this text, but will do so shortly.  
dcccvii No other way.  
dcccviii Such a perspective is one which is consonant with contemporary neuroscience. For example: “concepts arise as a 

result of the mapping by the brain itself of the activity of the brain's different areas and regions. By means of 
these, various common features of responses to different signals can be abstracted - for example, general 
features of a given form of object motion may be abstractly obtained,” Gerald Edelman, 104, 108-9. For more,  

see the description of “mental” images as the result of neural patterns produced via synced patterns of activation in maps 

and meta-maps in the brain in Antonio  Damasio, Self, pp. 67-93.  



 
dcccix Against Husserl.  
dcccx DERRIDA. 
dcccxi For a relational discussion of what it means to learn to have a self as an infant, in regard to issues such as 

interregulation of attentional cues, see Donald, 252-7.  
dcccxii Panspsychism, chalmers. 
dcccxiii See the discussion of the principle of least action in relation to Newtonian laws of motion and more contemporary 

updatings of these in regard to relativity theory and quantum mechanics in John C. Taylor, Hidden Unity in Nature’s 

Laws (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, pp. 41-2, 108-136, 175-190.  
dcccxiv Ledoux, poking single celled organism. Damasio, Self, p. 273. 
dcccxv The question of precisely what it means to be “meta-” is a complex one which opens on to topics as 

divergent as that of the dialectic to emergence. In regard to the concerns in question, if one considers the 
“read/write” head of a Turing machine as running a program as a sort of meta-Turing machine, it is easy to 
see how paradoxes of self-reference arise in ways which open on to Gödel's approach to Russell's paradox, 
Turing's notion of what is at stake with a “learning algorithm,” as well as John von Neumann's attempt to 
produce self-reproducing automata and artificial life in ways which relate to the ways in which genetic 
materials do something quite similar, functioning as “meta-matters” in a computational sense. If we put this in 
relation to how Jacques Lacan understood subjectivity as a sort of meta-metaphorizing of the signifying 
process, in a manner which he in fact described at varying moments in cybernetic terms, one sees the 
potential relations between such concerns. Douglas Hofstadter also provides a perspective in which 
feedback, particularly across levels of scale, can be understood as the sort of “meta-” process which gives 
rise to not only complex systems in their ability to “self-stabilize,” but also life, and the sort of neural recursion 
which makes “human” sorts of selves possible. For more on the relation between Turing machines and 
various meta-Turing machines, Gödel in relation to Russell's paradox, and von Neumann's self-reproducing 
systems, in Eric Baum What is Thought (MIT: 2001), pp. 33-65, and Klaus Mainzer Thinking in Complexity: 
The Complex Dynamics of Matter, Mind, and Mankind [sic] (Berlin: Springer Verlag, 1997), pp. 175-186. More 
on “strange looping” and the relation of selfing to recursive feedback loops can be found in Douglas 
Hofstadter, I am a Strange Loop (New York: Basic Books, 2007), pp. 52, 70, 77-82, 102, 209, 362-3. 

dcccxvi Dissipative structures. For more on dissipative systems, and how this notion relates complex systems 
theories to notions of temporality and entropy, see Auyang (note 8), pp. 228-68. taylor moment 120. 

dcccxvii Neurons pulse faster, come into sync.  
dcccxviii Kant. 
dcccxix Carl Schmitt, Karl Rove.  
dcccxx Deconstruction. 
dcccxxi Goedel. 
dcccxxii Zizek on “enjoy!” 
dcccxxiii technoimagtes 
dcccxxiv Attention economies.  
dcccxxv Dividuals. 
dcccxxvi Labor in image, cog native capitalism.  
dcccxxvii Data mining, prediction algorithms. 
dcccxxviii Lazzarato, guat. 
dcccxxix Corporate boards.  
dcccxxx Thing in old English, Althing.  
dcccxxxi  Verderber 1-2. 
dcccxxxii  Phenomenology of Spirit Miller trans 1806 (p12).    
dcccxxxiii  Descartes, Meditations, Discourse on Method. 
dcccxxxiv  Most of the truths which seemed self-evidently indubitable to Descartes were shown to be quite 
contingent, a process begun with the debate over the nature of infinitessimals in regard to the invention of the 
calculus, a mere few decades after Descartes' primary works, and brought to a fore with the development of 
non-Euclidean geometries by Gauss, Lobashevsky, Klein, Riemann, and non-traditional algebras and numbering 
systems starting in the late Nineteenth into the Twentieth centuries, from the work of figures like Georg Cantor 
and Richard Dedekind to those of Emmy Noether and beyond. For more on such issues, see Plato's Ghost, 
Jeremy Gray. 
dcccxxxv  Nietzsche, otherworldlyism.  
dcccxxxvi  Descartes, pineal gland, how God sutures mind and matter. 
dcccxxxvii  See Critique of Pure Reason, Cartesian Meditations. 
dcccxxxviii  Derrida’s onto-theology. 



 
dcccxxxix  Kurt Gödel has deftly shown that a formal system is necessarily either incomplete, inconsistent, or 
incoherent, an insight which could be modified to powerfully speak to worldviews of a Cartesio-Kantian nature. 
For if mind is all that is certain, one cannot use mind to prove that mind necessarily exists, by its own means, in 
a way that impacts the physical world, or can be impacted by it, or in a manner which is coordinated and 
coherent, without somehow relying upon this physical world. The same with pure Reason in regard to Kant. 
Godel citation.      
dcccxl  Leibniz, monadology.  
dcccxli  Fractals in monadology, garden full of plants quote, each monad image of the entire cosmos, etc.  
dcccxlii Def of transc in 1st critique. 
dcccxliii Def of transc in 1st critique. 
dcccxliv How kant frames self in 1st critique. 
dcccxlv Kant: “... the concept of a noumenon … of a thing which can never be thought of as an object of the 

senses, but only as a thing in itself (solely through pure understanding), is in no ways constradictory ...” (260). 
He all but says of course that one might reasonably think otherwise, and he seems to want to guard off the 
notion that perhaps this notion “serves only, like empty space” exist in a state “lacking in all principles in its 
application” (although he of course says this is not the case )(264). It is worth saying that for Kant, the notion 
that one could experience or theorize that which is not an object is rather unthinkable. In his description of 
transcendental logc, for example, he speaks of “the principles without which no object can be thought at all 
…. a logic of truth. For no knowledge can contradict it withotulosing at the same time all content, that is, all 
relation to any object, and therefore, all truth” (93). The sweeping nature of the assumptions here are 
massive indeed. 

dcccxlvi Self as noumenal in kant. 
dcccxlvii Can be mistaken about qualities but not the thing, 1st critique or prolegamena. 
dcccxlviii Critique of pure reason. 
dcccxlix 176-183. 
dcccl God beyond time, first critique. 
dcccli Deleuze in kant book on kant's schematism. 
dccclii Basic hume, associationism, in the Enquiries. 
dcccliii Kant's horror of Hume's theories is described in Prolegamen, p. 3. Hackett. 
dcccliv Critique of Pure reason, p 67 Weigelt trans. The principles in question are those of time in general, the 

nature of which is central to Kant's notion of the categories and God being outside of time. Kant argues, for 
example, that time cannot be really in things themselves, for this would mean that a necessary condition for 
these would be time and they would then depend on time, and this unacceptable to him, “For as conditions of 
all existence in general they would also be conditions for the existence of God,” (83) a notion which is 
unacceptable to Kant. 

dccclv Gyorgy Lukacs: “”... rational mechanisation extends right into the worker's 'soul' ... fragmentation of the 
object of production necessarily entails the fragmentation of its subject … … [while also destroying] those 
bonds that had bound individuals to a community …. 88-90. From “The Phenomenon of Reification”, Lukacs.   

dccclvi Lukacs, 90-92. 
dccclvii Frederick Beiser's german idealism book on subjectivity, there is a chapter just on reactions to kant's 

division of world. 
dccclviii  Sigmund Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” in Peter Gay, The Freud Reader, op.cit. 
dccclix Lacan on subjectivity and moebius strip. REF 
dccclx  See “Who? What? The Invention of the Human” in Bernard Stiegler, Technics and Time, Vol. 1: The 
Fault of Epimetheus, trans. by Richard Beardsworth and George Collins (Palo Alto: Stanford Univ. Press, 1998), 
pp. 134-182, and Merlin Donald, A Mind So Rare (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001), pp. 254-285 
dccclxi  All memories are composites. Invariant representations. Jeff Hawkins. 
dccclxii  Freud, Sigmund. Das Ich und das Es.W.W. Norton & Company,1990. pp.32 RH 
dccclxiii  The psychoanalytic tradition has much to say about these issues, from the work of Sigmund Freud to 
Jacques Lacan. For more, see Kaja Silverman's excellent discussion of the issues involved in the section “The 
Bodily Ego” from Threshold of the Visual World (London: Routledge, 1995), pp. 9-38. 
dccclxiv  See Ruth F. Lax, et.al., eds., Self and Object Constancy: Clinical and Theoretial Perpsectives (New 
York: Guilford, 1985). 
dccclxv  Tunnel experiment for object constancy.  
dccclxvi  First tests for object constancy, check years and name of researcher.  
dccclxvii  Transition object and Fort-Da game in Freud.  
dccclxviii  Lacan, J., "The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I", in Écrits: a selection, London, 



 
Routledge Classics, 2001; p. 5 RH je/moi in ragland sullivan 
dccclxix Terrence Deaon on negation as cognitive milestone. 
dccclxx  Symbolic insight, deacon. 
dccclxxi  Charles G. Gross, “The Fire that Comes From the Eye,”  Neuroscientist, 5: 58-64, 1999. 
dccclxxii  Imagining actions by exploring motor cortexes.  
dccclxxiii  Ego functions vs ego image.  
dccclxxiv Erikson reader. 
dccclxxv  Identity book. 
dccclxxvi Lacan “do not give way as to your desire” ethics of psychoanalysis seminar, and “encore!” seminar 20 

and identifying with th real. 
dccclxxvii Anti-psychiatry. 
dccclxxviii Lacan “do not give way as to your desire” ethics of psychoanalysis seminar, and “encore!” seminar 20 

and identifying with th real. 
dccclxxix Anti-psychiatry. 
dccclxxx Even cognitive behaviorists have narrtives of schema development. REF. 
dccclxxxi Big psychoanalytic history book. 
dccclxxxii Relational psychoanalysis by Lew Aron, intersubjective psychotherapy, family systems.   
dccclxxxiii Fairbairn, endopsychic. 
dccclxxxiv Alienated in image, ref in ragland sullivan lacan book. 
dccclxxxv Traversing fundamental fantasy, ref in zizek. 
dccclxxxvi Winnicott in big psychonalytic history book. 
dccclxxxvii  Catherine Malabou on flexibility under capitalism in ‘What Should We Do With Our Brains.’ 
dccclxxxviii  Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks. 
dccclxxxix  See Kaja Silverman’s excellent reading of this in “the bodily ego” section of Threshold of the Visual World.” 
dcccxc  See Erikson’s highly problematic writings on race in his book Identity.  
dcccxci  Combahee Women’s Collective Statement, early documents of third world feminism.  
dcccxcii  Empty signifiers in Laclau’s book with mouffe, hegemony and socialist strategy, and in his books new reflections 

on a revolution for our time and populist reason.  
dcccxciii  Sandoval’s Methodology of the Oppressed and Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  
dcccxciv  Spivak interviews in ‘the postcolonial critic’ book.  
dcccxcv  Anzalduas borderlands, munoz, Gomez pena’s border crossing book.  
dcccxcvi  Hall’s essays on identity, Bhabha similar from from Location of culture.  
dcccxcvii  Ctd in Discourses of the Buddha, Gethin Oxford p. 164. 
dcccxcviii Meaning of word atman, see oliville edition of upanisads intro.  
dcccxcix Atman as subtle substance, REF needed.  
cm Banyan seed 154 Salt 71, 154-5 clay 148 
cmi Olson or Olivielle on these systems, atman is sublte but not unphysical.  
cmii Real behind the real 26 rule of substitution in regard to atman of clay 
cmiii Shift in meaning of atman, olivielle intro.  
cmiv Aristotle, Nichomachean ethics for uncaused cuase, other stuff in metaphysics.  
cmv Olson, atman is brahman. 29-3,124 upanisads. 
cmvi  While aspects of what is presented in the Upanisads is critiqued in this section, it is worth saying that others have 

inspired this project. For example, the non-dual ways in which a self and its world can be seen as aspects of each other: “As 

vast as the spce here around us is the space within the heart” 167. That said, this project will differentiate a world from the 

world as such.   
cmvii The three states of waking, dreaming, and deep sleep are often understood in this sense as corresponding to the 

three syllables of AUM, A-U-M, often translated as “Om” in Engilsh, which are united in speech. 25, 5 on atman as 

brahman being the whole 30 
cmviii Upnisads, drop become ocean.  
cmix Gethin, 162-6. 
cmx Meaning of karma.  
cmxi Good explanation of this notion in buddhist secondary source, perhaps donald mitchell.  
cmxii River example, not sure if this is my own.  
cmxiii Upadana as grasping OR attachment.  
cmxiv  These terms can be found defined in Carl Olson, The Different Paths of Buddhism: A Narrative Historical 

Introduction (NewBrunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 55-67).  
cmxv  See for example David O. Loy Money, Sex, War, Karma: Notes for a Buddhist Revolution (Somerville: Wisdom, 



 
2008), pp. 15-24.  
cmxvi Ragland sullivan, je vs moi.  
cmxvii  The notion of the division of conventional or relative and ultimate truth is one with a long history in Buddhist 

thought. A later and influential Mahayana formultion can be found in Nagarjuna: “”The buddha's teaching of the 

doctrine rests upon two categories of truths: truth based on worldly conventions, and truth from the highest point of 

view. … Without relying upon worldly convention, the truth from the highest point of view cannot be taught.” 27.  
cmxviii  Nagarjuna: “Since we change, all entities lack self-existence. Without self-existence, an entity does not exist – thus 

the emptiness of all entities.” The translator here uses “self-existence” as a translation for svabhava, which many other 

translators render as “own-being.” 15. 
cmxix Nagarjuna: Whatever is depenently arisen, we call that emptiness. This indicator, one comprehended, is in fact 

itself the “middle way” 28. 
cmxx Atman seen by madhyamaka buddhists as eternal, immutable, and independent. For example, Nagarjuna: “To say 

“it is” is to grasp for eternal permanence. To say “It is not” is to grasp for complete anhiliation … For one who rejects 

emptiness [and believes in the atman], there would be nothing whatsoever that could be done … The world would then 

be unarisen, unceased, and immutable since it would be devoid of varying conditions in its self existent state” Such 

formulations may seem unusual, but make sense in regard to the notion of the atman being addressed.16, 29. 
cmxxi  Many Hellenic philosophies likely were, as Hellenic philosophy seems to have shifted powerfully from earlier 

Greek notions, likely in part due to the return of some ideas from India with Alexander's troops, along with those which 

entered the Greek world through Bactro-Greek Kindgoms on the border of India for sevearl centuries, with the 

conceptions of Pyrrho being a prime example, along with the Stoics and Neoplatonics who began to respond to 

Pyrrhonic ideas. The likely origins of Neoplatonism are of course complex, with Plotinus himself stranded in his youth 

in Persia, needing to find a way home from a military campaign. Either way, it is likely that the origins of Hellenic 

Greek philosophy are complex, as well as likely that before this, if much more so after Alexander's conquests, and 

despite the efforts of milennia of European attempts to erase the history of intellectual debts beyond the Greek and 

Hebrew traditions. Beckworth REF. As for the influence of Neoplatonism on Arabic philosophy, see Laura Marks REF.  
cmxxii Emmanationism.  
cmxxiii Nagarjuna 
cmxxiv Yogachara 
cmxxv Buddhaskhetra, buddhist realms, etc.  
cmxxvi 19. 
cmxxvii Difficulties of translating the many words for medittion. 
cmxxviii Mark epistein book. 
cmxxix From pali cannon, sayings of the buddha, gethin. 
cmxxx Dyana and bhavana. 
cmxxxi  General terms on meditation can be found in Donald Mitchell's Buddhism: An Introduction. An excellent 
example of specific graded meditation guide of the sort mentioned here can be found in Dapko Tashi Namgyal's 
Mahamudra: The Quintessence. 
cmxxxii Kalamma sutta, often over emphasized. 
cmxxxiii In the Buddhist tradition, Menander's name is Indicized as Milinda. For the relevant exceprt of the 

discourse, see Olson, 56-58. 
cmxxxiv Vol 1, essential peirce, 349. 
cmxxxv Visual cortex need to learn to see when sight restored, blurs otherwise. 
cmxxxvi  For more on the notion of a worldline in relativity science, see Brian Epperson, Quantum Mechanics and 
the Philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead (New York: Fordham Univs. Press, 2012, reprint), 174-5. For an 
example of how the Tibetan Buddhist notion of a sems rgyud (“mindstrem,” Tib] is used in context, see  Kurtis 
Schaeffer, et.al., eds., Sources of the Tibetan Tradition (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 2013), pp. 184-5. 
cmxxxvii  The notion that time considered as duration is not like the spatialized notion of time imagined as 
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[Note: This text is a response to the Computation panel at the Dec. 2015 E-flux conference 
"Superconversations: Machines that Matter." It expands upon the intervention which I voiced during the 
Q&A, in which I argued that the manner in which the terms "computation" and "the digital" were deployed 
during the panel talks given by Ekaterina Zavyalove, Troy Conrad Therrien, and Reza Negarestani did not 
take into account the ways in which the recent and startling successes of non-binary "soft" computing and 
artificial neural networks, such as those behind Siri and Facebook's "DeepFace" facial recognition algorithm, 
were recasting the stakes of these terms and their relation to each other]. 
 

 

Pancomputationalism, the notion that everything can be seen as a form of 

computation, is a controversial notion, if one which recently seems to be arousing 

more interest[1]. But what could it mean to say that organisms and cells are 

types of computers, or by extension, societies, ecosystems, rocks, or molecules? 

Is there any sense to this type of idea, and if so, what could it be?[2] It should be 

stated at the outset that the impetus for pancomputationalist thinking is not 

coming from nowhere. We live in a world in which DNA has recently been used to 

successfully perform computation [3], and there are now algorithms which are 

able, like living beings, to learn to recognize faces, most notably that employed 

by Facebook.[4]  

 

Computation is changing, and conceptions and realities of computation are 

changing with this. There nevertheless remains quite a leap between expanding 

what might be at stake with a notion such as computation and asserting that 

everything is a form of computation, at least, without fundamentally altering what 



is meant by computation itself. But what might a notion such as 

pancomputationalism do, what new insights could it provide on states of affairs, 

or is it simply a new fad with limited use beyond theoretical fantasy? Are some of 

the ways in which such a perspective would necessarily recast some of the 

stakes of computation in potentially beneficial ways, even as what it means to 

compute transforms before our eyes?    

 

This short essay will argue that it is mistaken to see computation and the 

digitality of contemporary computing devices as synonymous, or either of these 

as synonymous with anything such as thinking. While classical computer science 

has tended to try to efface the differences between these, contemporary 

advances in computing are radically calling this analogy into question, as they 

are pioneering non-binary, non-digital forms of computation which are 

deconstructing the boundaries between what has previously been seen as 

computation and that which is not. As a result, the very meaning of computation 

is being recast, with potentially profound implications for not only how we see 

computation, but so many other aspects of our world. In order to understand 

what is potentially at stake in regard to these questions, however, some context 

is necessary.  

 

Is a Rock a Computer? Pan-Informationalism and Beyond  

 

What is pancomputationalism is, and why might such a notion not only be 



interesting or useful, but even sensible? Many pancomputationalist approaches 

find at least some of their inspiration in the discipline of information theory, a field 

which can perhaps help provide some context for an attempt to understand the 

pancomputationalist impulse. According to the perspectives described by this 

approach, information is seen as something which takes many forms and can be 

quantified. Biologically minded information theorists often see information as a 

"difference that makes a difference" to an organism which can read that 

information (ie: there is food over there), while more physically inspired 

information theorists tend to see information as existing regardless of its meaning 

to an organism (ie: an earthquake on a distant planet is still 

information, regardless of whether or not there is an organism to register it as 

such).[5] The latter group sees information as fundamentally related to the 

improbability of event occurring based on past patterns, a matter which is 

fundamentally related to entropy, the seemingly universal trend for energy to 

dissipate as described by the second law of thermodynamics, and negentropy, or 

energy which is able, in small pockets such as a planet like Earth near a star 

such as the Sun, to work against this and lead to a buildup in unlikely complexity, 

for example, in the form of organisms. According to such a perspective, any sort 

of order is improbable and goes against the general trend in our universe 

towards entropy, and hence, the presence of ordered form as such is 

information (the word "information," after all, derives from the Latin formare, 

literally to form or to make), such that information can be seen as the in-forming 

of matter and energy in complex patterns as such. [6] And since it it precisely this 



sort of forming which is most interesting and useful to living organisms, this is 

often cast as a more encompassing frame to more narrowly focused biologically 

minded theories.  

 

To both sorts of information theorists, life on Earth would be considered 

information worth noting. For if to biologically minded information theorists 

require a lifeform for whom a given bit of information matters, to more physically 

minded theorists, information is anything which goes against the larger tide of 

entropy by performing the largely improbable task of increasing the order in a 

given segment of a largely disorderly cosmos. Still, to physically minded 

information theorists, rocks on a completely deserted planet are information 

because they are more orderly than disorganized flows of magma, and the 

geological processes which brought these about are forms of information 

processing, all of which can be computed according to mathematical formulas 

which, beyond the laws of physics, compute the degree of information contained 

in each. These formulas, first devised by Claude Shannon of Bell Labs to 

compute the thickness of copper wire needed to transmit a certain amount of 

telephone signal with minimal noise, take into account the amount of energy and 

material needed to transmit certain amounts of information with a certain 

probability of accurate transmission. From this it became possible to work 

backwards to the more theoretical stakes about how information relates to issues 

such as matter, energy, and probability.  

  



Whichever theory of information one uses, computers are seen by information 

theorists as machines which, like organisms, process information. That is, they 

transform inputs into outputs in ways which make a difference and matter, 

whether to organisms such as humans, or as such in that they produce order out 

of chaos, going against the flow of entropy, forming the unformed into packages 

of data, and ultimately in ways which humans find useful. While most information 

theory approaches to computation make use of physically minded information 

theories which do not have a biological bias, either of these can be productively 

applied to the question of what constitutes computation. Pancomputationalism 

simply takes the advances made by information theory, often used in highly 

practical ways to determine things such as how many servers and cables are 

needed to keep the infrastructure of the Internet running, and turns these tools 

back on the stuff of the world beyond computer hardware and infrastructure.  

 

There is a paradox to such an approach, however. For if rocks and oceans 

contain information to varying degrees, and in fact, are the result of the ways in 

which they process the information of the forces which act upon them so as to 

form themselves, then what is it that makes what we tend to call computers, 

namely, desktop, laptop, tablets, and smartphones, to be unique and different 

from rocks or oceans or even organisms, as they clearly seem to be? 

Pancomputationalism needs to be more than merely paninformationalism, for 

otherwise it indicates that all is information, but not that all is computation. That 

is, is computation simply information processing, especially if everything is seen 



as not only information itself, but as the result of the way in which it processes 

the information around it? And if not, what difference might there be between 

information and computation, and why might this matter? Furthermore, does it 

make sense to use information, and the way in which this notion is 

conceptualized by information theorists in particular, as the best lens to theorize 

computation? After all, there are quite a few assumptions which go into the 

particular theorizations of information, such as the communicationalist biases of 

Shannon, or the probabalistic assumptions of the extrapolation of this by Norbert 

Wiener, or the biologistic assumptions of Gregory Bateson.[7] In light of this, 

perhaps it may be more sensible to base a theory of pancomputationalism not on 

a series of definitions of information, but rather, on some notion of what 

constitutes computation itself.  

 

Computation in and Beyond Thinking: Logics of Deduction, Induction, and 

Abduction from Aristotle to Peirce 

 

Many discussions of computation and its ramifications, in and beyond information 

theory, however, seem to take for granted that we all know what computation is, 

and so, that this does not need to even be discussed. According to this sort of 

thinking, computation is what our desktop computer, laptops, and smart devices 

do, which is to say, reduce everything to a binary code of ones and zeros, 

translating inputs into outputs by means of software running on hardware with the 

relation between these mediated by this form. This could hardly help make sense 



of a notion such as pancomputationalism, however, nor get us any closer to an 

understanding of what is at stake with a notion such as computation itself. For it 

seems clear that contemporary computer devices are quite different in form, 

function, and much more from things like rocks and oceans and organisms. And 

so, if these are all computers of a sort, then they perform computation differently 

than our contemporary computer devices such as smartphones and such. Either 

way, it seems necessary to come up with a sense of what we might mean by 

computation in and beyond simply saying that computation is what our 

contemporary computer devices do. Rather, it makes sense to attempt to 

abstract a notion of computation from some of its instances, in and beyond that 

of our devices, and then work to see how this could be used to make a 

pancomputationalist argument, that is, if we want to at least get a sense of what 

such a notion could mean.  

 

It is worth keeping in mind in all this that since our computing devices are so new, 

the notion of computation itself is in fact much older, a fact intertwined with the 

fact that the history of the development of computation and computational 

devices is not a smooth or simple affair. There are many paths not taken, many 

things which could have happened differently, and as computation changes 

today, we are seeing some of these ghosts of computation past reemerge.[8] 

Rather than see the development of computation as teleologically structured, as 

a path of development in which everything only makes sense to the extent to 

which it leads up to the development of our current computational devices, 



perhaps we need to pay as much attention to discarded computational thinkings 

which could have lead to different types of computing. For in fact, some of the 

most powerful forms of cutting edge computation being developed today were 

once discarded as dead ends on the path to today's more classical forms of 

computation of the sort seen in our desktops, laptops, and phones.  

 

From such a perspective, the fact that pancomputationalism is being discussed 

ever more today seems potentially symptomatic of the fact that what is generally 

understood by the term computation is in fact changing, shifting underneath us. 

And who can deny, after all, that with the rise of the Internet and social media, 

our sense that computation is serial, binary, linear, or hardware based is being 

replaced by one which emphasizes the networked, the virtual, and the seemingly 

quasi-organic? With the rise of these more interconnected, networked computing 

technologies, the differences between what we might think of as the terrain of 

computation and that which we might call thinking seems to becoming 

increasingly blurred. For after all, when our computers can recognize our faces or 

predict what products we might want to buy, how much further until we start to 

call what computers do something like thinking? And if so, how do we 

differentiate a term such a computation not only from that of information, but also 

that of thinking as such? For there have been so many attempts to define what 

might be meant by thinking, certainly beyond simply saying, in the manner that 

computation is whatever computers do, that thinking is simply what brains or 

minds do. But things get quite complicated once one tries to go further in 



producing something like a definition for thinking or thought. That is, Is thinking to 

be understood as something like attempt to distill patterns from beneath 

appearances so as to apply older patterns to new situations? Or is it rather more 

like the movement of gears in a machine, or more like the Freudian hydrolics or 

thermodynamics of libido, or is it what happens when there are flows of 

neurotransmitters and such? All of which raises the question of the ways in which 

the images we have of the brain, the seeming organ of thinking, constrain or 

enable what we imagine thinking to be, in a manner which perhaps feeds back 

into thinking more than anything else. How can then an investigation of the 

limitations or difference between brains and minds or computers help us get a 

sense of what computation or pancomputation might mean?  

 

There are clearly no simple answers to such questions, and history is full 

of examples in which the question of what it means to think has been rethought, 

with wide ranging stakes, all of which could easily sidetrack us from any attempt 

to come to grips with computation or pancomputationalism. Luckily the type of 

computing done by contemporary computing devices has a much more recent 

and limited history, and perhaps we can use this to help us at least come to 

imagine what it might mean to say that, at minimum, we perhaps should see 

everything in our world as computational in a form which builds and expands 

upon that which is done by these sorts of devices. For it is not long ago that the 

term computer was used to describe those people, many of whom were women, 

who performed by hand or with adding machines the computations which allowed 



for the first space flights to the Moon. Computation, from such a perspective, is 

fundamentally related to mathematical calculation for contemporary computers 

are electrical devices which evolved from adding machines. The very same 

Claude Shannon who developed information theory showed how it might be 

possible to build computers with electrical switches, building upon the work of 

Charles Babbage who tried to do so with gears in his famous difference and 

analytical engines, himself building upon attempts to develop calculation 

machines by Pascal and Leibniz before him. In between were developments by 

George Boole and Ludwig Wittgenstein who showed how a logic of symbols 

could be used to do arithmetic of a sort with mathematized "logic" of symbols. 

Combining these with the binary code of Leibniz, the binarized arithmetic of logic 

was sutured to the newly electricized adding machines by means of John von 

Neuman's use of switch based memory to run programs held in software, and the 

rest, they say, is history. Alan Turing famously argued early on in this process that 

anything which could do this sort of mathematical logical processing was a 

universal machine which could think anything which could be thought, a proposal 

which only holds, of course, if we reduce human thinking to the disembodied 

binary mathematized symbolic form envisaged by Turing, a large set of 

assumptions indeed.[9]   

 

But in what sort of ways might thinking be more complex than this? Aristotle, for 

example, argues that thought requires at least induction and deduction, assisted 

by reasoning by analogy. Charles Sanders Peirce expands upon this by arguing 



that thought is a dialectical back-and-forth between a subject and the world in a 

cycle of induction, abduction, and deduction.[10] Peirce's addition of abduction 

expands upon Aristotle's "reasoning by analogy" to propose that we abduct when 

we extrapolate the usage or generalities abstracted from the world by induction 

and creatively map old generalities onto new situations by means of similarities 

between the situations in order to come to grips with the new or the disparate. 

This is the reasoning of the educated guess. According to the criterion advanced 

by Peirce and Aristotle, however, calculation (ie: 2+3=5) falls under the category 

of deduction, and describes nicely what contemporary computing devices do, 

namely, turn inputs to outputs according to a set of instructions such as those 

implied in the logogram for addition, even if in more complicated fashion by 

means of many tiered software algorithms. Deduction is simply this, one has a 

set of axioms which function as givens which determine rules to govern behavior, 

a set of inputs are encountered, and this sets in motion a chain of actions which 

produces the outputs, or the deductions which follow.  

 

From such a perspective, computers are deduction machines. But computers as 

we know them, our laptops and desktops and phones, simply fail when it comes 

to induction and abduction (even as some cutting edge computers, to be 

discussed in what follows, are changing this). For traditional computers simply do 

what they are programmed to do, they follow the rules. Beyond this, they lack the 

values which could guide their choices of which rules they should follow in given 

situations. That is, computing devices lack any criterion to help them make 



decisions. Why induct these generalities from all the patterns of data than 

others? Why guess something means this or that, for what should guide the 

choice of analogies linking a present situation with old ones? Deduction is 

mechanical, its values are encoded, if implicitly, in the grammars which guide the 

chains of 'if...then' which guide its movements, and the selection of what gets to 

count as valid inputs. Induction and abduction, however, cannot be pre-

programmed to have values in a simplistic implicit fashion such as this. And the 

reason for this is that induction and abduction are open processes. Induction 

abstracts patterns from the world, deduction works out the implications of these, 

and abduction reapplies these to the concrete manifestations of the world. Of 

these, only deduction is a fully internal process, a transformation of input into 

output in a manner in which there is no substantive contact with the outside 

world. This is mere mere calculation, which is to say, computation, or rather, the 

merely computational aspect of thinking. Thinking is in this sense much more 

substantive, and fundamentally beyond the merely calculative, deductive, or 

computational which are only aspects of this. At least, that is, if we are to put 

credence in such a definition of thinking.  

 

From Hard Computing to Soft: Fuzzy Systems, Artificial Neural Networks, 

Evolutionary Algorithms, and Morphological Computation 

 

Let us return now to the impetus for such reflections. We live in an age in which 

the very notion of computation is changing. If historically computers were rigid 



and merely deductive, today they are starting to change. If traditional computers 

are serial and binary, a new set of technologies, known as "soft" forms of 

computation, are quite different than older forms. Where traditional computation 

is binary, soft computation can be non-binary; where traditional computation is 

linear and serial, soft computation can be parallel and distributed; where 

traditional computation firmly distinguishes software and hardware, soft 

computing does not necessarily do this; where traditional computers are built and 

programmed, soft computers can potentially build, program, and reprogram 

themselves; where traditional computers make a firm distinction between 

hardware and software, soft computers often blur these and many of the other 

distinctions which have been foundational to the development of hard 

computing. Soft computers are also hardly digital, at least in any traditional 

sense. For if the terms digital implies discrete (coming from the Latin 

word digitus for finger or toe, often used in counting), such as the discreteness of 

binary ones and zeros, or even that between hardware and software, unit and 

context, entity and relation, then soft-computers, even if they are simulated on 

traditional hardware computers, also deconstruct the distinction between more 

relational analog and the discreteness of the digital.  

 

Soft computing is often seen as composed of four distinct sub-branches: fuzzy 

control systems and their allied logics, artificial neural networks, 

embodied/morphological computation, and genetic/evolutionary algorithms, along 

with a series of related technologies (support vector machines, Bayesian 



statistical methods, etc.). Fuzzy systems show how computation does not need 

to be binary, but rather, can be fractional and fuzzy, like quantum states or 

fractions within geological strata. Artificial neural networks show how computation 

can be multidirectional and overdetermined, taking its inspiration from the brains 

of animals, eschewing linguistic coding for parallel and divergent connections 

between networks of living wires which are not so much programmed as program 

and reprogram themselves. Embodied forms of computation demonstrate the 

ways in which, rather than use enormous amounts of computing power to 

manipulate bodies for certain types of tasks, the right sort of often flexible body 

can do work that it often takes massive amounts of computing power to do 

otherwise. That is, elasticity and morphology, often similar to that evolved by 

organisms, are often effectively equivalent to massive amounts of computing 

power which are effectively seen as distributed in the very form of a body itself, 

such that with the right sort of body, one simply does not need so much 

computational power as before, with the body essentially "doing" the computation 

for one. Genetic algorithms show how groups of entities can compute by the 

relations between each other and their environments and the changes within 

these, inspired by the ways in which evolution of groups of organisms evolve as 

a form of distributed problem solving which can try many potential solutions at 

once and keep what works. Similar to neural networks, they show how distributed 

computation can occur not only in networks within systems, but also between 

them.[11]   

 



Without going further into the details, one major distinction between all the soft 

forms of computation from their "hard" counterparts is that, in one way or 

another, they deconstruct the dualist and binary parameters which underlie what 

we have come to define as the limits of computation. These limits are not being 

deconstructed merely intellectually, but concretely, by means of the 

developments of new technologies which make traditional definitions of 

computation seem limiting, arbitrary, and hardly necessary in hindsight. From a 

soft-computational perspective, the boundaries between what were traditionally 

known as computation and thinking, between the processing of aspects of the 

world as done by machines and that done by organisms, seems more and more 

a sedimentation of a paradigm whose time is nearing an end. The achievements 

of soft-computation are hard to dispute: Facebook's terrifying "DeepFace" facial 

recognition algorithm is evidence enough, but another example can be found in 

the equally disturbing animalian military mobots such as "Big Dog" produced by 

Boston Dynamics for the US Department of Defense. The Internet is 

fundamentally soft, even if all of these examples make use of hardware which is 

to one degree or another still hard.  

 

Another fundamental difference between soft and hard types of computation is 

that while hard computers are only able to perform deduction, many types of soft 

computing are able to pass beyond this into induction and abduction. Artificial 

neural networks not only learn rather than are programmed (though the boundary 

between these breaks down when you only train such a network on particular 



learning sets), and hence are able to induce new generalities from patterns in 

what is presented to them. But they are also able to abduct, which is to say, to 

guess. This can be seen in weak form in the way these can complete incomplete 

patterns, but also in stronger form in the ways in which these can guess about 

how to act in new situations with some degree of similarity to older ones, in the 

process, softening the very boundaries between induction, deduction, and 

abduction in a particularly animalian manner (and in the process potentially 

showing the limitations of these distinctions). What is more, if you overload an 

artificial neural network it will blur and "forget" in ways which are remarkably 

similar to the manner of animals. Other forms of soft computing similarly soften 

the boundaries between the aspects of embodied thinking in the manner seen in 

animals, showing the limitations of traditional hard computation. As soft 

computing researchers often argue, hard computers are rigid and brittle, but they 

are incredibly fast. Hard computers are unlikely to be replaced simply because 

they are excellent at doing the things that soft-computers and thinking organisms 

do poorly, things like long chains of computations. But ask a hard computer to 

guess at something, and it simply does not compute. Hard computers will be 

around for a very long time, just like calculators are still useful.[12] But soft-

computers brings computation closer to thinking, and show in the process the 

limits of traditional definitions of computation, and how much more there is to 

thinking.  

 

While aspects of the soft computational technology are currently restricted to 



either software (such as in DeepFace) or the more basic aspects of the hardware 

(such as in the "morphological computation" in the limbs of the mobots produced 

by General Dynamics), the boundaries between hardware and software is 

starting to soften itself.[13] While it is unlikely this will simply dissolve without a 

leap in computational technology, such as forms of nano- or molecular 

computation, the process seems to already be underway. There is, to repurpose 

a notion deployed by the rather binary thinker Jurgen Habermas, a "performative 

deconstruction" of the binary between computation and its others underway.[14] 

In light of these sorts of developments, if we do not begin to redefine what we 

mean by computation, computation will begin to redefine us, a process which of 

course has been long underway, if with hardly the critical mass as is currently the 

case.  

 

Capitalism, Or Soft-Computation and Hard Ends 

 

Soft-computation shows that either the boundary between computing and 

thinking, or computing and the world, needs to be expanded, or we need to come 

up with some other word for the types of "computing" which go beyond the types 

seen in traditional computers. This means we need to think about how 

computation is similar or different from thinking, the world, and various others to 

computation. And deciding on whether or not it makes sense to draw a new 

boundary between what is computation and what is not, or to simply say that 

everything is a form of computation, or of thinking, or to try to understand what 



we might want these things to mean. For softness implies a different approach to 

the world, a more holistic, distributed, refractive, emergent worldview as a whole, 

one which allows more room for embodiment, parallelism and networked 

divergence, fuzziness, and evolution.  

 

But this should not fool us into thinking that all soft-computation is necessarily 

used for soft ends. For It is the attempt to control these new developments which 

should worry us most, because it would be simply naive to think that the 

megacorporations which rose to prominence in the dotcom boom by means of 

venture capital have liberatory values at heart, at least, other than liberating more 

of the world to the penetration of capital for purposes of the extraction of surplus, 

and control over political processes to make this possible. Capital is about 

enclosure and monetarization, of the reduction of the world to quantities which 

can be linked into capitalist cycles. And this is shared between capitalism and 

most dominant forms of traditional computation, the quantification of the world. 

And yet, we know that entities which think do so be means for more than 

quantity.  

 

And so, while at least on the surface it might appear that the rise of soft-

computing would indicate a potentially liberatory moment in which it would be 

possible to see beyond binary, quantified, serial, centralized, disembodied, non-

evolutionary modes of thinking, there is definite reason for deep concern. Even 

beyond the manner in which these technologies are increasingly being 



researched and employed by the military, we need keep in mind that capitalism is 

a machine which is at its best when it is coopting revolutions against it into 

potential forms of profit. For in fact, much of the research into soft-computation is 

funded by capitalist means, and Google and Facebook are pioneering the 

applications of soft-computational methods in mass popular formats. The Internet 

itself, highly networked and distributed to the core, exists primarily at the service 

of markets, despite the paeans to its liberatory potential which greeted us at the 

dawn of cyberspace. This because capitalism is a hybrid formation which uses 

completely revolutionary means for reactionary ends in its production of the ever 

new same described with such clarity by Jean Baudrillard in his procession of 

simulacra, and Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno in their famed description 

of the marketing of the perpetually new in their incisive writings on the culture 

industry.[15]  

 

Capitalism uses soft technologies such as language for its traditionally 

conservative goals of accumulation, just as contemporary soft-comptutational 

software runs on highly traditional hardware. And yet, even when nano, 

molecular, quantum, or biological computation produces the new wave of 

technological developments beyond these contemporary hybrid formations 

between soft and hard forms of computation, we should not be surprised that 

capital will use these even more radically soft means for hard ends. After all, this 

is what capitalism does best. And this is why, to borrow some notions from Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Guattari, it most likely makes sense to think of older, more 



straightforwardly reactionary paranoid conservatisms, and cancerous 

conservatisms which are are reproductive and revolutionary with only their own 

appropriation for more reproduction in mind.[16] It is against this that we need to 

ask the question of why we compute, a question which requires thinking beyond 

mere computation, a question which relates to why we want certain lenses upon 

the world over others, and how this can relate our interpretations, actions, and 

potential actions to questions of values in relation to the bigger picture of what 

sort of world we want there to be.   

 

For ultimately, how we frame our relation to these issues is a question of values, 

for how we use words shapes the ways in which we frame and understand our 

actions and image new courses of thinking and acting. Language games, 

Wittgenstein famously argues, indicate a form of life, a world picture, a way of 

framing our relation to the world.[17] And if we frame the world in completely hard 

terms, which privilege rigid definitions of computation, information, or thinking 

based upon these, we greatly restrict the ways in which we see the world. That 

said, to simply say everything is a form of computation, information, and thinking 

doesn't get us much unless we develop these notions to describe networks of 

meaningful relations between these, linked to criterion of evaluation. And so, if 

everything is a form of computation, are some things more computational than 

others? If everything is a form of thinking or information, how are some more 

than others, and how might notions of computation, information, or thinking 

interrelate? What sorts of world pictures do these provide, not only in terms of 



conceptualization, but also as guides for action and potential resistance to forms 

of power which would seek to control these developments for their own benefit?  

  

From Hard to Soft by Complex Systems Science: Softening Pan-

Computationalism, Or Towards Pan-Cogitationalism 

 

The uses and disuses of any notion of pancomputationalism today needs, it 

would seem, to take into account these sorts of developments. But it should also 

bring to bear precisely what might be at stake with the relation between the 

notion of "pan" anything (pancomputationalism, panpsychism, pantheism, etc.) 

and what it means to think in relation to the world. For to speak of "pan" anything 

is in fact a soft strategy, one oddly in sync with the soft-computational trends 

alluded to above. Opposed to binary ways of theorizing, which divide the world 

into that which is computational and that which is not, "pan" softens things. And 

this is precisely what new forms of computation do.  

 

At least as how currently constituted, however, a hard definition of computation, 

and particularly one framed in traditional information theoretic concerns, is a 

highly limiting view of the world with strong affinities to systems of capitalist 

exploitation. Softness is a way of doing things, and particularly in regard to this 

set of concerns, a way of using binaries to unravel them. From such a 

perspective, it might make sense to argue that however we use these terms, we 

need to increase the softness of our thinking. Liberating the world from the 



merely hard, the merely computational, and for something more like thinking, 

moving from something like a pancomputationalism, at least in its harder 

varieties, to a pancognitationalism and the potential softness this implies, would 

seem then to be a decent goal, one which puts the need to question values to the 

forefront, rather than hiding them under layers of grammars of computation.  

 

In all this, of course, we need to keep in mind that any form of soft computing can 

be deployed for hard ends, particularly when soft formations are developed in 

hard contexts. Facial recognition algorithms used to police national border, for 

example, fragment off soft-computers from soft contexts and employ them to 

hard ends. The dangers of these formations give cause to reflect on the stakes of 

our technologies, and how ultimately, we need an ethics which goes beyond the 

divides enforced by traditional computational modes of thinking to help us 

question precisely what sort of worlds we want, even as the boundaries between 

organisms and computers start to deconstruct, and why. It should also not be 

though that sofeness is simply good while hardness is bad. Rather, softness is 

that which, according to the complex systems science from which many forms of 

soft-computational research has emerged, is that which tends to potentiate the 

most robust emergence of complexity in the world. While hardness can be a part 

of soft structures, such as those of living organisms or ecosystems, they tend to 

lead to disaster if taken as ends unto themselves. For as complex systems 

science has shown, complexity tends to emerge, in living systems and beyond, at 

the edge of chaos, in conditions of relative diversity, distributedness, 



metastability, and multi-level feedback, conditions all lacking from traditional hard 

computers but present, in differing degrees, in soft-computers, and the moreso 

the more they resemble organisms, ecosystems, and that within the world which 

gives rise to life and all that comes from it.[18]  

 

All of which is to say that perhaps we should aim to unleash the potential for 

pancogitationalism from capture by mere pancomputationalism, of the supra-

digital from capture by the merely digital, of thinking from capture by mere 

computation, of the soft from capture by the merely hard. Towards this end, the 

development of soft-computing, it seems to me, is perhaps not merely 

an opportunity to rethink computing, but rather, what computing can tell us about 

how our values are tied up with the question of what it means to compute and 

what might be beyond computation, such as thinking. A pancogitationalism could 

help us question the ways in which any sort of computation, machinic or human 

or anything in between, can ultimately limit us, and lead to the types of thinking 

which could be destructive to what our worlds could be. For if we begin to 

question what might be at stake when we reduce everything soft to the hard, all 

thinking to computation, all life to control and the reproduction of the same, and if 

soft-computing and pancogitationalism leads in such a direction, then perhaps 

these moments in our cultural development can have wide important. And few 

questions are more pressing for our current age.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Understanding Henri Bergson, Theorist of the Virtual  

 

 

Bergson is deceptively simple. He writes in plain language, for a general 

audience. He has a small handful of concepts, that's all. But it's oddly really 

difficult to pin down what he's really up to. I often find that even scholars provide 

readings of his work that are correct in some ways, but off with the deeper 

workings of his ideas in others. Part of the reason for this I think is that by using 

plain language, and rarely engaging directly with philosophers of the past, he's 

more accessible to read, but more difficult to pin down.  

 



In terms of philosophical background, Bergson was trained as a Greek classicist. 

He also had a good working knowledge of French and English Enlightenment 

stuff including Descartes, Locke, Hume. He also knew Spinoza, and some Kant, 

but didn't know Hegel or much beyond this list. He was steeped in the science of 

his day, particularly the 'new psychology' which used physiological 

experimentation, but he also knew the work of the French 'spiritualist' 

philosophers which sought to push back against the mechanistic approach to the 

body which was hot during his time, and the growing backlash against this. While 

often seen as part of the 'vitalist' of his time, which viewed life as a philosophical 

principle able to push back against any notion of the body as mere machine, or 

various forms of related 'spiritualism', both of which are generally seen as late 

19th century forms of 'irrationalism', like Nietzsche, Bergson is not unrelated to 

these, but he is also too smart to fall into such reductive categorizations.  

 

There are many ways to approach the question of what is 'most important' 

in Bergson, and many different ways in which one could take some aspect of his 

theorizing as a 'point of entry' from which to approach the others. Let me start out 

this way. For Bergson, opening is freedom is time, and these notions apply 

not merely to humans, but the cosmos as a whole. We are aspect of the 

cosmos, and our forms of opening, freedom, and time are only aspects of 

those of the cosmos. So that's a nice, bite-sized summary of his 

conclusions. But nothing is this simple in Bergson. How he gets there is as 

important as where he arrives, and as will become clear, his method is a 



crucial part of describing what he means by such notions, and why he 

takes this stance, and how he sees this as justified.  

 

One approach to entering this is to try to get a sense of his method. Rather than 

dive into his approach to specific issues in his specific books, and get lost in the 

minutiae as so many do, I'm going to try to focus on his method in a more 

general way. To start, Bergson is a relational philosopher (my term for this, 

though there are precedents). As such, he is critical of any approach to the 

world which over atomizes or over-reifies its aspects. If you chop the world 

up into discrete chunks, and take these as fundamental, you miss the way 

in which these chunks came from, and remain connected to, a more which 

is beyond them, which provides the context for these, and which is their 

origin and ground which they remain related to in and through such 

processes of chunking. Bergson sees the chopping up of the world into 

discrete chunks as useful, a crucial part of how we get a practical handle 

on the stuff of the world, but also a way of distorting what's really going 

on.  

 

Whenever we divide up the world in such ways, we also need to then 

unwork the distortion in the process, lest we imagine all there is is a world 

of discrete chunks. Bergson calls the 'chopping of the world into discrete 

chunks' the work of 'intellect' or 'intellection.' He opposes 'intuition' to 

intellection, as what is needed to go beyond this, but I find his choice of word 



here really strange and misleading in regard to how he uses this. When he talks 

about intuition, he is talking about his own philosophical method, not what we 

take intuition to mean in an everyday sense, though there are some similarities at 

times, but not worth getting into that now.  

 

Bergson often starts off one of his books by deconstructing some 

'intellectualist' approach to the world. He will take one of the 'chunks' and 

show that it is not a fundamental atom of the world, but rather, what he will 

at times call a 'mixed measure,' one which really is a chunking up of 

'tendencies' at work in the world. These tendencies are dynamic forces of 

sorts, and they usually come in pairs. There is a force which is more open 

than the other, which originates them and splits to give rise to the more 

enclosing force, which tries to more fully divide and enclose both of them, 

often semi-sucessfully, even if ultimately, the more opening force will slip 

away and unravel the enclosures which the other produces.  

 

So far so good, but here is where things start to get interesting, if also messier. 

The result of his two forces is never a simple division, for he is seeking, after all, 

to undermine division, not shore it up, and while many critics describe him as a 

dualist because he describes things in his work in terms of pairs, he uses these 

to unravel divisions, including those he produces. What follows may seem 

complicated, but keep in mind, the goal isn't to describe the forces per se, but 

rather, to show how 'intellectualist' divisions of any sort tend to unravel under 



close examination. The goal isn't the taxonomy, terms, or divisions of forces, but 

the PROCESS of showing that intellectualist divisions don't hold up under 

scrutiny. Let's see how that works in this case.  

 

To return to the division between opening and closing (ie: the opening of the 

cosmos  in what we today might call the 'Big Bang'), at first this might seem a 

duality of forces. But there is an asymmetry at work here, one which if examined 

more closely, starts to unwork any simple duality. And so, when examined, the 

seeming duality of opening and closing reveals a triplicity lurking underneath. 

The very division between opening and closing must have come from 

somewhere, after all, and in fact, from a process of division of closing from 

opening which is itself a sort of opening. That means opening has two aspects, 

one which in varying ways precedes the other and provides the contexts for all of 

these. In this sense, there are now forces of opening and closing in more 

restricted senses, and the more radical opening which gave rise to these, 

provides their context, and remains beyond the ability to be enclosed in such a 

division or its enclosed terms.  

 

So how many forces are there now? Depends on how you look at it. Probably the 

simplest way to think of this is in terms of a single force, with three aspects. 

There is a force of radical opening. This force divides itself into two sub-forces, a 

more limited sort of force of opening, and a force of closing which is more limited 

than either of these. In some senses, there is then a force of opening with a more 



radically open aspect (ie: force of radical opening), and a more limited aspect 

(force of limited opening), and a more limited aspect still (force of limited 

closing).   

 

Now just how many forces are there here really? One could say all three of these 

are more and less radically open versions of a force of opening. Or, one could 

say there is a force of radical opening and a force of (likely less) radical closing, 

which meet in the middle to produce chunked units which are neither fully open 

nor closed, but which have aspects which open on to both forces. Some of these 

would tend to the more open side, and some to the more closed side. One now 

say there are four aspects or tendencies at work here, those of radical opening, 

limited opening, limited closing, and radical closing. Or, one could say there is 

one stuff of the cosmos, with two poles, one of opening and one of closing, and 

whenever these aspects meet, there is a chunked bit of the cosmos with opening 

and closing aspects, leaning more towards the pole of opening or closing. 

Now Bergson tends in one form or another to slowly tease his way along such a 

path, whichever dualism he starts with, showing how its nowhere near as stable 

as it seems, with various three and fours and more lurking within in various ways. 

He is nowhere near as systematic as I am being above, nor as explicit.  

 

But where he tends to end up, and this is crucial, is generally right back where he 

started, even if nothing is the same as it was. He returns to the chunked bit of the 

cosmos. And now it is the resulting of a chunking of the forces of the cosmos, 



forces which 'mix' to produce this 'mixed measure,' this chunked bit. But now, 

rather than seeming like a fundamental atom or building block of the stuff of the 

world, the chunk in question is now a product of the intertwining of forces beyond 

it in processes of intertwining chunking which can ravel and unravel in various 

ways. The same chunked atom from which the whole process now appears the 

result of a process of chunking, but one which is only ever partially chunked, for 

the forces of opening can always open it anew.  

 

The result is that any chunk of the cosmos can be seen in two different 

ways. One is to see it as a coherent chunk, one which is an atom of the 

cosmos, understood in relatively reified categories. The other is to see it as 

a mixed measure produced by an intertwining of forces in regard to which 

it is always at least partially open. What Bergson provides is thus two 

lenses on the world and its aspects. One is the lens of intellection, the one 

which sees the chunks into which the world is divided as enclosed and 

reified chunkings which are self-sufficient and the atoms of the cosmos. 

The other lens is that of intuition, which sees these chunks as the result of 

forces which intertwine in various forms of semi-enclosing which are never 

complete, and in regard to which they remain in perpetual touch, and in 

this way, at least partially open, in and through the most radical attempts to 

enclose such chunks off from the rest of the world.  

 

To see the world in this latter way is a lensing which is not that of intellection, but 



rather, what he calls intuition. For when one encounters a relatively discrete 

chunk of the world, to come to see it as the result of forces rather than a discrete 

chunk, one needs to tease out the forces which only manifest indirectly through 

such a chunk. To see a stone as an intertwining of opening and closing, for 

example, is to not take it merely as it presents itself in the here and now of its 

concrete sensory immediacy, or in regard to the concepts which frame it as this 

discrete this or that. Rather, it is to see the stone as a manifestation of forces 

which are beyond it, and only manifest in and through it. These forces, or 

tendencies, as Bergson tends to call them, do not show themselves directly, for 

how could they? Without a discrete manifestation as this or that, a tendency or 

force is simply that. One always encounters a relatively concrete this or that, 

forces or tendencies only manifest through these. And so, one needs to see 

beyond the surface manifestation of a discrete this or that, and see it as an 

expression of tendencies which work through it. As one cannot directly see such 

tendencies, one needs to get a sense of them beyond the immediately concrete 

here and now.  

 

The process of teasing out forces/tendencies from 'mixed measures' (concrete 

actualities) in such a way is what Bergson calls 'intuition,' and Bergson calls his 

approach to the world 'intuition as method', even if I wish he'd have chosen a 

different way of describing this. Because in many senses, he is talking about 

going beyond mere sensing, or categorization of what we sense, towards more 

abstract forms of thinking. Keep in mind, however, that the purpose of this is not 



the result, not a new taxonomy of forces. Bergson wants you to get the feel of the 

process itself, so you can do it as well. Whenever you encounter some aspect of 

the world, don't take it for being a "thing" or simply an instance of this or that 

category. Rather, see it as a mixed measure, a partial enclosure of some aspect 

of the world which can be seen ultimately as the manifestation of two 

asymmetricla forces. Then unravel the firmness of the divisions between these, 

until you end up back where you started, at the thing now seen as a mixture of 

these two destabilizing forces, at a temporary balancing points in regard to how 

they intertwine, but one which could, if things shifted, intertwine differently. From 

seeing the world in terms of things and categories, one now sees it as a play of 

forces which could weave differently. One moves from a static view of the world, 

to an open and opening view of the world.  

 

But is one duality unraveled in such a way enough to really get this far? Not 

quite, and in this sense, Bergson does not stop at teasing one duality out of a 

concrete immediacy and unraveling it and back to where he started. Rather, he 

does this in multiple forms and ways. While he will often start this process in 

regard to one duality, once he has unraveled it and gotten back to his starting 

place, he will then start again, move on to a new seeming concreteness, related 

to the first, do the same thing, showing how the seeming concreteness and 

unraveling forces are related to those of the preceding round, and then move on 

to another round in turn. The result is interlocking series or networks of these 

unraveling asymmetric dualities, each opening on to the next, producing an anti-



structure of sorts. Some of this is similar to Hegel, in that Hegel's works are 

structures created in a chain from thesis to antithesis to synthesis, with the 

synthesis becoming the new thesis to start the next layer in the process in turn. 

But Hegel's system closes back up on itself, its designed to do so. Bergson's 

approach is far more open and opening.  

 

Now Bergson unfortunately doesn't say this quite in this way. Bergson is what 

has often been described as a 'process-theorist'. He is interested in the journey 

over the destination. I also think that as a writer, he's more comfortable working 

within the texture of various situations, rather than theorizing about what he is 

doing in a more abstract way. So it is only when you pull back from his specific 

inquiries and really try to look at what he's doing, and take a 'bird's eye view', so 

to speak, that such meta-patterns emerge. This is Deleuze's approach in his 

book Bergsonism, as well as in the first essay he ever wrote, the essay that 

contains the seed which emerged into Deleuze the Bergsonian influenced 

thinker. Some of what I am describing above is done much more explicitly by 

Deleuze, for he takes this as his method, even if he never calls it intuition, and 

though he practices it far more systematically than Bergson. That said, this 

method can be seen in Bergson's work in a pretty clear way, but only after 

reading nearly all his work and comparing it and looking for meta-patterns, 

something which is difficult in regard to Bergson's often very talky, nearly British 

form of 'everyday' prose which tends to avoid abstraction of the sort described 

above, and instead focus on science or specific examples from experience, 



whenever possible.  

 

It is worth saying that Bergson only speaks of 'open' and 'opening' in a few 

places. That said, I do believe this is really what is at stake. What he does speak 

of far more consistently, is the notion of the 'virtual' and the 'actual'. These are 

terms which Deleuze clearly takes up, and if Deleuze is often described as the 

'philosopher of the virtual', Bergson is the clear source of his use of the 

'virtual/actual' pair. What does he mean by this? It is worth keeping in mind that 

the term 'actual' in French is 'actuell', and this is the everyday word for 'current', 

'present,' or 'now'. If you want to do something now, you say you want to do it 

'actuellment'. I think this makes understanding how the term is used much 

easier.  

 

The actual, for Bergson and Deleuze, is what is concretely in front of you, 

here and now. The virtual is what indirectly manifests through it, the forces 

which open the actual to what is beyond it, namely, the forces which 

manifest the contexts and processes which gave rise to it as it is, which 

maintain it, and could potentially transform it in the future. For example, let 

us say I am looking at a glass of water. That water manifests to me as 

water, here and now, and so, this glass of water is an actuality. But I know 

the water in the glass is really the result of the intertwining of various 

molecular, atomic, and sub-atomic forces. I cannot see these directly, only 

intuit them. These forces are nevertheless virtually present, giving rise to 



the structure of the water molecules which are the result of the knotting of 

these forces in particular ways which give rise to the properties of water, 

such as clearness, wetness, and heavyness. Such properties are actual, 

here and now, and in this manner, they manifest clearly to me when I 

interact with the water as it is.  

 

But some of these properties are virtual as well, in that they will only reveal 

themselves when some of the forces which weave aspects of the world to 

give rise to water here and now shift. And so, if I pour this water into a 

kettle and put that kettle on the stove, the water will not start to boil. What 

happens then? The water boils into steam. Now the vapor floats in the air, 

feels moist when I breathe or touch the vapor, and I can even see 

translucently white tufts of this vapor in the air. These actual qualities, here 

and now, differ from those before, and yet, chemists tell us that water vapor 

and liquid water are different versions of the same thing. By boiling the 

liquid water, I transformed one actuality into another. This occurs in 

repeatable ways, such that I can boil and freeze the same sample of water 

in highly predictable ways.  

 

In this sense, the actual glass of water I saw in front of me is not merely 

actual. Rather, it also contains hidden within it, latent, the potential to 

become water vapor or ice. These potentials are virtual, as are the forces and 

structures which make it such that I can say that at standard pressure on planet 



Earth, water boils at 100 degrees celsius and freezes at 0. Hidden within the 

actuality of the water as I experienced it are the virtual states, forces, structures, 

contexts, and processes which give rise to the actual that I experience here and 

now, but also the potential for this actual to shift in various ways. The patterns of 

such transformations may be regular and predictable, such as how water tends 

to boil and freeze at most places on the planet. But at high elevations or low 

elevations, this shifts slightly with pressure, and if one takes this to even more 

radical extremes, water no longer takes a liquid form, but rather, jumps directly 

from solid to gas. This shows that liquid water as a state of matter was itself at 

one point virtual, a virtual potential which opened up from the more condensed 

form of matter under higher pressure conditions, those which in fact dominated 

earlier forms of the universe.  

 

Now if one heats water between 70 and 80 degrees, for example, and one never 

goes beyond such a limited range, one might imagine that liquid is the only state 

water may take. It may seem silly to imagine this, but for most of human history, 

people did not realize that at extremely high pressues, water skips the liquid state 

and instead moves directly between solid and gaseous states. If we have limited 

zones of experience, we may not be able to see get a sense of the virtual 

potentials at play, and in fact, unless one can be the entire cosmos and see the 

world from its perspective, it is simply not possible to get a sense of all the virtual 

potentials of the cosmos, and even then, to do this, one would need to know all 

the potential contexts in regard to which the cosmos could unfold in regard to its 



contexts, for example, some sort of multiverse. Whatever the case in regard to 

the cosmos, Deleuze certainly speaks of the 'the virtual' as a radical opening of 

sorts, one which cannot be reduced to any mere actual which would seek to pin it 

down or enclose it. Whether this should be taken in a practical or metaphysically 

ultimate sense is difficult ot say.  

 

Nevertheless, and returning to Bergson, it is worth getting a sense of the method 

at work here. If one were to only deal with water between 70 and 80 degress, 

one would be dealing only with 'differences in degree,' but if one were to cross 

between 99 and 101, one would encounter a change in quality, a 'difference in 

kind'. For Bergson, intellection is great at predicting the simple progressions of 

'more of the same' which arise in regard to 'difference of degree', but they cannot 

predict the 'differences in kind' that arise due to the presence of virtuals which go 

beyond the manifestation of the actual here and now. Intellection simply thinks of 

things and categories, and makes its predictions in terms of 'more of the same'. 

But intuition intuits that there is something more at play.  

 

But how can one tease out the virtualities hidden behind the actuals? One 

powerful approach is to vary various conditions and parameters of the actual, 

taking some actuality to its breaking point, until it is forced to transform in some 

way. Go far enough, and is likely to happen. But how does one know which 

conditions around something are likely to lead to qualitative shifts which are likely 

to tell you something about how the virtual of a particular actual is structured? 



Based on what one has seen of the actual so far, and tendencies which manifest 

only partly within the actual, tendencies which seem likely, if extended beyond 

current conditions, to lead to potential shifts which could provide such insights. 

This process of sensing tendencies at work within actuals, and working to extend 

them until they show their effects more radically, is what Bergson describes as 

'intuition', and it is that which I have described, more conceptually, in regard to 

how he writes his books.  

 

That said, for Bergson, this is simply what science has always done. Good 

science is not that which imagines that its formulas predict everything for all 

times. A formula only describes how things are likely to work if one assumes that 

there are no major shifts 'in kind' at play. But this can never be assumed. What is 

more, all science has always arisen not only from describing simple 'linear' 

transformations, but also, those which occur in a non-linear way, which do not 

follow the predictions of formulas, which can give rise to abrupt transitions. Heat 

water up until 100 degrees, and one joule of heat increases the temperature by 

one degree Celcius. But when one hits 100 degrees, each joule is simply 

absorbed by the water, which remains static at 100 degrees, but in a far more 

perturbed state. The temperature no longer rises in a linear way, for the energy is 

no longer going into an increase in temperature, but rather, is being used to 

break the bonds holding the molecules of water together in liquid form.  

 

Science describe linear transformation between 0 and 100 degrees, and above 



and below these. But at these crucial points of transition, science describes 

changes, not in quantity or relations between these, but quality. It can even 

describe relations between quantity and quality, such as the amount of energy 

that is needed to create such a transition. But at the limit points, intellection yields 

to intuition. What is actually here and now shifts in a radical way which 

demonstrates how there is more than merely here and now. In this case, the shift 

from water to gas occurs because of the virtual potentials unleashed by the 

molecular structure of water which cannot be seen directly, only intuited, in 

regard to how this shifts the actual from liquid to gas. The here and now indirectly 

indicates its opening on to a more, something in excess to the here and now, 

which structures how it manifests. This opening is not mere opening, it is a 

structuring grammar of what manifests here and now, a structuring grammar 

which is the result of how the contexts and processes weave various forces and 

tendencies together to produce the chunks of the world we experience, and the 

more regular sorts of transformations which arise between these. In 'regular' 

conditions, it is easy to forget that there is more than the mere concrete here and 

now, but in moments of transition, the very stuff of the world turns to magma, in a 

sense, and we get a glimpse of an opening beyond.  

 

From such a perspective, the cosmos itself is the opening of virtual potentials of 

various sorts. And in this sense, Deleuze explicitly and Bergson somewhat 

implicitly describe all the virtual aspects of the cosmos in terms of the abstraction 

'the virtual', opposed to 'the actual'. And these are the terms which are generally 



used for what I have termed 'opening' and 'closing' earlier, though there are times 

in which both Bergson and Deleuze use 'the Open' to speak of the sort of radical 

opening I described above. Is there a difference here?  

 

The virtual is that which is present, and shows its force, in an indirect manner. To 

speak of this as opening is only a matter of shift in emphasis. But I think it is a 

helpful way of thinking of this, because I think what is most crucial to 

understanding what is at stake for both thinkers is that the virtual is an opening, 

one which hides in plain sight, but which opens any concrete this or that here and 

now on to the contexts and processes which could make it shift, not only in terms 

of quantity or quality, but even more radically so.  

 

In a chemical reaction, after all, water may break up into hydrogen and oxygen, 

and these can combine with other atoms to produce other sorts of things. For 

example, the hydrogen may split off the water molecule, and combine with a 

chlorine molecule, and produce hydrochloric acid. It would be a mistake to say 

that 'the water become the acid', because it is only part of the water which did so. 

This is what Deleuze describes as a 'molecular becoming', and 

while Bergson doesn't have a fixed term for this, he describes such things, 

showing that he does not think that the virtual is merely that which changes the 

states of things or relations between things, but also potentially, the very 

boundaries of what determines the things in quesitons, and the qualities and 

relations which can arise between and among these.  



 

Bergson often frames such issues in terms of time. His first book, Time and 

Free Will, examines how the very form of an individual consciousness is a 

form of opening. He argues that the 'immediate data of consciousness' are 

not as simple as many psychologists of his day would want us to think. He 

shows that there are no 'atoms' of subjective experience. States of 

awareness do not change in quantity without changing in kind. To say that I 

am 'more afraid' now is not to merely say that I have a great quantity of fear. 

Rather, it is to say that my entire being is permeated by fear in a deeper and 

more fearful sort of way. There is a change of intensity, but also depth, 

permeation, and in fact, the very feeling tone of my being is not qualitatively the 

same. When one is slightly afraid, one's skin may not have goosebumps, but as 

fear increases in intensity, it permeates to one's skin, giving rise to goosebumps, 

and in this way, what would seem like a mere increase in quantity is actually able 

to give rise to a qualitative shift, that of 'not goosebumped' to 'goosebumped'.  

 

In this sense, to imagine that fear is something that can be merely quantified 

in terms of degree, without including the qualitative differences which such 

shifts in degree can produce, or as able to being sectioned off as only 

occupying this or that 'part' of awareness, is to think of consciousness as 

one would an object in space. Here we see the 

crucial Bergsonian distinction between what he calls a 'difference in 

degree' of a 'quantitative multiplicity'  and a 'difference in kind' of a 



'qualitative multiplicity.' To think merely in terms of quantity is to think in the 

mode of intellection, to see the world as composed of discrete chunks. To think 

spatially is to think in such terms as well, as space is easily able to be measured 

by number lines and graphings of various sorts. But time is far trickier, and 

subjective conscious states are fundamentally temporal. But what, for Bergson, is 

time?  

 

What should hopefully seem decently clear so far is that Bergson will work to 

show that an intellectualist approach to time is a mistake. For Bergson, to 

imagine that time is a flow of moments, like the units of a number line, or 

like 'beads on a necklace' (his famous example), is to miss what makes 

time different from space. A number line is a measurement of distances in 

space, and if we think of time in such a way, we reduce time to space. The 

same with time as measured by digital clocks, a development 

which Bergson did not live to see but which are perfect to illustrate his 

point. Bergson does speak, however, about pendulum clocks. A pendulum 

moves back and forth, and in such oscillations, there is regularity which 

can be used to measure time. But a pendulum moves in space, and to 

measure time in such a way is to reduce it once again to space. Any form of 

measuring time, it turns out, it to reduce time to a quantitative multiplicity, 

to think of it in terms of space. But what then is time?  

 

Bergson famously describes time as duration, that which endures, but 



what does this mean? Human memory is most likely the clearest example 

of this. My past is not a string of events which are discretely chunked and 

mappable to a number line. Rather, my memory is a capacity. When I am 

driving a car, for example, I don't have to think a bout what I am doing. My habits 

take over. My past experiences of learning how to drive are virtual potentials 

within me, and I can actualize these virtualities at any point by driving. When I am 

driving, I may not even be thinking much about what I am doing. My driving 

habits are the extension of my past experiences into my present, and in this 

sense, my experience of learning how to drive and my habit of driving is not 

something of the past. These experiences extend from the past into the present 

when I drive. In fact, my learning to drive in the past, and all the times I revived 

this by practicing driving, are always part of me. I may not think about them, but 

these potentials lay dormant within me. But at any moment I can expand the 

potentials which are condensed somewhere within in, 'in the back of my mind' so 

to speak, and expand these potentials, actualize these virtualities, and drive.  

 

For Bergson, the past does not end. It continues, it endures. My ability to drive is 

a part of how I meet the world, and while I may keep this capacity in the 

background, it remains a part of me, always at least partially active and waiting to 

spring into the foreground once again. Likewise, when I read Bergson in the past, 

his ideas become part of me. I am not always thinking about Bergson, and so 

when I am doing other things, like driving, my memory of Bergson remains in the 

background, condensed to such a degree that I may not even 'remember' that I 



have the capacity to speak about Bergson, or even remember that I can 

remember who he is. But I have not forgotten him. If my friend Jason is in the 

passenger seat while I am driving, and he asks me to explain something 

about Bergson, his mentioning of Bergson's name activates the condensed 

potential within me to speak about Bergson. All of a sudden, this potential 

'dilates,' to use a Bergsonian term, and now Bergson is a massive part of my 

awareness, and driving recedes in part into the background, largely being 

handled by habit, unless something unexpected happens and I need to suddenly 

swerve to avoid an obstacle. But so long as this doesn't happen, I can focus on 

describing some aspects of Bergson's idea to my friend.  

 

Now a few moments ago, I wasn't thinking about Bergson at all. But some part of 

me must have still been actively extending my awareness of Bergson into the 

present. Otherwise, my awareness of the present would not have been able to 

retrieve this. If my memory of Bergson would have truly ceased to be present, my 

present could not reach it. The past remains curled up in the present, condensed, 

a latent, virtual potential of the actuality of the present. My conscious awareness 

is what I feel most focally, here and now. But my present moment swims in the 

unfolding opening of my memory, a virtuality which is always present, if 

implicitely, in regard to my present.  

 

My present moment, in fact, is merely the 'cutting edge' of the unfolding of 

the virtual of my past. As this past meets the outside world, some aspects of 



the past come to the foreground over others based on what the world around me 

shows me, and my need to keep living and thriving and doing. If I see something 

beyond me, I may recognize it before I am even aware this is happening. My past 

rises up to meet the present which calls to it, and even the future. After all, I may 

imagine what I am planning to do this evening, and when I do this, my imagined 

future state is produced by the way in which my past projects itself into potential 

futures, or to put this otherwise, the future rummages around in my past for 

images to frame its potentials, images which I can then use to imagine presents 

to come, and by means of this, choose one which I want to try to actualize.  

 

The more memories I can link up with the more types of aspects of my 

present, the more ways I can reimagine the way I could relate to the present 

in ways which could unleash new sorts of futures from my present. And 

this is why, for Bergson, time is freedom. The more memories can be linked 

the most differently to the present, the more the present can be different from the 

past in ways which liberate the potentials of the future from merely repeating the 

past. Physical matter seems to largely repeat its past in relatively predictable 

ways. But organisms tend to surprise us more, they are freer, but why? Because 

their genetic systems, only described after Bergson wrote, however, are memory 

systems, and by rearranging the traces of the past recorded in the genetic code, 

mutation occurs, and by means of this, the potential for evolution. The same with 

organisms with brains, and cultures with various forms of external memory 

storage, such as languages and image-cultures. Memory is the potential to 



liberate not only the past, but the present via the future as well.  

 

This is why Bergson's second book was called Matter and 

Memory. Bergson shows how matter is less free than memory, and even if they 

are aspects of the same thing. Memory arises from a reworking of matter, and 

while today we know how this occurs in regard to genetic and neural systems, so 

many of Bergson's intuitions on these have proven confirmed by science. It may 

seem strange to say the cosmos is memory, or time, of course. But It is more that 

matter is simply the least free, and hence temporal, aspect of the cosmos.  

 

It is worth saying, however, that Bergson's conception of time and freedom are 

not merely in regard to humans. Human memory extends the past into the 

future by means of the cutting edge of the present. The actuality of the 

concrete here and now is split open to reveal the opening future through 

the past which endures through the present to the future as the past 

unfolds into opening. The past-future is the virtual, the actual is the 

concrete here and now. The past can be condensed to a near point, such as 

when I am super focused on doing something, and my past unfolds 

through me in a habitual way, as if I were matter, and yet, my habits are far 

more complex than that of matter. Or, I can dilate my experience of my 

present, and I can reflect on what is occuring. I do not react in a habitual 

way, but rather, the 'circuit' between my actual experiences here and now 

and my virtual pasts dilate, and I am able to dig around within my past for 



the 'right' memory to help me rethink my current circumstances, produce 

chains or networks of these, or even produce loose connections of 

association in reverie or dreaming.  

 

The actual of the here and now keeps me tied to my body and its 

exigencies, my need to choose how to respond to various concrete 

actualities in the world, and this is what helps me select which virtuals to 

actualize in relation to these. In many senses, my self is this very process 

of selection whereby my past rises to meet my present to give rise to my 

future, which is to say, the manner in which the future reaches into my past 

to keep it unfolding in relation to a present which demands response from 

it. What liberates the future to opening is the potential for memories to link 

up differently with the actual than they had in the past. To do this, one needs 

to have many pasts, and a memory system able to reconfigure how they can be 

shattered and reworked in relation to various aspects of the present to reinterpret 

it and reframe potentials for action in regard to it.  

 

Humans do this incredibly well, and animals to some degree, while physical 

systems do this less powerfully. That said, one can still see endurance in 

physical systems. If one blows rings of smoke in the air, one can see a 

smoke ring endure from a tiny, concentrated, clearly defined ring, to a ring which 

is further away, larger, expanded, and with fuzzier boundaries which slowly fade 

away. If one had a camera with an open shutter, one could see clearly how the 



past unfolds into the future, how the past endures in ways which influence the 

way in which the future arises as it does. This is memory, not as something like a 

photograph stored in an album, but as a past which continues to manifest in the 

present. Some of this continued manifestation may be actually visible and easy 

to see, but others may be less immediately visible.  

 

Living and neural organisms can retain the influence of their pasts and continue 

them into their present in ways which keep these continuing influencings and the 

potentials these give rise to largely out of sight. I might not know that Jason 

knows how to play pool, for example, because I was not present when he 

learned to do this. But if we approach a pool table, Jason may pick up a stick and 

all sorts of abilities may emerge that I had no idea lurked there. This is only 

possible because these abilities have not become purely past. If so, they would 

have been no longer present, and yet, the past endures, and so, Jason's memory 

of learning pool comes alive again in the form of him playing pool.  

 

In this way, Bergson produces an account of time in which qualities and 

capacities endure, including those of the ability to recall various scenes 

and situations, without memories becoming thingified. Memory is a 

capacity to extend experiences and their reworked aspects into the 

actualizing of potentials in the present. While space is quantifiable, time is 

about the dynamic and continuous ability to unfold potentials as actions. 

While spatial units are discontinuous and homogeneous, each unit on a 



number line being fully distinct from the next yet the same size and type, 

time is a continuous unfolding of qualities whose intermixture is never 

decomposable into mere quantity.  

 

Now one might say, but wait, I can imagine my current state of mind as being 

composed of certain quantities of fear, of hope, of colors, of shapes, etc. But this 

is to thing-ify experience once again as that which occurs in merely this moment. 

For Bergson, to experience the present is not to experience a moment, or even 

'an' experience in any thingifiable sense. One's 'current' experience is the 

particular way in which one's virtual potentials are dilated and intermixed as 

actuality at a given situational juncture, and yet, all one's other potentials remain 

there, virtually present, in a summed over or condensed fashion. They are not 

gone, merely condensed. And while one may think of one's current awareness as 

actual and there rest virtual, this actual is simply the side of the virtual which is 

the most dilatedly concrete in its intersection with the durational unfolding of the 

rest of the world. The world actualizes some of my virtualities, and vice-versa.  

 

But to imagine my current awareness as a definable state cut off from the 

unfolding of the past is ridiculous. My awareness is constantly shifting, 

and this is because my here and now maintains a continual and dynamic 

interactive relation with my past. The past is not a thing, nor is the present, 

nor is it possible to firmly divide these from each other or the future. If one 

even tries, all sorts of paradoxes emerge. Would the past separate off from 



the present after one second, or fifteen, or a minute? Such distinctions 

would be arbitrary, for the present of awareness is neither a thing nor 

quantifiable by a number line or anything like this. My present awareness is 

a living capacity to dilate and unfolding an enduring past which has not 

finished enduring.  

 

One classic example from Bergson can help show this. Sing a melody in your 

head. Now sing just one note, from the middle of this melody, yet separated out 

from the others, on its own. That single note may feel self-contained and discrete 

when sung on its own, and if one uses musical notion to guide how one sings or 

play this melody, this is likely to foster such a feeling. But not sing that melody 

once again. When one hits the note in question as part of the flow of the melody, 

however, that note does not feel the same as it did when sung along. The note in 

context is part of a flow, and the feeling of the pressure of the melody pushing it 

forward from behind, and the pull of the expectation of the context of the melody 

calling that note towards what is to come from the future, is part of the very 

qualitative tone and feeling of that note in such a context. The note "is" the same 

note as that played in isolation, if one uses intellectionist lenses, but not if one 

takes a more holistic view.  

 

One could argue that the difference here is that of human memory and 

expectation, but one can see similar occurences in the physical world. In a 

whirlpool, for example, the trajectory of a particular current of water halfway down 



the whirlpool is not the same as it would be if it were not pulled by those in front 

of it, and pushed by those behind it, and swirled by its neighbors in a spiral which 

flows down the drain. In fact, such a current would not likely be a current, but 

merely, a set of disjointed water molecules and various micro-currents within a 

pool. Bergson's descriptions of various experiments with water illustrate similar 

points, though I believe, less clearly.  

 

In all such senses, past and preset, memory and experiential awareness, 

virtual past/future and actual here and now, these are poles of time 

understood as duration. The cosmos endures, and our duration is an 

aspect of this, an imaging of the durational unfolding of the cosmos. Our 

bodies are imagings, just as are our actions. For Bergson, in fact, 

everything in the cosmos is an imaging of the opening of the radical Open 

of the cosmos. This sense of the term imaging here is similar to that in 

mathematics. An imaging is a section of something more expansive in 

some form or another. For example, a tree is a four dimenstional unfolding, 

but I can take a photograph of it. I capture the tree at particular moment, 

from a particular time. I grasp this continuous durational unfolding and 

section it into this particular discrete chunking here and now. This is an 

imaging, one which is a section of a more complexly unfolding whole.  

 

Whenever we see something, hear something, impact or are impacted by 

something, we image them. Whenever two atoms collide, they image each 



other, for they only are impacted by certain aspects of these things, which 

are themselves limited aspects of the contexts and processes of the 

cosmos which gave rise to them. The very things in our cosmos are 

imagings of the cosmos by its varied aspects and the perspectives of 

imagings which arise as so many contexts and processes of spatio-temoral 

networking unfolding in which this all occurs. While Bergson might not 

have used all such terms, this is basically what he is working to describe.  

 

In this sense, Bergson describes a person's body, brain, memories, 

actions, experiences, world of experience, and basically the entire cosmos 

as an imaging of images unfolding in a sort of universal cinema of the 

cosmos. Matter is the most congealed and concrete actuality which arises 

from this, with life and human-style awareness arising from how discrete 

matter is able to open itself by means of increasingly complex memory 

systems in ways which are able to regain some of the opening freedom of the 

cosmos as a whole, but at particular aspects within this. In such ways, matter 

comes to free the cosmos from its own inability to be free in its aspects but only 

as a whole, and in this way, to open more radically through matter to memory to 

freedom.  

 

Human subjects and their awareness are not, in this sense, merely isolated 

bubbles. We are actualities, imagings of the cosmos, and like any other 

actualities, we may imagine ourselves, in the mode of intellection, as 



discretely contained. But by tracing the limitations of such a perspective, 

by using intuition as method, we can come to see how we exhibit 

tendencies within us which show us how our actual manifestations here 

and now are only aspects of contexts and processes which manifest as 

virtual potentials within us waiting to be revealed.  

 

By means of intuition, we can come to see ourselves and our world, not in the 

mode of mere intellection, but rather, more openly. This is, I believe, Bergson's 

hope. Bergson is a process thinker and a relational one, and his method is one 

which seeks to show that when we chunk the world into discrete atomistic chunks 

and produce systems of merely these, we miss all that makes the world more 

than merely this. We miss the opening which has the potential to liberate the 

world from the forms of enclosure which reduce it in all sorts of ways, with, as I 

would argue, all sorts of disastrous consequences.  

 

Radical Post-Cartesianism, Or The Post-Human Potentials of Artificial 

Neural Networks in Our Hyperconnected Age 

 

 

We live in an age of networks. The Internet and its virtual double the Web have 

now captured popular imagination as the image of what it means to be a cutting 

edge machine. And the structure of the Internet and Web are hardly like the 

insides of traditional computers, with their rigid lines of silicon hierarchically and 



centrally arranged. No, the networking of our computers and their virtual realities, 

however, they are mapped, are radically decentralized, and seem to morph and 

grow like organisms, or even swarms of them. In fact, the Web resembles few 

things more, according to various forms of visualizations, than a living brain 

which is itself composed of various mini-brains.[10] Even though contemporary 

hardware chips remains stubbornly serial and binary for the time being (even as 

many research alternatives), the webs that connect them are radically pluriform. 

And now that the Web is becoming bolstered by ANNs, with their virtually parallel 

structure, the Web seems to be neuralizing in several ways at once.  

 

From such a perspective, it perhaps should not surprise us that the image of the 

brain as a hardware computer has begun losing its hold on dominant images of 

thinking. Scientists are increasingly describing the ways in which the brain is 

unlike traditional binary computers.[11] And researchers are describing ever more 

of the world in network terms, from markets to ecosystems to organisms and 

languages.[12] If the brain and the Web seem the most profound networks we 

have yet encountered, perhaps we are even seeing something like a 

neuralization of our images of the world. As wider swaths of the world learn about 

the structure of ANNs, most likely in the wake of the shock of finding computers 

behaving in ever more organic ways, it is likely that images of thought based on 

traditional computing will likely fade even more dramatically, with new images of 

computation giving rise to new images of thinking and thought.   

 



In a strange and in some senses uncanny return home, then, the new image of 

computation and thinking seems, oddly enough, to now be neural. For what 

ANNs have powerfully demonstrated that the primary limitation of binary, serial, 

“traditional” computers is not speed, but structure, a structure which is shared by 

both artificial neural networks and the living networks, or brains, upon which they 

are based. Whether simulated or concrete, neural nets are simply better at doing 

certain things than traditional computers, and vice-versa. As the Web and neural 

nets revolutionize ever more of each other and the world in turn, we are likely to 

see a more neuralized image of the world become more common place, both in 

the study of computation and the wider culture which often draws its techno-

imaginaries thereform.   

 

Within the study of computation itself, many computer researchers have come to 

realize the need today to speak of multiple paradigms, two radically different 

types of computation available today, one “hard” and the other “soft.” Soft 

computing is a field which is often seen as including not only Aritificial Neural 

Networks, or ANNs, but other technologies which are generally inspired by or 

similar in structure to organic systems, including fuzzy control systems, 

genetic/evolutionary algorithms, embodied/morphological computation 

technologies, and a variety of less influential but related modalities (ie: support 

vector machines, Bayesian systems, etc.).[13] Where hard computers are fast 

and precise, soft-computers are fuzzy and animalian; where hard computers are 

rigid and brittle, adapting and even learning from mistakes is what soft computers 
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are best at doing. Hard computers are good at everything that animals are bad 

at, like series of long-division to several decimal places, while soft-computers 

excel at things hard computers are terrible at, like guessing based on limited 

information, or coming up with novel solutions based on similarities with past 

situations.  

 

All of which has changed the ways in which traditional computers are starting to 

be understood, and certainly in cognitive science and related disciplines. The 

brain is rarely now described as a machine manqué with a slow processor; 

rather, traditional hard computers are now often described as limited, brittle, rigid, 

and ultimately simple machines, if quite fast and precise ones, excellent 

calculators, perhaps, but hardly an ideal upon which we should model our 

thinking. While traditional computers were once described by generations of 

computer scientists as “Turing complete” [14] and hence, in theory, universal 

machines, the sort of closure described by Turing seems hardly complete today, 

since it presumes that the translation of the dynamically morphing and polyvalent 

situations of the real world into strings of binary code is lossless, assuming that 

which it seeks to prove, with the adequation of tradition computing to the world 

beyond standing or falling on the legitimacy of this assumption. The difference 

between an animal balancing often multiple contrasting goals in a dynamic , 

shifting, fuzzy, complex and concretely embodied situation and an ideal, 

disembodied computer calculating strings of binary calculations, however, seems 

ever more obvious today.  
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Perhaps it took the rise of the Internet for us to see how different living brains are 

from our silicon chips. While so many seemed willing to accept a vision of a 

digitized world as ideal rather than reduction during the first computer 

revolutions, however, this now all appears a radical limitation, and in hindsight, 

even quaint. For those with neuralized, networked eyes to see this, however, the 

rise of ANNs provide a series of radical opportunities to articulate new images of 

thought and thinking for a networked age, with profound potential implications.  

 

Artificial Neural Networking, Or the Radical Potentials of Learning 

Machines 

 

 

 

Artificial neural networks, or ANNs -  the technology behind Apple’s Siri, 

Facebook’s Deep Face facial recognition algorithm, and Google’s Deep Dream 

(“Inceptionism”) - are likely to become what Bower and Christensen (1995) 

famously called a “disruptive innovation”: a technology which, like the Internet or 

the printing press, redefines a wide variety of paradigms in its wake (Bower and 

Christensen 1995). Unlike traditional forms of machine learning,  ANNs use 

parallel and distributed forms of processing which resemble that at work in the 

brains of living organisms, and as a result, such networks give rise to results 

which are often uncannily organic and even “human-like” (Markoff 2012, Clark 



2001). While ANNs have already begun to impact a wide variety of cultural 

domains, now that the rudiments of the field are in place, there seems every 

reason to think that the development of this field, and the changes it could 

unleash upon the cultural domain, have only just begun.  

 

While these revolutionary new technologies have already begun to impact 

everyday life, seeping into the applications so many use on a regular basis on 

their smart-phones, laptops, and tablet computers, the fact that this approach to 

computing is radically different from prior forms seems to have gone largely 

unnoticed by the Western dominated techno-cultures which have increasingly 

colonized the globe. Nevertheless, ANNs epitomize a shift already begun in a 

variety of aspects of contemporary culture, a shift in popular conceptions of what 

it means to think from one dominated by notions of the brain conceived, on the 

model of computers of generations past, as a very fast set of binary switches, to 

a far more networked conception thereof which is already dominant in many 

fields of science and technology (Vlasits 2017), and with some radical potentials.   

 

That said, such AI not only has radical potential implications for how we live our 

everyday lives in relation to changing technology, however, but could even give 

rise to shifts in how we understand our very selves. For as machines seem 

increasingly able to behave in animalian and even “human-like” ways, they may 

very well lead us to question what we take to be at stake with traditional notions 

of what it means to “think,” and with this, the ways in which notions of what it 



might means to be a “self” understood as “living” or “human” form of “subjectivity” 

have often be framed in relation to this.  

 

While mainstream cultures seem only somewhat effected by this development, 

nevertheless, some researchers now view the study of neural networks as simply 

one field with two branches, namely, the study of living neural networks, and the 

study of simulated virtual ones (Cotterill 1998). For while brains and ANNs have 

many differences, the basic ideas at work within these are more similar than 

different, as artificial neural networks are essentially attempts to produce abstract 

mini-brains. While so far these are mostly aimed at specific purposes, the brains 

of living organisms also evolved from ganglia, small nodules of interconnected 

nerves which only later began to coordinate to give rise to the more general 

purpose brains of animals (Martin and Hine 2008), a fact attested to in the 

modularity of the more basic aspects of the brain, even if the cortex largely wires, 

like neural networks, based on the data which is provided to its inputs.   

 

 

In this sense, if traditional computers are extremely fast calculators, ANNs are 

virtual mini brain-lets. They are not full brains, of course, in that they are usually 

designed to perform specific tasks, such as facial recognition or language 

processing. And they are often functionally linked to more traditional computing 

systems, either to take care of the more tedious early training stages, or to 

accomplish hybrid tasks which make use of the potential synergies between 



traditional and more neural forms of computation, leaving more tedious 

computations, for example, to more traditional forms of computing.  

 

 

ANNs also differ from living brains, of course, in that, as very few of them are 

attached to complex webs of feedback with bodies, robotic or otherwise, they 

generally are disembodied in a quite radical sense (Clark 2001: 103-139). For 

unlike neural networks in living organisms, or even early experiments in this field 

with creating artificial neurons by means of electrical circuits and wires, today's 

ANNs are virtual simulations of neurons and their networks. As with many virtual 

realities, however, from human fantasies to anticipations, the virtual realities at 

work within ANNs are able to produce novel forms of feedback between inputs 

and outputs which, like those at work within living brains, and in ways evidence 

by the increasing successes produced by this field, can give rise to highly 

concrete physical results. While some ANNs have begun to be more integrated 

into bodies in the form of “mobots” (such as the terrifying general dynamics 

mobot “Big Dog”), these are the exception rather than the rule today (Bongard 

and Pfiefer 2006).  

 

Despite these differences from living brains, the capabilities of ANNs, even at this 

early stage in their development have often exceeded even the most optimistic 

predictions. While it was once thought that facial identification was decades of 

research away, Google was able to jumpstart the field nearly overnight simply by 



providing a huge increase in server power to the task (Le et.al. 2012). Facebook 

soon thereafter developed facial recognition ANNs which now rival human-levels 

of accuracy, and which, once trained, now run quickly and seamlessly on basic 

desktop computers (Taigman et.al. 2014). Apple's “Siri” personal assistant uses 

ANNs to help process human “natural” language, and and Google has recently 

announced that it has taught an ANN not only how to play video games, but how 

to learn to increase its score over time (Macmillan 2014).  

 

ANNs can now study the works of an artist, abstract away their brush stroke and 

overall style, and apply this to any photo you feed them (Culpin 2016). ANNs 

even seem to be able to “project” what they “want” to see into what they are 

shown in the world in a sort of network “imagining” or “dreaming” (Mordvintsev 

et.al. 2015). Such networks are now even able to compose works of new prose 

fiction in the “style” of a given author based on only a few sentences of sample 

text (Jones 2019). That said, the U.S. military apparatus is now using ANNs to 

process satellite data to devise targets for remote drone strikes, and so, ANNs 

have also already been used to kill, including most likely completely innocent 

civilians (Pasquinelli 2016). The potentials for violence by means of surveillance, 

data mining, and military mobotics are profound, which is to say, we ignore ANNs 

at our peril. 

 

In order to understand what is at stake with ANNs, it will be helpful to get a closer 

look at how they do what they do. ANNs are quite different from the forms of 



computation which brought about the first computer revolutions of the twentieth 

century. In particular, ANNs are not programmed with code. Rather, they learn 

from the feedback, whether from humans, more traditional computers, or 

conditions within their environments. While they are “wired” in a series of 

architectures which predispose them to particular forms of adaptive learning, the 

strength of the connections between aspects of their networks begin with random 

settings. They are then presented with a set of “training data,” and when even the 

slightest of their settings lead to an output which their trainer, human or 

otherwise, deems a success, a message is sent backwards through the network 

to strengthen the connection which gave rise to it (Bechtel and Abrahamson 

2002). Such “back-propagation” leads to “long-term potentiation,” and such 

“reinforcement learning” is how the network rewires itself in regard to responses 

from its environments (Spitzer 2001: 59, 122-134). In many senses, such 

networks “program” themselves, if in relation to their environments, but the only 

code at work is that on which the virtual simulation of these neural processes run.  

 

From there, ANNs, like children, learn from their environments, and their method 

of doing so, namely, back-propagation, is precisely that at work in living animalian 

brains (LeDoux 2003). In this they differ substantially from more traditional forms 

of AI, often now disparagingly referred to by ANN researchers as GOFAI (“Good 

Old Fashioned Artificial Intelligence”). Such older models are most often forms of 

“expert systems,” traditional forms of computer programs produced by coders 

who fill them with executable trees of “if... then” rules which determine how the 



program is to behave in particular circumstances (Haugeland 1985). Expert 

systems of this sort are notoriously rigid and brittle, able to be frustrated 

whenever they encounter circumstances which differ even in small ways from 

those it has been programmed to expect (Clark 2001). But as ANNs are trained 

rather than coded, adaptation is essentially what they do. And since they are 

trained by reinforcing not only complete “successful” responses but partial ones 

as well, even down to successes in responding to micro-features, ANNs excel at 

completing patterns based on incomplete data, and “guessing” about which 

pattern to apply to circumstances which at least partially resemble those on 

which they were trained (Clark 2001).  

 

In this, they are able to extrapolate to new conditions based on analogy. What is 

more, ANN's do not crash if overloaded, rather, their memory gets “fuzzy” until 

they “forget,” and they can repair damaged connections in a manner similar to 

stroke patients by training around the damage (Spitzer 2000). ANN's are 

excellent at guessing by filling-in incomplete patterns, and are able to extrapolate 

from known patterns to analogous situations in remarkably flexible ways (Spitzer 

2000). ANNs can extract patterns and concepts from data simply by looking for 

regularities, are able to associate in a human-like manner (I.e..: “Hillary … and 

Bill,” “Peanut Butter … and Jelly”), can synthesize processes over time and map 

fuzzy collections of data with ease, and even seem to possess abilities 

analogous to human forms of dreaming, fantasizing, projecting, and imagining 

(Bechtel and Abrahamson 2002, Mordvintsev et.al. 2015).  



 

Beyond this, ANNs even share some of the drawbacks of living neural networks, 

namely, those in animal and human brains, in that they perform poorly on long 

strings of computations, even as they do well with the sorts of naturalistic and 

fuzzy situations which are simple for children but tend to frustrate even the most 

highly developed forms of traditional computers. For ANNs are relatively slow 

compared to serial computers, for they are full of lateral connections which slow 

down individual steps, but like living brains, they make up for having to deal with 

all these extra pathways with a massive increase in flexibility (Clark 2001).  

 

ANNs are able to do what they do largely by modulating the types of feedback at 

work within them and between them and their environments. By means of this, 

researchers have found, in a process of trial-and-error which is uncannily not 

radically dissimilar to that whereby evolution seems to have given rise to living 

brains, that they have been able to simulate various sorts of cognitive functions. 

For example, by means of nearly fully connected networks of virtual neurons 

which are able to amplify or inhibit each other's firing patterns, a network will tend 

to memorize what it is shown. Such networks do not crash when overloaded, but 

rather seem to get fuzzy and confused in a more holistic way, differing from more 

traditional forms of machine learning in ways which recall forgetful humans 

(Spitzer 2001: 171-3). While tight feedback tends to produce recognition and 

recall memory, loose connections between such networks tend to give rise to 

associations between these not unlike those seen in free-association tests 



(Spitzer 2001: 224-6). Feedback which progressively increases with each new 

stage of networks tends to produce something like an ability to layer past and 

future states over time, such as needed to plan multistage actions or understand 

the meaning of a sentence with its multiple words (Spitzer 2001: 176-187). 

 

What is more, when there are bottlenecks or pinches in the back-propagating 

feedback, such that a large number of inputs is fed into a small number of 

neurons, then expanded back out, the result is conceptual abstraction. That is, 

present such a network with a group of animals, and by means of such pinches, 

it will abstract general categories at work within the data set and use these to 

help produce the desired outputs. That is, once such a network is trained, when 

“concept” neurons are stimulated, they will in turn stimulate the input and output 

neurons whose generalizations they describe, not in words, but in the form of 

their connections. In this way, such networks perform the induction of 

generalizations from data sets. These pinches or bottlenecks are the “hidden” or 

“deep” layers which give “deep learning” its name, the discovery of which 

potentiated the birth of this entire field (Bechtel and Abrahamson 2002).  

 

When several of these logics are combined, the result are “self-assorting feature 

maps” which not only learn to recognize patterns, but sort them into maps 

according multi-axis forms of similarities and differences between the outputs, 

with more frequent inputs having larger swaths of space on the maps (Spitzer 

2001: 89-121). When these maps are layered with a matching algorithm, similar 



to that at work in human cortical columns (Spitzer 2001: 91-5, Cotterill 1998: 98-

210), the layers of networks abstract patterns from each other's maps at micro- 

and macro-levels of scale. Facebooks's facial recognition algorithm, for example, 

uses such a structure (Taigman et.al. 2014). “Lower-level” maps closer to inputs 

recognize micro-features, such as edges, mid-level maps recognize shapes and 

assemblages of shapes, while the more abstract meta-maps near the “top” of the 

network compare assemblages of shapes to groupings of these in particular 

faces, and eventually, links these to names. All this happens in maps and meta-

maps, with feedback between the layers at multiple levels of scale, but with 

results which now seem to exceed that of humans in accuracy (Taigman et.al. 

2014).  

 

 

Neural Networking as a New “Image of Thought” 

 

While ANNs are remarkable in many ways, there is clearly more at stake here 

than new appliances. For there are many reasons to think that technologies form 

us as much as the reverse. Terrence Deacon (1998), for example, indicates how 

language not only sculpts each brain upon being learned, but according to 

archaeological evidence, seems to have influenced the evolution of human 

brains and even non-neural anatomy (Deacon 1998). Donna Harraway (1991) 

has likewise argued that humans have always already been cyborgs, in that our 

tools helped shape our differentiation from other species (Harraway 1991). 



Bernard Stiegler (1998), has argued that our tools mirror aspects of our bodies 

they were designed to extend, and as with human care-takers, our webs of tools, 

including screens and other interactive forms of media, can be understood as 

parts of the ways in which the networks of the world “call” us to take up places as 

we do within them (Stiegler 1998). For Stielger, human selves are the result of 

the networking of such multiplex mirrorings. That is, Stiegler sees the manner in 

which humans project aspects of ourselves into our physical surroundings, and 

then these feed back upon us, as serving as means whereby young children see 

a world partially in waiting for them, as if calling them to form themselves at least 

partially in the molds provided by the past, whether these take the form of words, 

images, material artifacts, buildings, or social structures of various sorts.  

 

Stiegler builds upon prior such notions, one of the more influential of which, 

particularly in regard to thinking, is that of an “image of thought” as proposed by 

Gilles Deleuze (Deleuze 1994). Deleuze (1968) argues that “images of thought” 

tend to frame for cultures what they imagine thinking to be, and in ways which 

tend to not only describe thinking as it currently is, but also shape what we 

understand as our horizons for what thinking is and could become, and with this 

the shapes of the thinkable. In this, images of thought tend to become self-

fulfilling prophecies of a sort, as they are imaginations of what we take to be at 

stake with thinking in a general sense (Deleuze and Guattari 1996).  

 

Images of thought tend to derive from notions of what is understood as giving 



rise to thinking, often the brain, but as the brain has until quite recently been 

seen as so unimaginably complex to be largely a mystery, there is a long history 

of using images abstracted from technologies to imagine what the brain does, 

giving rise to images of thought thereby, often with powerful ramifications on what 

we take thinking to mean. And as the very notion of the “human” has so often 

been defined as a “rational animal” in regard to a sense of what it means to think 

(Osbourne 2007), images of thought derived from technologies have a tendency 

to become strange mirrors for human cultures which have had a tendency to 

frame their essential differences from others by means of these.  

 

For from seventeenth century clockwork fantasies of the brain to Sigmund 

Freud's electrical and hydraulic metaphors, from the electrical relays of Claude 

Shannon to the digital dreams of GOFAI, there is a long history of cognitive 

imagniaries modeling themselves on the most advanced machines of the times 

(Lister 2009). Despite the clearly more adaptable and fluid forms of animalian 

ways of relating to the world, the speed, power, and precision of machines and 

then computers has captivated imaginations and provided ideals for emulation for 

many.  And so, during the heyday of binary, serial, traditional computers, it was 

the digital computer, composed of binary switches and a central processing unit, 

which provided the hope for a “universal machine” which, at least in theory, would 

be capable of thinking anything computable (Turing 1950). By means of such a 

dream, images of thinking were often reduced to images of computation (Vlatsis 

2017).  



 

Today, however, all this seems to be changing. We now live in an age of 

networks (Castells 1996). The Internet and its virtual double the Web have now 

captured popular imagination as the image of what it means to be a cutting edge 

machine, and the structure of the Internet and Web are hardly like the insides of 

traditional computers, with their rigid lines of silicon hierarchically and centrally 

arranged. The networking of our computers and their virtual realities, however 

they are mapped, are on the contrary, radically decentralized and dynamic, often 

morph and growing like organisms, or even swarms of them, even as a map of 

the Internet resembles little more than a giant brain (Ball 2004).  

 

From such a perspective, it perhaps should not surprise us that the image of the 

brain as a hardware computer has begun losing its hold on dominant images of 

thinking. Scientists are increasingly describing the ways in which the brain is 

unlike traditional binary computers (Cotterill 1998), while researchers are defining 

ever more of the world, from markets to ecosystems to organisms and 

languages, in terms of networks (Lázsló-Barbási 2002). As wider swaths of the 

world learn about the structure of ANNs, most likely in the wake of the shock of 

finding computers behaving in ever more organic ways, it is likely that images of 

thought based on traditional computing will likely fade even more dramatically, 

with new images of computation giving rise to new images of thinking and 

thought.  

 



Performatively Deconstructing the Legacies of Cartesianism 

 

While thinking was often imagined on the model of simpler and far more limited 

machines, if some with capabilities in the realms of speed and accuracy which 

exceeded that of human brains, “mind” was nevertheless also imagined as 

something meta-physical, something so special and beyond explanation as to be 

an exception to the rules of physical matter, and in fact, beyond matter itself. 

Even during times of the most mechanistic worldviews, the mind was often 

described as something like an otherwordly nucleus, a barely secularized 

inheritor of religious notions of a soul or spirit, somehow seated in the physical 

world like a nut within a shell (Markie 1990). But  today we find ourselves in the 

strange situation, a moment of “coming full-circle,” to so speak. That is, the brain 

is starting to be taken, if mediately by means of artificial neural networks and an 

increasingly brain-like Web, as a model for itself.  

 

And with this, perhaps we have a chance to liberate thinking from some of the 

fetters within which it has been kept of old. For in their radical new abilities, ANNs 

provide a radical challenge to many of the dualist assumptions which have been 

foundational to many Euro-American scientific and philosophical ways of thinking 

since the highly influential work of René Descartes. For ANNs show that it is 

possible for non-living matters to be woven together in ways which give rise to 

behaviors which would, up until quite recently, been deemed all but impossible, 

and the preserve only of human-style thinking. And if human-style thinking can be 



produced by weaving together aspects of the world created by humans, aspects 

which seem to have no evidence of anything such as “mind” before this, then 

perhaps the very notion of “mind,” at least in its otherwordly, Cartesian sense, 

needs to change.  

 

For according to Descartes (1637), the world is radically split in two between 

extended matter and mind which thinks (Markie 1992). There is no middle 

ground. His dualism finds new form in the binarism of traditional computers. But if 

silicon and energy can be networked in ways which, despite the relative binary 

and serial nature of the chips involved, make it possible behave in ways which, 

from the outside, certainly seem like thinking, or at least, aspects of this, then 

perhaps there is something like a middle ground, at a minimum, between matter 

and mind. Whether not artificial neural networks are “aware” in any human or 

even animalian sense, there seems every reason to think that they are things, 

and things which seem to exhibit behaviors which, compared to those of humans 

at least, would indicate that they think, or at least, perform the rudiments of this.  

 

In this sense, rather than see thinking as bound to a particular sort of stuff, such 

as carbon-based life, or as many in the past had asserted, a God-given soul, 

thinking can instead be understood as having the form of particular types of 

complex networking. That is, perhaps thinking in a human-style sense would 

arise in any sort of material system which is able to dynamically network in such 

a manner. Just as computation, as argued by Turing (1950), can be seen as a 



sort of abstract processes which can be instantiation in many forms, electronic or 

otherwise, perhaps the same could be said in regard to neural forms of 

networking (Turing 1950).  

 

For if matter can be networked with itself to give rise to what seems to be human-

style thinking, then what need is there for a hypothesis of the radical disjunction 

between matter and mind, along with all the dreams of human cognitive or 

mental “exceptionalism” which this brings? In this sense, as they complexify, 

ANNs perhaps may give rise to something like what Jürgen Habermas famously 

referred to as a performative contradiction, but of a different sort than he 

intended (Habermas 1985). That is, the very existence of artificial neural 

networks, their ability to do what they do, could come to function, for our 

increasingly global culture as a whole, as a reason to question the need to any 

longer seen thinking and matter as necessarily disjunct and distinct. And with 

this, an entire set of barely implicit cultural baggages which have been 

epitomized and reinforced by centuries of Cartesianism, including the dualist and 

binary exclusionary thinking which goes along with this, can perhaps begin to 

lose some of their hold on our contemporary cultures. 

 

It is true, of course, that there are currently no ANNs that are even remotely of 

the same scale of a human brain. But if, as Stielger argues (1998), mirroring is 

multiple and distributed, perhaps what is needed for such a shift to occur is more 

what technologists tend to call “proof of concept,” which is to say, a new image of 



thought and thinking which, even if in its infancy, is having ever more powerful 

impacts in the world beyond images and concepts by the day. While some could 

argue, however, that the silicon processors on which such simulations run remain 

serial and binary, with the networking only manifested in virtual simulation, in 

some sense, the results are quite actual, and hence, the “proof is in the pudding,” 

so to speak. That is, even if the means are virtual, the results are anything but.  

 

All of which can perhaps also cast new light on what it means in this sense to be 

virtual. For what is organic life itself, if not the ways in which the digital code of 

the genome, a language composed of discrete tokens which are used to 

represent others, is woven together by less rigid processes beyond them, in 

chains of feedback massive and multiplex, and in ways which have given rise to 

the must supple, robust, and creative forms of living and thinking that we know? 

Digital has produced the analog and organic before, for the digital is merely a cut 

within the continuity of the analog, but one which can then be reapplied back to it. 

Languages digitize sound, and yet, the sonorities of poetry and song testify to the 

fact that new forms of beauty and subtly can arise thereby. It is only when the 

digital becomes an end in itself, when it is not rewoven and re-networked, that it 

tends to lead to rigid ends.  

 

Beyond Dualism From ANNs to Neuroscience 

 

A non-dualist approach to the question of what it means to think is also supported 



by contemporary neuroscience which, to a large degree, is starting to shed its 

Cartesian heritage and presuppositions. Antonio Damasio, in highly influential 

texts such as Descartes Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (1994), 

has argued that Cartesian dualism has in fact hindered our ability to see the 

ways in which the brain and its functions provide little evidence for anything like a 

dualist worldview which sees matter and mind as distinct (Damasio 1994). While 

Damasio is one of the most explicit exponents of such an approach, he is hardly 

alone in this approach (Cotterill 2000, Baum 2004, Llinás 2001, Edelman and 

Tononi 2000).  

 

For look as one may, scientists have yet to find anything like a single place or 

seat of consciousness, awareness, the soul, mind, or related such notions, and 

with this, no ability to determine in any firm, definite, or localizable sense where 

matter ends, and mind begins, or vice-versa. Even the thalamus, an organ which 

seems to partake of nearly all cortical higher brain functions, seems to be more 

something like the amplifier of items in need of attention than anything like a 

“seat” for consciousness (Koch 2004). And if one looks in the thalamus, there is 

nothing unusual there, simply weavings of neural fibers, which is to say, bits of 

organic matter, but matter nevertheless. Many researchers now believe that there 

is something like a “vital triangle” in which something like awareness occurs, from 

thalamus to pre-frontal cortex and the rest of the brain, and yet, it is continually 

dancing around patterns of activation which explore the brain in wide and 

distributed ways (Cotterill 1998: 388-296). Whatever core there is, it is a dynamic 



and distributed one (Edelman and Tononi 2000: 136-158).  

 

Likewise with memory. Neuroscience researchers have long known that 

memories are not located in distinct parts of the brain like items stored in small 

boxes. Rather, they are widely distributed. Many researchers believe that if one 

were to think, for example, of a notion such as a “dog,” that one would draw the 

color from color maps, textures from texture maps, create associations from 

meta-maps, and otherwise weave together a wide variety of the brain's maps and 

meta-maps of feature from macro- to micro- and in between the process (Purves 

et.al. 2004: 613-618, Edelman and Tononi: 42, 96, 176-190). One may picture 

even a single dog in one's memory, but doing so draws widely from a wide 

variety of the brain's mapping and meta-mappings, and recreates what it 

remembers each time on the fly (Damasio 1994: 100-113, Edelman and Tononi: 

93-101).  

 

These maps and meta-maps are composed of nerve cells of course, pulsing 

living wires, but each of these can hardly be said to be “where” thinking happens, 

in any simple sense at least, more than any other. In this sense, thinking can be 

understood as what happens between (Malabou 2008), a type of relational 

networking in process. The individual cells in a brain, however, cannot in any 

sense be said to “think,” for all they “know” how to do is pulse faster when they 

receive more pulses (Cotterill 1998: 61-75) . Each such cells is itself composed 

of even less “knowing” cellular organelles, such as chromosomes and 



mitochondria. None of these “think,” nor can they.  

 

As many researchers now argue, thinking is the result of shifting of the the 

dynamic patterns of sync and lack thereof between the pulses within these wires, 

the ways various patterns of sync form “ideas” in relations to the patterns of 

feedback amplification and inhibition which the patterns of strength and pathway 

provided by the wires privilege over others, and how flows of these shift, balance, 

combine, and intertwine over time (Edelman and Tononi: 85-91, Cotterill 227-38). 

As many researchers now argue, consciousness is likely the largest pattern of 

sync at any given moment, the so-called “dynamic core,” and those  patterns of 

activation which are not currently in sync provide a sort of unconscious within 

which all this swims (Edelman and Tononi 2000). The patterns of the living wires 

make this possible, but it is the patterns of dynamic sync between the pulsations 

which make thinking what it is.   

 

From such a perspective, thinking can be understood as a particularly complex 

form of networking feeling. What is feeling, after all, if not feeling beyond that 

which does the feeling? When I run my fingers over a bit of fabric, the fabric is 

felt as much within me as my feeling is within the fabric. Feeling is between, 

excessive to the fabric and the fingers seen as atomized, discrete entities. At 

lower levels of scale, the pressure sensors in my fingers, themselves composed 

of molecules, are impacted by the molecular forces of the molecules within the 

fabric, and I see that I feel the fabric. There is an interaction of the intermolecular 



pushes and pulls whose knottings are the molecules in my finger with those in 

the fabric, pushing and pulling between these molecules, and I read the patterns 

within how the fabric impacts me as my fingers impact it in turn. At lower levels of 

scale, while we are in contact, my fingers are networking with the fabric, and my 

feeling is the result of my reading of this networking, an emergence produced by 

the intermodulation of network interactions at lower levels of scale.   

 

Brains do this in highly more complex ways. Each nerve cell feels the impact of 

the impulses it receives, and this leads it to pulse faster, but it only feels this. Our 

thinking is the global feeling state produced by the interfeeling of the sync 

between all of these, and how this leads to ripplings of sync up and down our 

brains and bodies. Such a form of inter-feeling is more complex than those in 

physical forms of networking of course, even if, like life, they grow from these, 

even as life too is a form of inter-feeling. Life can be seen as a form of 

interweaving feedback which takes the knotted forces of molecules of oxygen, 

hydrogen, carbon, nitrogen, etc., one which grounds that at work in brains, which 

goes beyond the limitations within each of these by means of how they 

intertwine. Brains have always done this, of course, even if it likely took the rise 

of the Internet and the networkings in our world which helped brings this about 

for many to see this.  

 

From such a perspective, there is no need to separate out thinking and matter. 

Rather, thinking can be seen as a particularly complex form of feeling, and 



feeling something that all matter can do, and in fact, that all matter is. Electrons 

are how they feel attraction to protons and repulsion from each other, in this 

sense, even if they cannot feel themselves feeling this. Only living systems 

seems to have this sort of meta-feeling recursion at work within them, thanks to 

the complex genetic networks within them. Thinking can in this sense be seen as 

a highly complex form of meta-feeling. And in this sense, there seems little 

reason to think that 

any dynamic systems of complexity such as that in brains might not feelingly 

think in their ways, even if differently than humans, or even the limited notions 

thereof imagined by Descartes in regard to his binarized “thinking things.”  

 

ANNs and the Boundaries of the Human 

 

It is likely that as the powers of ANNs get more radical over time, the basic 

premises of the Cartesian divide between mind and matter, and mind and body 

with this, will simply slip away from under the feet of Western dominated techno-

cultures. Cartesian dualist perspectives on the world, of course, have only ever 

been partly adopted by cultures not dominated previously by such conceptions, 

such as those which had Western techno-cultures imposed on the by 

colonialism, neo-colonialism, etc. But whether whether in parts of the world which 

developed and fully adopted Cartesian dualism or those which may have 

developed an uneasy truce with it, it seems that dualism's time is coming to a 

close. For now there are more cellphones than people on the planet, and these 
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phones are becoming “smarter” by the day. As this happens, most on the globe is 

likely to see, with varying degrees of speed, a slow but steady transformation of 

how machine will work, their progressive “softening” as more of their software 

goes more neural.  

 

That is, we will all likely soon see machines that start to act more like aspects of 

people, even if these aspects are often shattered and fragmented, reworked and 

resorted, modulated and distorted, mutated, or perhaps simply, cite a recent work 

of science fiction, simply “differently sentient.”[25] That is, while we are unlikely to 

see a virtual android anytime soon, we are likely to see ever more bits and 

pieces of our world becoming computerized in soft ways. As this happens, it is 

likely that even in the popular imaginations of Western dominated technocultures 

and those parts of the world neo-colonized by this, Cartesian notions will begin to 

fade, a process which has already begun. After all, in the age of the Internet, it 

seems an ever more popular notion that perhaps everything is composed of 

networks of networks, with an isolated and atomized notion of subjectivity 

seeming less plausible.  

 

This is a trend that is only likely to accelerate as technology advances. While 

ANNs currently run in the virtual realm on traditional hardware, traditional 

hardware cannot rework its wiring structure as living brains do. But researchers 

are hard at work on new types of computational hardware which could change 

things, either by radically increasing the speed or miniaturization of computer 



hardware, or potentially giving rise to new and more flexible chips. In living 

brains, for example, there is no firm distinction between hardware and software, 

in that the physical shape and structure of neurons and their interconnections is 

not distinct from their function.  

 

New forms of computational hardware which could likewise deconstruct the firm 

hardware software binary, along with that between simulated and concrete, could 

bring these technologies to whole new levels of sophistication. Of course, 

advances in speed or miniaturization of computer hardware could also radicalize 

the extent to which ANNs are able to scale and hence impact our world. If and 

when nano-, bio-, or quantum computing, all of which are currently being 

researched, become viable technologies, it is likely that the impact of ANNs on 

the daily lives of huge masses of people will take a massive leap forward, 

thereby weakening the hold of Cartesian style notions on wide swaths of the 

contemporary world. Or perhaps it will be a sudden jump in genetics or cloning 

(and if it is already possible to clone puppies, humans are not far off) which 

performatively deconstructs notions of the human in even more extreme fashion, 

not from the side of brain and mind, but of flesh and body.[26]  

 

Either way, the dream of human exceptionalism, the notion that we are unique in 

the cosmos as the sole possessors of either a God-given soul, Reason, mind, or 

thinking, seems less plausible by the day. And as many have argued, particularly 

in the last few decades, perhaps we were never fully human, certainly not in the 
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Cartesian sense. Even beyond Donna Harraway's notion that we are always 

already cyborgs, Bernard Stiegler has argued, in dialogue with the theories of 

Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida, and André Leroi-Gourhan, our tools have been 

a scattered tissue of mirrors which we have used to refract ourselves away from 

nature in giving rise to what we are, and in such a fashion that some, including 

Derrida, even question if there is any sense to the notion of the human in the first 

place.[28]  

 

That is, perhaps what we call humans are webs whereby we, as highly 

developed chimps, have refracted ourselves by means of nets of tools in and out 

of the material world, with that which makes our inside most unique being how 

we have made use of that which is without to transform it. This is essentially the 

position of researchers such as Merlin Donald and Terrence Deacon, who argue 

that our physical brains are essentially enlarged primate brains of the sort found 

in chimps, and that what us most different from chimps is not so much our 

physical brains as how we program these by exposing infants to our complex 

forms of human culture, including our language, tool, and enculturated forms of 

behavior, at young ages. REF.  

 

But what then of the human? Is there anything to such a notion worth saving? 

The Laboria Cuboniks collective, in their “Xenofeminist Manifesto,” argue that the 

very notion of the human has been nothing but a harbinger of violence and 

oppression, one which obscures the fact that liberation should be seen as 
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liberation from nature and essentialist notions of the human, for feminism and for 

all.[29] As radically powerful new technologies, such as ANNs, go mainstream, 

they are likely to bring such ideas with them, theories which, from many possible 

sides, continue to deconstruct the legacies of Cartesianism. And if Cartesianism 

is to go, then good riddance, for its history has been one of violence. While the 

dualisms of the past may have allowed the West to conquer physical matter, their 

history is one of brutal conquest in more senses than one.  

 

The firm binary between the human and that which has been perceived as its 

others, a distinction often anchored by the notion that only humans fully possess 

reason or a soul, has been used as an excuse to marginalize, oppress, murder, 

or enslave entire continents worth of people, and to section off any need to 

question the notion that animals, plants, and the environment are simply there for 

human uses and not worth valuing in themselves. Kant famously extended the 

division between mind and matter to those who are part of the “kingdom of ends” 

and hence are “ends in themselves,” and that which belong to the “kingdom of 

means,” and are simply a “means to an end.”[30] While his stated intention was 

to help imagine a more tolerant world, the legacy of the so-called Enlightenment 

of which he was one of the more famed participants has been anything but. The 

history of the human, often anchored by the fantasy of the singularity of the 

human mind, is one of horrific violence.  

 

But while there are clearly potentials for growth beyond the violences of the past 
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whenever an old paradigm comes into eclipse, there are also dangers, from 

fanatical reaction to cynical opportunism and more, particularly if there are few 

new models to take its place. Despite all the violences and related issues which 

attend this, at least with the human as an arbitrary and abstract criteria of value, 

there has come to be a general fear of messing too much with human genetics, 

and a certain valuation of the “dignity” of human lives and experience, even if 

such notions are often abused, rarely followed consistently, distorted and 

warped, and otherwise seemingly valued as much in the breach as the rule.  

 

But if we remove the notion of the human as the center of all value in our ethical 

decision-making processes going forward, something needs to replace this. 

Without some standard of value, we end up with no standard of values. And then, 

any behavior can be justified, and we end up exploring various dark avenues 

which are those of existentialist fictions, such as the character of Raskolnikov in 

Fydoro Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment (year) – a figure who assumes that 

“if God is dead, then everything is permitted,” leading him to the horrifying notion 

that he should simply be able to murder for sport, or to prove a point – or 

potentially, even worse.  

 

We cannot know all the ramifications of our actions. We come upon situations in 

our world that call on us to make choices, often with partial information at best. 

Ethical principles can help us make decisions when information is partial at best, 

but without a value system, principles become unmoored. We need value 



systems which could be based on some standard of value which can help us 

orient in our world, and make the sorts of decisions which are less likely to cause 

pain and suffering for ourselves and others, and soon. For as technology seems 

poised on the cusp of deconstructing the very boundaries of the human beneath 

our feet, we need something to replace the role this notion plays in our systems 

of valuation, including those of our ethics, while there is still time. In and through 

all the baggage the notion of the human carries with it, after all, it has at least 

played the role of anchor to value systems. The idea of operating without value 

systems or ethics of any sort, other than that of whatever feels the best in the 

moment, is a terrifying one indeed.  

 

And so, it behooves us to try to develop the sorts of new models of the world 

which could help us orient in regard to it, including but not limited to helping us 

find new standard of value and ethics which could help replace the more limited 

Cartesian and humanist models of the past. We need posthuman worldviews for 

the posthuman times to come, post-human value systems which could help us 

learn to see what is of value in our world, in a way which does not see the entire 

world as mere fodder for human needs, even as so many humans are often not 

even accorded full access to such notions. No, we need to be able to see what 

about the world is valuable, beyond such limiting frames, and in this, hopefully, 

come to value differently, and perhaps, in ways which give rise to less pain, 

suffering, destruction, oppression, and other horrors in the process.  

 



The Post-Cartesianism of Complex Systems Science as Paradigm for an 

Increasingly Neuralizing World 

 

I believe that ANNs could play a crucial role in this. For they can function as both 

symptoms of the crisis of Cartesian models, as well as clues to potentially less 

paranoidly centralized, proliferatingly cancerous, and ultimately violent and 

oppressive systems currently in dominance in our world today.[31] The study of 

networks, including neural networks, is often described as a part of complex 

systems science, a field which has much to offer in terms of providing new 

paradigms for a more networked view of the world. Complex systems science 

tracks the permutations whereby various structures emerge into greater forms of 

self-potentiating order relatively spontaneously in the presence of particular 

conditions, which while often categorized in varying ways, are generally seen as 

including diversity, distributedness, metastability, and feedback (Johnson 2011, 

Ball 2004: 163-328). When these conditions are met, complex adaptive systems 

seem to arise semi-spontaneously.  

 

Complex systems science does not only, however study conscious or even living 

phenomenon. Rather, it also studies less developed forms of complexity, such as 

vortexes (whirlpools), molecular patterns, or hybridly complex formations which 

arise between living organisms (such as food-webs, the Internet, economies, and 

languages). These are all complex adaptive systems which, whether living or 

otherwise, are in the aforementioned conditions able to potentiate greater 
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emergence of more robustly complex potential emergence in the future. Such 

systems differ from the complicated systems, machines such as automobiles and 

traditional forms of computing, which lack the sort of complex forms of feedback 

and metastable conditions needed to adapt to changes within and without in 

ways which can potentiate emergence on their own (Holland 2014).  

 

Unlike such systems, however, neural networking, living and otherwise, can be 

understood as giving rise to that which is “more than the mere sum of their parts” 

(Mitchell 2009), with thought as a phenomena which emerges from such dynamic 

networking, much like a whirlpool from flows of water, flocking of birds, or 

schooling of fish, the sort of distributed sync which emerges relatively 

spontaneously when the right conditions are met (Strogatz 2004). Such 

conditions are those between excess order and destructive disorder, and rather, 

come to be at a maximum sustainable differencing which, as complex systems 

scientists rarely seem to tire of saying, can be understood as existing “at the 

edge of chaos” (Waldrop 1993). Such a perspective is one which sees 

emergence, which is to say, complex networking, as that which gives rise to the 

sort of sustainable creative development in the world which has given rise to life, 

evolution, culture, and thinking, along with the potentials for their further creative 

development beyond the reductions and limitations of prior forms thereof.  

 

 

Complex systems science has become massively more influential in the last few 



decades, for both its growth and that of ANNs has been largely potentiated by the 

manner in which contemporary serial computers have been able to produce 

virtual software simulations of ultimately distributed, parallel, networked 

phenomenon. Perhaps it should not surprise us then that all this is happening as 

the Internet and Web are changing the way we see the world. Flocks of birds, the 

Internet, and the human brain can in fact be studied with the set of tools which 

complex systems science and various related networked worldviews provide, 

distributed simulations which trace the distributively networked structure of so 

much of the world around us by participating in it. Just as the successes of ANNs 

are likely only the tip of the iceberg, the same is likely the case with complex 

systems science, a field which is revolutionizing the ways in which everything 

from crowds to economies to the weather are studied.  

 

 

 

Beyond the immediate implications for science and technology, however, I 

believe that complex systems science has an implicit yet inherent ethics to it. 

That is, there is a worldview which goes along with the complex systems 

approach to the world, one which values that which values the sustainable 

emergence of complexity, often described as robustness, as that which has given 

rise to life, its development, evolution, and growth, culture, and all which, in a 

sense, makes life worth living. This is not a worldview which is necessarily overt, 

but rather, needs to be teased out of the ways in which complex systems science 



redescribes aspects of the world in less atomized and more interconnected ways, 

the way in which, to take a term from Jacques Rancière, it produces a 

“distribution of the sensible.”[35] In its focus on that which gives rise to 

complexity, which is nearly paradoxically framed as that which gives rise to 

essentially that which exceeds itself (in complex systems science, that which is 

“more than the sum of its parts”), the result is a way of looking at a situation 

which values that which potentiates the “creative advance” of the world to greater 

creativity growth, yet without hypostatizing the human as the center of all 

value.[36] 

 

Working to extrapolate the lessons of ANNs with potential new models of value 

drawn from both complex systems science and more networked models from 

various philosophical worldviews beyond the Cartesian-Kantian tradition is at the 

core of much of my writing and research.[35] Rather than place the human at the 

center of all values, such a perspective argues that we should not value 

characteristics we see as belonging to the human, but rather, those we feel give 

rise to the best we see in the world around us, regardless of whether they arise 

from systems which are human or otherwise. From the perspective of complex 

systems science, this would be any system which fosters the sustainable 

emergence of complexity in itself and its surroundings, aspects of each other 

once one takes a more relational view of things, and in regard to the qualities 

which seem to foster sustainable emergence in this fashion, including diversity, 

distributedness, metastability, and feedback. As is hopefully evidence, there is in 



fact an overall anti-atomizing, anti-reifying approach within complex systems 

science, and researchers in this field often describe their approach to science as 

anti-reductionist.  

 

Drawing upon this general orientation, I believe that there are series of principles 

which can be extracted from complex systems science and related models drawn 

from a variety of other fields which can help orient post-Cartesian models to 

come. These include are immanence, relation, distributedness, and emergence, 

all oriented towards a goal of a more robust world.[36] These principles are all 

really aspects of the same. In a relational, networked worldview, there is nothing 

which is truly atomized, isolated, or transcendent, and hence, everything is 

interrelated or immanent to the others. In such a world, only a distributedness of 

potentials can give rise to sustainable emergence, or robustness. This 

distributedness occurs in complex systems, which are brought by the 

aforementioned diversity of materials, distributed intertwining of potentials, 

metastable energetic and environmental conditions which keep systems 

somewhere between stasic order and chaotic disorder, and multiple forms of 

feedback which cross levels of scale.  

 

An ethic of robustness based on such principles can point the way towards 

posthuman paradigms which do not reduce the world to any one standard of 

value (ie: financial robustness), but rather, seek to foster radical sustainble 

creativity for any and all, human and otherwise. For networks which are 



distributed in many senses are those which have given rise to those things which 

have produced life, thinking, love, and so much more. These are only ever turned 

against themselves by short-sighted particularist conservatisms and hybridly 

reactionary cancerous formations. Overcentralizing networks, or those which 

cancerously reproduce versions of the same structure without end, are ultimately 

destructive networks, first to their environments but then to themselves, and 

traditional conservatisms and contemporary capitalism can be seen as examples 

of each of these. Truly creative growth, as complex systems scientists never tire 

of saying, is always “at the edge of chaos.”[37]  

 

Contemporary society, so dominated by reification, segmentation, and seeming 

distributedness of connections which hide ever deeper logics of control, hardly 

allows for any complexity to emerge unless it serves the already existent power 

centers and their carefully modulated vampiric systems of capture of surplus 

potential. The emergence of the Web and ANNs, and their deconstruction of 

traditional dualisms and atomisms, are crises within the Cartesian worldviews 

which are opportunities for less limiting and oppressive worldviews to take hold.  

 

Emergence, in the form of differentiation and complex networking, is the creative 

engine of our world. Emergence has given rise to matter, ordered physical 

systems, life, brains, cooperation,  cultures, empathy, altruism, democracy, 

socialism, and all that is not merely these. If we study emergence in its many 

forms, it becomes possible to develop a relational ethics which can help guide us 



beyond the ways in which the technologies of our times are deconstructing the 

very boundaries of the human before our eyes.  

 

An ethics of emergence is one which values that which is more emergent, 

namely, that which potentiates emergence not only here and now, but in the 

future and elsewhere as well. Emergence is only emergence, after all, when it is 

emerging from itself as it has been. Emergence that only emerges now is hardly 

emergence then, for emergence must be in excess to its own past in and through 

its present into the future, and hence, be sustainably robust. What is more, 

emergence only emerges into more emergent forms still when it is surrounded 

and potentiated by emergence around it. And so, emergence must foster its 

contexts in many senses in order to be most emergent. An ethics of emergence 

is not one which could ever value the emergence of the few, in these senses, but 

rather, it must emerge in a manner which opens its forms of emerging to 

potentiate the emergence of what is around as well, for only in such forms of 

networking of emergence does emergence emerge.  

 

Such an ethical system is one which goes beyond the valuation of any individual, 

thing, quality, moral code, group of people, tradition, nation, culture, fixed ideal, 

or anything like this. It does not value growth for its own sake, certainly not 

quantitative growth of the same, as seen in capitalist systems, but rather, a sort 

of far more radical growth in which the same opens to radical differing in order to 

be more than either of these. The sort of “more” of excess which is valued in 



emergence is one which is that of opening, the opening of the world into greater 

potential for more radical forms of opening, and for the benefit of any and all. 

Such radical opening cannot be captured, grasped, contained, or even defined in 

any simplistic way. It cannot be horded, channeled, or controlled, at least not 

fully, without becoming other than emergence.  

 

To value emergence is to value what has given rise to life yet not merely life, 

what makes life worth living yet not merely this, for it is always more and the 

potential for more still, not merely in terms of quantity, but quality and quantity 

and more beyond merely these. We know what sorts of factors in the world tend 

to potential emergence, such as diversity, differentiation and intertwining, 

distributedness, multi-level feedback, and meta-stable conditions. All we need to 

do is foster these, and be open to change. This is not to argue that any and all 

changes are good, only those which potentiate emergence, and this can only be 

known in hindsight, retroactively, as with all determination so the value of various 

attempts to fost emergence. While such interpretations function retroactively, 

however, they also can help potentiate the ways in which the fostering of 

conditions which potentiate emergence can give rise to a sort of leaping into the 

future, for this is what emergence does. Emergence is that which reworks 

aspects of the present so as to be more than merely these, and it does this by 

differentiating and networking, with reinterpretation of aspects of the past as part 

of how this can happen.  

 



This is not to say we should simply value disorder, dissolution, decentralization, 

or foster every sort of mutation imaginable. We do not value skin cancer, for 

example, the proliferation of growth of the same no matter the cost, a cost which 

could bring a system which is far more emergent, and hence, able to potentiate 

the emergence of its contexts, crashing down. Nor do we foster the mutations of 

bacteria for their own sake, potentiating perhaps the rather random evolution of 

new sorts of dangers in our world. There are practices which we can learn from 

the study of emergence in the world that can help us develop practical principles 

which can help guide how we apply our more general ethical principles to those 

of the world in a practics of emergence.  

 

What helps guide this is the notion that destruction, pain, suffering, violence, 

oppression, exploitation, and related formations in our world can be understood 

as destructions of complexity which has the potential to further potentiate 

emergence. And so, working to reduce such things in our world can help guide 

such a process. This is not to say that all pain or suffering should be avoided. 

After all, muscles grow after exertion, and in this way, some pain now can 

produce greater potential for emergence, with a byproduct of greater pleasure in 

the future. Pleasure, after all, tends to be the result of how our biological 

evolution has come to form us in ways to value certain aspects of our world over 

others, even if these derive from more basic ways in which the very stuff of the 

world seems to tend towards certain states and away from others, with 

emergence as we know it being one of the results.  



 

Developing practical and ethical principles in a network ethics of emergence, it 

becomes possible to navigate such terrain as best we can, without needing an 

arbitrary and rigid standard of value, such as that of the human. The valuation of 

emergence is more fluid and open ended, a form of valuation able to shift in 

regard to changing circumstances, such as those in which we find ourselves 

today. Such a standard is one which nevertheless values compassion, altiruism, 

cooperation, empathy, care, love, mutual support and solidarity, learning, and all 

that has generally been taken to make life worth living and not merely so, without 

limiting the application of such valuations to the “merely human,” but rather, the 

valuation of such notions in a more open and opening way.  

 

Leibniz and Spinoza as Vanishing Mediators of Cartesian Modernity 

 

If the Cartesian legacy is most likely going to fade, then it is not merely ethics 

which will need to be grounded anew in our world. Rather, we need an entirely 

new worldview, and I believe complex systems science can help provide insights 

to help bring this about. That said, science has a tendency to implicitly value, 

even in the field of complex systems, what its funders value, and most scientific 

research in the world today is funded by governments, and their often military 

agendas, or industry, and their ties to capitalist markets. What is more, science 

as it has come to exist in the world today is largely the result of Euro-American 

traditions of study of the world which have produced a particularly rigid and 
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limiting notion of science.  

 

We need to study the history of science to learn how to unwork some of these 

limitations. We also need to begin to think more relationally in general, to help 

provide guideposts to reworking scientifically inspired notions so that they do not 

merely reproduce the limitations which tend to inflect various sorts of scientific 

notions and practices, at least as they are formulated today. It is quite possible to 

imagine a more relational form of science, and yet, in order to do this, it is helpful 

to have a sense of more relational forms of thinking which are in sync with the 

valuation of emergence described above.  

 

Relational philosophies of the past can help in this sense to provide the raw 

materials for giving rise to relational philosophies in the present and future which 

can come into sync  with the needs the potentials of our age, and in ways which, 

it is hoped, can potentiate emergence in turn. What is more, in order to find 

inspiration to help produce cultural models which could take the place of those 

inherited from Descartes and Kant, the past can help defamiliarize the present so 

as to produce counter-futures. And so, before ending this essay, it will be helpful 

to examine some alternatives to Descartes in particular, in order to try to imagine 

what a Post-Cartesian future could start to look like.  

 

Not long after René Descartes penned his famous works, two other thinkers were 

famously inspired by his work to produce counter-models. Long regarded as 



roads not taken at best, or philosophical dead-ends at worst, today G.W. Leibniz 

and Baruch Spinoza are often seem prescient forerunners of the age of 

networks. There are few thinkers who I believe are more contemporary than 

Leibniz and Spinoza, for they provide counter-Cartesian modernities which can 

help us imagine counter-Cartesian post-modernities potentially in sync with the 

needs of our networked age.  

 

That said, Spinoza and Leibniz, along with Descartes, are not only thinkers of 

mind and matter, issues already discussed in this essay, but also the divine. 

While it may seem easy to forget the theological side of Descartes today, as his 

penchant for firm binaries made it relatively easy for his work to be secularized, 

without the divine side of his work, the rest of it simply does not function. There 

are in fact reasons to revisit the aspect of the sacred at work in all three of these 

thinkers today. For while the Cartesian notion of the divine is quite traditional, this 

is not necessarily the case in the works of Leibniz and Spinoza. And if we move 

away from a traditional notion of the divine, and simply see what is called “God” 

in these works as an attempt to understand that is often colloquially referred to as 

“the big picture,” which is to say, the largest patterns of which we know in our 

worlds of experience, then perhaps there is nothing necessarily supernatural 

about what is described by Leibniz and Spinoza, contra Descartes, with potential 

implications for our contemporary networked age.  

 

Before discussing Leibniz and Spinoza directly, however, a few words on the role 



which theology played in regard to Descartes famous dualist approach to mind 

and matter. Descartes spends a lot of his time concerning himself with a notion of 

the divine which not only transcends both matter and mind, but which also, for 

Descartes at least, guarantees their gluing and adequation to each other. He also 

spends a small bit of time, of course, discussing the notorious pineal gland, that 

which he supposed would sew together mind and matter within the human body, 

but which if examined gives rise to a uniquely glandular infinite regress. But for 

Descartes, this is hardly as essential to his entire worldview  as is God. For 

without Descartes' notion of the divine, after all, there is no way to be sure that 

the evidence of our senses match up with the world, or that our reason is sound, 

and if this is the case, the evidences and reasoning used to justify the division 

between matter and mind is likely to be unsound. The whole house of cards 

simply comes tumbling down.  

 

While a discussion of the divine may seem like a detour at first, perhaps any 

discussion of the posthuman should discuss the ways in which humans have not 

only framed their relation to other living organisms and the physical world, but 

that which is deemed to somehow be beyond this world but often deemed 

somehow necessary to explain it nevertheless. As will become clear, the 

reintegration of what Descartes framed off into the realm of the divine back into 

the stuff of the world, when no longer bifurcated into mind and matter, can help 

reorient a sense of the bigger picture concerns which will likely only become 

more pressing as we enter into a post-Cartesian age of networks. For to try to 



think the unraveling of the notion of the human not only brings the human down 

from the clouds and melds it with the stuff of the world, but also makes it possible 

to reevaluate what might be at stake with notions of the sacred, something which 

may actually be relevant to the coming age of networks.  

 

That is, perhaps in liberating ourselves from the Cartesian legacy, we liberate 

ourselves as well from a particular image of the sacred, divine, or the unification 

of these around a central figure of God as that which maintains and ensures that 

mind and matter remain joined in disjunction while always remaining partially off-

scene. For if the human was depicted as fully transcendent of the physical world 

by Descartes, then how much more so the divine. Descartes' God is a ghost in 

the machine of an image of the mind which guarantees that it mirrors his dream 

of a mathematically gridded world. Such an approach was then radicalized by 

increasingly secular worldviews followed, which sutured Descartes empirical and 

geometric studies to matter, and his more mathematical and rationalist inquiries 

to a notion of mind purified and transcendent from the stuff of the physical world, 

essentially Reason deified. Such a split mindsight was then extended into a dual 

obsession with the materiality of empirical evidence in the sciences and a purity 

of abstract and self-justifying proof in mathematics, so many binary extremes 

which leads to the conquest of matter and flesh in the name of all that was 

isolatable and griddable, reflecting the same logic of divided sameness which 

would allow for the increasingly powerful conquest material.  

 



But things didn't quite work out as planned, even on the preferred terrains of such 

a worldview when its arguments and programs were taken to their extremes. The 

analysis of matter became so fine grained that it eventually showed it would not 

yield firm empirical results when pushed to its limits, as revealed with the advent 

of quantum physics and the science of relativity. At nearly the same time, 

mathematics proved by means of its own tools that the laws of the excluded 

middle and the divisions between the finite and the infinite simply cease to 

function under the extreme circumstances which occur when the exclusion of all 

physical concerns lead mathematicians to attempt to found the enterprise of 

mathematics on nothing but itself. Extreme empiricism and extreme logicism 

crumbled under their own weight, and nearly simultaneously, under the names of 

figures such as Heisenberg and Einstein, Cantor and Gödel.[38] If ANNs and 

contemporary neuroscience are deconstructing the Cartesian divide between 

mind and body at a neural level, the early twentieth century crises of physics and 

mathematics, in their own ways, can be seen as the performative deconstruction 

of the Cartesian legacy when extended, via the neo-Kantian radicalization of this 

worldview, when applied to the most radical empirical and rationalist sciences.  

 

But there are other ways, and some during Descartes own time presented 

counter-models which failed to gain wide traction at the time, but which seem 

much more pertinent today. Leibniz and Spinoza were two figures inspired by 

Descartes yet also goaded to action by his works in their attempts to learn from 

his methods without being shackled by his conclusions, each providing radically 



relational worldviews in which matter and mind are not only intimately 

intertwined, but networked to their core. In this sense they can be seen as what 

Fredric Jameson famously referred to as “vanishing mediators” of Cartesian 

modernity.[39] That is, they represent something which needed to be forgotten for 

the Cartesian paradigm to take hold, and which can now emerge once again 

from history to help us imagine possible pathways beyond dualisms of the past.  

 

These two figures represent alternative visions of our potential futures to come, 

and both figures are enjoying a bit of a Renaissance. This can be see in relatively 

popular works, such as Matthew Stewart's The Courtier and the Heretic: Leibniz, 

Spinoza, and the Fate of God in the Modern World (2007), or more scientifically 

oriented texts such as Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling Brain 

(2003), in which Damasio argues that contemporary neuroscience supports a 

more Spinozist and less Carteisianly dualist view of the brain, mind, and world. 

While Descartes was a thinker of firm binaries, a sure fit for later secularists who 

desired a vision of reason which could bracket the divine out of the picture, 

Leibniz and Spinoza's worldviews provide ways of looking at the disjunct 

relations between mind, matter, and the diine which recast these in ways which 

not only provide counter models to Descartes, but I believe, can sync with 

aspects of worldviews which can be extracted from ANNs and complex systems 

science to help provide new models for our age. What is more, by recasting what 

is at stake with the notion of the divine, I believe Leibniz and Spinoza can help 

provide post-Cartesian notions of the sacred which go beyond the limitations of 



those inherited from a Cartesian paradigm, and which are not necessarily the 

opposite of the work of science or anti-oppressive politics.  

 

Spinoza, the famously “God drunken man,” was accused of both pantheism and 

atheism, and in many senses, his philosophy can be seen as articulating itself at 

the point of deconstruction of these very notions.[40] For Spinoza, everything that 

exists is an aspect of God, even if it does not know this due to its limited 

faculties. What is more, all aspects of the world have aspects of mind and matter, 

which is to say, they participate in both the material and mental sides of the 

world, and there may be more, but it seems humans only are able to ascertain 

these. Nevertheless, the more we use the tools of our experience and reason to 

work to intuit the patterns of God, which is to say, the world, and come into sync 

with the larger scale patterns of things, which is to say, the patterns of the 

sensible which are the reason as structure which is the framework of God itself, 

the more Godly we become.  

 

This requires, however, that we learn to see beyond our own limitations in and 

through them. But once we begin to see beyond the hyper-isolating and reifying 

nature of our limited forms of embodiment in the world, we will start to come into 

harmony with these larger scale patterns and in the process become more 

effective in the world, able to sync up with it, and ultimately, happier as well. That 

said, we are hindered by our limited bodies, with their poor faculties of perception 

and their animal passions which so often distract us from this task. The only hope 



is therefore if we use reason to put together the fragments to learn about the 

world of experience which exceeds our immediate understanding of it, as if we 

were sending out “web crawlers” to discover the hidden patterns at work in 

terrain of the Web not immediately accessible to view.[41] It is worth noting that 

these patterns do not imagine reason as something which is transcendent of all 

possible worlds, in the Cartesian sense which would come to dominate later 

mathematics. Rather, it is the immanent patterns in the world itself, in and 

through its multiplicitously changing and burgeoning creativity.  

 

Leibniz, unlike Spinoza, was no pantheist. Rather, God is described by Leibniz as 

a virtual reality dreamer of alternate universes who weaves the best aspects of 

the imperfect matter of our imperfect world together to give rise to the “best of all 

possible worlds,” at least according to this God's own notion of this. While matter 

is seen as continuous in itself, each aspect of matter, whether a living being or 

otherwise, is seen as having a sort of soul, the famed monad, an interiority which 

provides a potential which drives it. This monad does not link each aspect of 

matter to what is around it, but rather, to the Divine networker, who beams into 

the monad a version of the world suited to its matter and accurate to the way its 

corresponding matter interacts with the world. The soul of each thing is isolated 

in its own “windowless” enclosure, like so many of us today, connected to the 

Googly beyond via our smartphones, each isolated in our virtual reality 

enclosures, only linked by immaterial platforms according to their own terms 

which are always decided behind the scenes.[42] In this way, Leibniz works to 



account for the seeming unity of the world and the ways in which certain matter 

exhibit certain tendencies and potentials within them (ie: various material and 

energetic forces), despite the diversity of the world.  

 

So much of the networked world described by Leibniz and Spinoza seems to 

describe, if metaphorically, so many aspects of the world today. Simply substitute 

the word “God” for “the Web” and the parallels become clear. While many may 

think in terms inherited from Descartes, each isolated in their room like Descartes 

was while he famously formulated his philosophy, hoping that there is a divine 

and beneficent being who keeps the virtual and the real in harmony and aligned 

on an orderly grid, behind the scenes, bending the spacetime of the Cartesian 

plane like a black hole, are the networks that have always worked to keep each 

divided in their monadic islands, dreaming their Cartesian dreams. If Descartes 

describes how isolated individuals in Western techno-cultures have been 

encouraged to see themselves, then perhaps Leibniz describes the reality behind 

the scenes, and Spinoza the way out. Descartes' worldview describes life in the 

monad, even as the powers behind the scenes manipulate what we see to show 

us what they believe will provide the best of all possible worlds, and based on 

this, maneuver how we intertwine. What is needed is a Spinozist project to get a 

sense, from within, of the limitations of our monadic worldviews, to send out web-

crawlers, and learn the patterns of the terrain.  

 

But rather than learn to come into harmony with the central monadic processing 



center imagined by Leibniz, a Spinozist perspective would have us come into 

sync with the patterns at work in the largest of all possible contexts, namely, the 

world which gave rise to everything we have ever experienced, the fundamental 

structure of which is the illimitable creativity of the fabric which permeates the 

cosmos. Such an infinite potential for creativity has given rise to the world in all 

its multiplicity, and has never evidenced the sort of limitation which a 

monadicized, dualized version of the world wants to us to imagine as the only 

possible way. The Leibnizian central processor and the limited Cartesian 

worldview from within the monad, these are radical reductions of the power of 

substance to exceed any and all boundaries, all in regard to how it webs with 

itself. Substance, for Spinoza, is beyond. Learning the ways in which substance 

comes to go beyond is what Spinoza refers to as reason. As I am arguing here, 

studying how robustness enters the world, in part through the study of ANNs and 

other complex networks, can help us understand the types of qualities which tend 

to potentiate the robust emergence of complexity, so that we can work to foster 

these qualities in the world, in and beyond the human, in a contemporary 

posthuman Spinozism.  

 

While Spinoza speaks of this in terms of the divine, this is a notion of the divine 

which is strangely at home in todays world. For while he speaks only of God, his 

God is the world and the world is his God. Rather than what, as Friedrich 

Nietzsche famously argued, presenting an otherwordly vision of the divine, 

Spinoza divinizes the world, the epitome of a this-worldly gesture, and in the 



process, deconstructs any firm division of profane and divine as much as he 

does matter and mind. For Spinoza, the world is all there is, and this world is the 

divine. This equally brings the divine down to earth and liberates the world into 

the divine, for it means that all our most soaring hopes, fears, and dreams are 

right here and now, right in front of us. We can unleash and and all of these, 

depending on how we relate to what is around us. The transcendent is fully 

immanent, and vice-versa. For Spinoza, the goal is to help make the entire world 

come to the point of increasingly liberating itself from its limitations to become the 

most creatively dynamic world possible. This is a radically immanent view of the 

world one which is at home with contemporary secular science to the extent that 

either puts the Cartesian legacy behind.  

 

The version of the divine advocated by Spinoza has much in common with that 

articulated, if in quite different fashion, by A.N. Whitehead in his masterwork 

Process and Reality (1929). As one of the most influential mathematicians of the 

century, the youthful Whitehead was one of those working to help shore up the 

efforts by mathematicians to ground itself in pure mathematics, divorced from all 

matter and empirical considerations by means of the logic of set theory. 

Abandoning this project, and inspired by the philosophy of relativity, he devised 

his radical process philosophy which embraces networks of change as the 

foundations of a radically plural world. In the process, and seemingly without 

explicit inspiration by Spinoza, he made use of a particularly Spinozist notion of 

the divine. For Whitehead in Process and Reality, God is both the original spark 



which began the creativity of the cosmos and continues to be the stuff of the 

cosmos itself, while also being the lure within the stuff of the world which always 

goads us to ever further creative advance, similar to the way in which for Spinoza 

not only is all the world God, but God's essence is the patterned creativity which 

continually pushes this world beyond itself. [45] 

 

Perhaps Spinoza and Whitehead so reframe the notion of the divine as to make it 

indistinguishable from contemporary philosophies and science which see the 

potential for transcendence of limitations as virtually immanent within the stuff of 

the world itself. It is difficult to say if they are either panthesists or athesists in any 

traditional senses of the term. Whatever one calls this sort of perspective, I 

believe the time has come for a revival of this way of looking at the world. And a 

large part of the reason for this, I think, can be found in the shocking advances of 

artificial neural networks, and the ways in which, along with findings in 

contemporary cognitive neuroscience, we find ourselves in an increasingly post-

Cartesian moment in which traditional dualisms simply not longer are relevant to 

our world. This is a position which I believe is bolstered by the ways in which a 

huge variety of fields found that dualist logics failed them during the twentieth 

century, from physics to mathematics, to the rise of deconstructionisms, 

poststruturalisms, and postmodernisms in the realm of culture, and the networks 

which stretch towards the futures to come.  

 

This is also not without radical ethico-political impliciatons, none of which would 



be at odds with Spinoza who saw his enterprise as ethical (the name of his 

primary work, after all), and a radical democratic politics to its core. For fighting 

against monadic dualism is not only cutting edge science, but radical politics as 

well. For whatever one calls the central networking apparatus, whether capital or 

desiring production or empire or what you will, the divide-and-conquer logic has 

always been the method of the powerful few. For the impoverished many can 

only overthrow the powerful few if the many see that they have things in 

common, an issue the Marxists famously called that of the development of “class 

consciousness.” The logic of divide-and-conquer, however, remains. While it has 

clearly mutated from basic territorial to cancerously capitalist hybrid modalities, 

whether paranoia or cancer, the dualism into us and them, profit and unprofitable, 

finds a clear analog in Cartesian dualism and the related binaries which have 

worked to sediment themselves in and around it.  

 

Monadic dreams of isolated subjectivity and obversely reified views of thingly 

objecthood are twin sides of dualistic logics which keep things separate and each 

in place, scientifically, politically, ethically, economically, and beyond. In such a 

world truth, power, the source of all good, it is always elsewhere, salvation is yet 

to come, this world is degraded and profane, just keep working and seeing little 

for it and ask no questions and all will work out as it always has. As György 

Lukács profoundly demonstrated in his acute history of the reification of subject 

and object at the core of modern Western philosophy, the legacy of Cartesianism, 

with its reified notions of subject and object, are part of what have convinced us 



that things need to stay as they are.[43]  

 

The heritage of Spinoza is one which has threaded itself through radical 

philosophy since the time of Descartes to the present. While there would be no 

Marxism Hegel, there would be no Hegel or post-Kantian German Idealism 

without Spinoza. For controversy over how to deal with the legacy of Spinoza in 

regard to the finding ways to potentially fight back against Kant's radicalization of 

the Cartesian dualist split between subject and object was one of the primary 

inciting incidents which gave rise to the post-Kantian philosophies of Fichte, 

Hölderlin, Schelling, various Romantic writers, and Hegel.[44]  

 

Each of these figures argued in their way that the split between subject and 

object could not be as Descartes and then Kant imagined. For as Hölderlin 

famously argued, subject and object must have come from somewhere, and so, 

thinking the common source from which these emerged is where real thinking 

needs to start. These words are as pertinent today as then, and perhaps more 

so, now that our very technology and technology are calling into question the 

ideology of the reified, atomized, isolated subject, and the dualisms and 

exceptionalisms this has been used to to anchor.  

 

Beyond the Human Gap in the Fabric of the World 

 

Without the Carteisan divide between mind and matter, there is no longer is a 



need to imagine there to be a gap in the fabric of the world between mind and 

body which needs to be then somehow laced back together, whether by 

Descartes Divine or pineal gland, or Kant's antinomies and unsatisfactory 

schematisms.[46]  What then remains?  

 

From the perpsective of a less dualist, more Spinozist way of looking at things, 

perhaps all the world is one fabric, if one which is anything but simple or unitary. 

That is, perhaps mind and matter should be seen in a manner similar to that of 

many other of the primary boundaries of modern Western science, such as that 

between matter and energy, or space and time, as aspects of a common source. 

That is, just as Einstein's equations show that matter and energy are aspects of 

the same, and space and time as well, perhaps so it is with what has been called 

mind and matter. That is, perhaps they are like recto- and verso of a sheet of 

paper, with a fuzzy division between them extending into the stuff of the world, 

and going all the way down. Such a Spinozist style of thinking, of course, 

requires a slight reworking of what is meant by matter or mind, just as it has of 

space and time, matter and energy.  

 

From such a perspective, perhaps what humans call mind is a particularly 

complex form of feeling, something which is common, even in very simple forms, 

within all matter. That is, perhaps it may make sense then to say that electrons 

“feel” charge, in some simple sense, when they swerve away from other 

electrons and towards protons, and magnets “feel” the poles they are attracted 



and repulsed to. We already say this, of course, but perhaps we might also want 

to mean this. And rather than merely have this feeling, perhaps electrons and 

magnets are this feeling, similar to the way in which electrons don't merely have 

electrical charge, but really are this charge.  

 

None of which is to say that simple matters like electrons or magnets know they 

are feeling anything, this would imply a sort of second level recursive ability to 

feel themselves feeling, an ability which seems exist in simple forms in plants 

and simpler animals, but only in more developed ways in more developed 

animals. Humans and other highly complex animals seem to be able to take this 

to even higher levels, not only feeling, but feeling themselves feeling themselves 

feeling, neurons feeding back into neurons feeding back into neurons, evidence 

of complex neural style logics. Perhaps recursively dynamic networked matter-

energies of this sort is precisely what so many philosophers have called self-

consciousness, or in the Cartesian derived traditions, as “mind.” Replacing the 

firm binaries with notions taken from complex systems science, it becomes 

possible to see various levels of intensity of such recursion in which there may be 

jumps in intensity, even if there are not so much differences in kind as in 

degree.[47] This paragraph could be reduced; tie back to the main theme. 

 

Such a perspective has often been termed a variant of “panpsychism” by 

philosophers.[48] Despite the name, such a position has nothing to do with 

psychics or the paranormal. Rather, it is a position with a long history in 



philosophy, if one which is finding increased supposed with post-Cartesian 

advances in the sciences. Such a position is, I believe, a logical extrapolation of 

many of the evidences coming from a variety of sciences at the cutting edge. 

Even if one is not willing to go full-on panpsychist, the scientific advances which 

are deconstructing Cartesian binaries leaves us with a need to develop new 

models to put in its place. The emerging science of networks has shown that 

there is no need to shift from dualism to either a simple monism nor a chaotic 

plurivocity within which no sense can be found. Between order and disorder is 

complexity, that which emerges at the “edge of chaos.” It is here, I believe, that 

philosophy and in fact thinking today can find some crucial inspiration. Artificial 

neural networks in this sense may not only be a symptom that the Cartesian 

model is already disintegrating, but also a signpost towards new potential images 

of thought to come.  

 

The Immanent Transcendence of the World by Its Virtual Realities 

 

The deconstruction of Cartesian worldviews leaves open other new potentials in 

the ways we view the world, some of which concern the way we understand what 

is meant by the virtual. Few today need to be convinced of the power of the 

virtual. We all know today how the Web is changing everything in our world, how 

the virtual realities which run on the Internet are increasingly describing the 

virtual parameters which we increasingly make concrete by our actions. We 

connect in virtual space before physical space, we all but live in a perpetual 
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virtual cinema of ever more ubiquitous proportions as spectacle has jumped from 

the altar to the theater to the screen to the slices of silicon in our pockets. If, as 

Gilles Deleuze (year) has argued, “the brain is the screen,” perhaps we have 

long been neurons in a giant cinema brain which transindividually works to try to 

reimagine the world in and through us.[49] In this sense, perhaps the Web is 

simply the newest attempt to the spectacle to gain flesh.  

 

Perhaps we have never not been nodes in networks which resemble brains in 

everything but degree of complexity. And wherever there are brains, there are 

virtual realities, for brains, like cinema and the Web, are virtual reality machines. 

From such a perspective, perhaps we have always been like neurons to the 

transindividual brain-images which have used us to give flesh to them in the 

more concrete aspects of the world, whether these virtual realities took the form 

of deities, currencies, philosophies, stories, political systems, histories, capital, 

scientific systems, or any other of the virtual realities which have changed the 

world so radically throughout its history. Then again, perhaps religions, money, 

philosophies, political systems, so many virtual realities, perhaps we have always 

been neurons to transindividual brain-images which have attempted to give birth 

to themselves in the flesh of the world through us.  

 

Putting this more plainly, within the shift to a posthuman world, not only is there a 

deconstruction of the boundary between mind and matter, but potentially also 

room for a reemergence of something like the sacred. After all, the Cartesian 
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divide, as described earlier, was not merely between mind and matter, but mind, 

matter, and God. God was conceived as the divine guarantor of the cleft in the 

world. But once the cleft is seen as somewhat illusory, or the hypostatization of 

related aspects of the stuff of the world itself, then the notion of divine shifts as 

well, as evidenced in the models described by Leibniz and Spinoza. For Leibniz, 

the divine remains Cartesian to an extent, as that which relates everything 

behind the scenes. But for Spinoza, God is the stuff of the world, as well as the 

potential within it for its own overcoming. The immanence of the transcendent 

within the stuff of the world, as described by Leibniz, or the divine guarantor 

whose immanence within mind allows for the proof of the guarantee, as 

described by Descartes, is quite differently from the immanence of 

transcendence and the self-transcendence of immanence of the substance of the 

world as described by Spinoza. For Spinoza, it is of the nature of substance to 

exceed itself, at least when it comes together in ways which sync up with the 

lines of force present in the very structures of the stuff of the world. [reduce] 

 

While Spinoza makes use of the terminology of the divine and the mathematical 

geometry of his times, his overall perspective is not all that much different from 

that described by complex systems science, whereby complex systems are those 

which are able to emerge into greater complexity in conditions which promote 

complexification. There is a paradoxical logic here that violates some of the 

strictures of the modernity inherited by Descartes, a sort of self-bootstrapping, 

yet one which is clearly evidenced by science itself. Everything requires energy, 



of course, but under conditions of metastable energetic dissipation, the 

emergence of complexity is something which simply happens, spontaneously, so 

long as the other conditions are there, including diversity of materials, 

distributedness of relations and potentials, and feedback in multiple forms, 

between inside and outside, levels of scale, between systems and environments, 

etc. This is simply science. It is also Spinoza, and describes the philosophical 

tradition which derives from him, including more contemporary figures such as 

Henri Bergson, A.N. Whitehead (despite his lack of conscious debt to Spinoza), 

and Gilles Deleuze.  

 

 

From such a perspective, and making use of the notion of the virtual as theorized 

by Henri Bergson,[48] it becomes possible to see notions of the divine as one of 

the many types of virtualities present in this world. The virtual is that which is 

effective yet only indirectly present. When you look at a glass of water, you know 

that the water is potential ice and potential steam, due to a the physics of the 

temperature and pressure curves involved, as well as the molecular structure of 

water which helps give rise to this behavior.[50] And yet, all you see when you 

hold up the glass of water is the water, its clearness, its weight, its translucency. 

Steam, ice, boiling points, molecular form. All these are part of what you 

experience, and yet, they are not directly present, they are rather, virtual to what 

you experience. In fact, the very notion that what you see and hold in your hand 

is a glass of water is virtual, for you all really experience is a set of colors, 
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sensations, textures, etc. The very unity of all of this as “a glass of water” is a 

projection upon brute sensation. Objects, molecules, the concept “water,” the 

laws of physics, memories of steam and ice in the past projected as so many 

future potentials in your mind's eye, all these are virtual to the pure present 

sensations of the present. For Bergson, only the pure present is concretely here-

and-now, but we never get the pure present. As neuroscientists tell us, the 

present is shot through with memory: for example, the blindspot in our vision is 

filled in with reworked bits of memory, and we can hardly tell. We live in a present 

which is shot through with past-future, which is to say, the virtual.  

 

The virtual is not less than what is concretely present. After all, we can't see 

molecules directly, but water only behaves the way it does because of the 

presence of the actions of molecules and forces which are all virtual to the 

concrete manifestations of our experience. Just as molecules and forces are 

virtual in relation to the water I hold in my hand, even as they indirectly shape the 

way this manifests, so it is with the virtual of memory and projection of memory, 

that which frames and saturates all our experiences of the present. This happens 

not only in terms of the experience of physical objects (ie: memory allows me to 

realize that the glass of water I am holding now is the same glass of water from a 

minute ago), but also in terms of more abstract notions and larger time spans. I 

recognize my dog as the same dog because of memory. Memory and its 

shattering, metabolizing, and reworking to compose projections, what the 

psychoanalysts might call fantasy, is the envelope of our experiences, shaping 
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experience into meaningful packets. This is not merely philosophy, just good 

neuroscience. Memory is the vehicle of sensation.  

 

So it is with our experience of culture. Notions such as justice, freedom, 

democracy, matter, energy, money, the free market, society, fairness, beauty, 

God, these are all things we have never seen except in concrete instantiations. 

They are virtual. Just like I have never seen “dog,” only particular dogs, and I 

have never seen “green,” only things which are green, likewise it is with any 

concept, linguistic term, or abstraction of any sort. God is simply a particularly 

abstract example of a virtuality. This is not to say that anything like the divine, 

spirits, or God are real, or not real. From the perspective of the notion of virtuality 

articulated by Bergson, refined by Deleuze, and I believe, a fitting corollary to the  

Spinozist model of mind and matter described in his theorizations, the virtual and 

the concrete are both real, simply differently. Each and everything that has ever 

been called a dream or a fantasy is virtual, but virtualities are always also 

potentialities, just like water is virtual steam, even if you'd never know it unless 

you'd witnessed the conditions of temperature and pressure which bring about 

such a shift.  

 

From a neuroscientific perspective, it doesn't seem unlikely to imagine that a 

notion such as God could emerge from the attempt of our neural networked 

brains to complete the pattern of all patterns, namely, the pattern of the bigger 

picture of any and all experiences we have. Once we imagine the human is not 



located at the sacred break between matter and mind, linking macrocosm and 

microcosm, and we reduce our place into the world as simply the possessors of 

brains which are the most complex systems yet known, we become both a little 

more and less special. We are simply particularly complex foldings and 

networkings of the stuff of the world. This stuff has immanent within it the 

potential of its own transcendence, the manner in which, by means of networking 

actualizations in matter and potentializations in terms of energy, greater 

emergence of complexity is thereby potentiated, giving rise even for these 

systems to be able to grasp themselves grasping themselves grasping world, 

what is commonly called self-consciousness. Perhaps God or the divine the term 

which could be given to the aspect of the world which pushes it towards 

immanent transcendence, a robust emergence of the sort which only comes 

about when it is in sync with the emergence of one's environs, by means of 

metastable, diversifying, distributed networking which is constantly self-differing 

and emerging in sustainable fashion.  [Perhaps the chapter could end here?] 

 

This would be a notion of divine which I think is as immanent as it is scientific, 

and in sync with an ethics of life and its growth in terms of not only quantity but 

quality for any and all, not merely humans, but any and all aspects of the fabric of 

the world. A notion of the divine which views any aspect of the stuff of the world 

which promotes robust emergence of the world as a face of the divine, a sort of 

theophanic pantheistic panpsychism. Perhaps this is what Spinozism leads to 

when it comes into sync with what happens when contemporary AI, 
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neuroscience, and complex systems science are extrapolated to the seemingly 

logical conclusions of their findings. Or perhaps this is yet another virtual reality, if 

potentially one which could prove useful in trying to find ways to come to terms 

with the challenges of our networked age to come. Whether or not this is even a 

form of the sacred in any traditional sense hardly matters. Rather, it is a way of 

resacralizing the world itself, while still allowing for the distinctions needed to 

make orienting evaluations, interpretations, and determine ethical actions.  It is a 

posthuman worldview which can help provide a set of structures to help orient in 

times of radical deconstruction, and the likely more radical technological and 

cultural deconstructions to come. None of which is to say that any of this is a 

necessary corollary of the deconstruction of Cartesian dualisms. Necessity is 

such an old-school, binary game. Rather, what is described above is a virtuality 

which has particular potentials which are perhaps less exclusive and less violent 

than some versions of the divine or sacred of the past.  

 

I believe that a variety of posttheologies are possible. From the perspective 

described here, a post-theology would be one which, rather than advocate belief 

in an already existent divine, argues for what Deleuze calls a “belief in the world,” 

namely, a the belief that a belief in a potential divine within the world can help 

bring about that very divinity, thereby justifying that belief in the first place. This 

sort of paradoxical notion of belief, a belief in the immanent potential of the world 

to transcend itself, and to do so for any and all, linking together a radical politics 

of social and economic justice for any and all, in the most radical meanings of 
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those terms, is not something which has no precedent. It has in fact always 

existed as virtual potential within the actual theologies of the world, and often in 

the lived realities of many of these to the extent to which they actualized these 

potentials. Some current theologies have approached this in the past, particularly 

some of the non-dual, hence neither dualist nor monist, philosophies described 

by aspects of Advaita Vedanta, the Rimé schools of Tibetan Vajrayana 

Buddhism, some more mainstream Mahayana Buddhism, aspects of Islamic 

Sufism, in particular those traditions which draw inspiration from the work of Ibn 

'Arabi, the Jewish mysticism of Isaac Luria, strands of Christian liberation 

theology and the mysticism of figures such as Meister Eckart and Theresa de 

Ávila, and likely many more non-dual ways of looking at the most radical aspects 

of the immanent potential for transcendence within the fabric of our experience.  

 

This is not to say that any of these systems, nor any post-theology or other 

worldview, cannot be employed for centralizing, cancerous, or otherwise violent 

ends. Any more distributed virtuality can be actualized in centralizing fashion, and 

vice-versa. This is why a practice of networks is needed to complement a 

worldview of networks, one which can help us think the ways in which matter and 

mind and the immanent potentials for transcendence within these can help us 

produce a robust emergence of complexity for any and all in the world, in the 

most radical senses of these terms, to the edge of chaos and beyond into the 

emergence of robustness of the world beyond the world in the here and now, the 

radical futurity of a present which is always open, in which any monad is blast 



open into one-and, in which any binary closure is an opening onto anything but.  

 

There are many, however, for whom notions such as panpsychism or the 

reemergence of reworked forms of the sacred do not speak to them, and they do 

not have to. The potential of the virtual is wide, and there are many new 

worldviews which may be able to emerge in a post-Cartesian world. Let us hope 

that some less destructive new worldviews emerge. What is clear, however, is 

that the continual deconstruction of the material supports of the notion of the 

human, and the various Cartesian binaries so often knotted together with this, will 

make it more difficult for large swaths of our world to continue believe not only in 

an essentialist notion of the human, but also the simplicity of the dualisms, or 

even dualist type thinking, which these helped anchor. This is a radical 

opportunity. Lest these moments of deconstruction be utilized for more reactively 

conservative or cancerously proliferative yet ultimately homogenous ends, we 

need to put forth new models which could help provide the sort of counter-

imaginaries which can speak to the needs of our times, to re-describe the world 

in ways which are adequate to its present and past diversity, while constellating 

this into images of the future which provide real hope for any and all. This text 

has worked to sketch such a possibility, describing networkologies which are 

robustly emergent, emergently complex, qualitatively diverse and changing, 

distributively metastable, relationally intertwined, and immanently polychrome in 

its continual movement beyond anything which could resemble a “one,” 

conservative, cancerous, or otherwise.   
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[1] At the recent E-flux conference "Machines That Matter" (December 8-13, 2015, New York City), for 
example, the computation and science fiction panels were full of references to pancomputationalism. This 
paper is partially a response to some of the notions presented at the computation panel, and grows from 
some of the comments I made during the Q&A.  
 

[2] For a paper delivered at this conference which takes this position, for example, see Ed Keller's excellent 
"Cosmopolitical Gestures and the Swarming of Infinite Space." 
 

[3] A recent article on DNA computation is Daniel Strain's "Flexible DNA computer finds square roots," in 
Science News, June 2, 2011.  
 

[4] See the notes from my talk, presented Sept. 17, 2015 at Pratt Institute for the Media Encounters series, 
entitled "Neuropolitics: Facial Recognition, Kohonen Networks, and Distributed Representation, Or How I 
Stopped Worrying and Love Facebook's DeepFace." The research paper released by Facebook on their 
DeepFace technology, entitled "DeepFace: Closing the Gap to Human-Level Performance in Face 
Verification," by Y. Taigman, et. al., can be found 
here: https://research.facebook.com/publications/480567225376225/deepface-closing-the-gap-to-human-
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level-performance-in-face-verification/ 

[5] An excellent introduction to information theory and its various ramifications is Charles Seife's Decoding 
the Universe: How the New Science of Information Is Explaining Everything in the Cosmos from Brains to 
Black Holes (New York: Penguin, 2007, reprint).  
 

[6] This approach to the notion of information is inspired by the philosophically minded introduction 
to information and information theory in relation to a variety of topics Mark C. Taylor The Moment of 
Complexity: Emerging Network Culture (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 2001), pp. 99-123.  
 

[7] For more on Wiener and Bateson in relation to Shannon's theories of information, see N. Katherine 
Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cyberspace, Literature, and Informatics (Chicago: 
Univ. of Chicago Press, 1999), especially pp. 50-100.  
 

[8]  Artificial neural networks were once thought a dead-end computationally. For more on the history of 
these issues, see William Bechtel and Adele Abrahamson, Connectionism and the Mind: Parallel 
Processing, Dynamics, and Evolution in Networks, 2nd Edition (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), pp. 12-5. 
 

[9] Many of the aspects of the the history of computing mentioned here can be found discussed at greater 
length in Georges Ifrah's The Universal History of Computing: From the Abacus to the Quantum 
Computer (London: Wiley, 2002), particularly the first 100 pages.  
 

[10] For more on Peirce's theory of abduction in and beyond Aristotle, see C.S. Peirce, The Essential Peirce: 
Selected Philosophical Writings (1893-1913), ed. by The Peirce Edition Project (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. 
Press, 1998), pp. 205-7, 226-241. 
 

[11] My book manuscript in progress, entitled The Networked Mind: Aritificial Intelligence, "Soft" Computing, 
and the Futures of Philosophy will address these issues at length. For more see, for example, Samir Roy 
and Umit Chakraborty, Introduction to Soft Computing: Neuro-Fuzzy and Genetic Algorithms (New York: 
Pearson, 2013), and the sections on connectionist/parallel processing AI and embodied/morphological 
computation in Andy Clark, Mindware: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Cognitive Science(Oxford: Oxford 
Univ. Press, 2000), pp. 62-119.  
 

[12] Many of these issues are addressed specifically in Clark, op.cit.  
 

[13] The notion of a performative self-contradiction, which I am repurposing here to articulate the notion of a 
performative deconstruction, is described at length in Juergen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of 
Modernity (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990, reprint).   
 

[14] For more on General Dynamics Big Dog mobot, 
see http://www.bostondynamics.com/robot_bigdog.html. 
 

[15] See Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (Ann Arbor: Michigan Univ. Press, 1995, reprint) and 
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheim, "The Culture Industry: Or Enlightenment as Mass Deception," The 
Dialectic of Enlightenment (Palo Alto: Stanford Univ. Press, 2007), pp. 94-136.   
 

[16] The discussion of capitalism as cancerous, in relation to paranoid traditionalism and territorialism, can 
be found in many sections of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: Minnesotta Univ. Press, 1987), especially see pp. 280-284. 

[17] Many of these ideas are mulled over by means of series of linked aphorisms in Ludwig 
Wittgenstein's On Certainty (New York: Harper and Row, 1972).  
 

[18] More on complex systems science can be found in Melanie Mitchell, Complexity: A Guided 
Tour (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2011). While complex systems scientists may argue about precisely which 
terms to use to describe the factors which tend to foster the emergence of complexity in both living and non-
living systems from whirlpools to organisms and economies, they are generally agreed about the types of 
situations which do this, disagreeing more on labeling than anything else. For more on these issues play out 
in a variety of situation in and beyond the computational, see Philip Ball, Critical Mass: How One Thing 
Leads to Another (London: Farrar, Staus, and Giroux, 2004) or my own book Networkologies: A Philosophy 
of Networks for a Hyperconnected Age (London: Zer0, 2014).   
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NOTES: 
 
[1] For a discussion of hypomneisa, see Bernard Stiegler, For a New Critique of 
Political Economy (London: Polity, 2010), 8-44.  
 
[2] The notion of an “image of thought” is developed by Gilles Deleuze in 
Difference and Repetition  (Continuum: 2004, reprint) 164-213. 
 
[3] For example, see the map of the Internet shown in Philip Ball, Critical Mass: 
How One Thing Leads to Another (London: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2004), 
386.  
 
[4] Siri's relation to neural networks is discussed by Robert MacMillan, “Siri Will 
Soon Understand You a Whole Lot Better,” Wired, 30 September 2014, 
http://www.wired.com/2014/06/siri_ai/ 
(accessed Feb 12 2016). Facebook's DeepFace is described inYaniv Taigman, 
Ming Yang, Marc'Aurelio Ranzato, Lior Wolf, “DeepFace: Closing the Gap to 
Human-Level Performance in Face Verification,” Conference on Computer Vision 
and Pattern Recognition (Feb. 2014): https://research.facebook. 
com/publications/deepface-closing-the-gap-to-human-level-performance-in-face-
verification/ (accessed 8 February 2016). More on Google's Deep Dream can be 
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found at http://googleresearch.blogspot. 
com/2015/07/deepdream-code-example-for-visualizing.html (accessed May 1 
2016).  
 
[5] Žižek's theories of fantasy can be found in texts such as The Sublime Object 
of Ideology (London: Verso, 1989). More on hyperreality can be found in Jean 
Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (Ann Arbor: Univ. of Michigan, 1994), 22.  
 
[6] For a book-length analysis of both our past and future through the lens of 
brain-like structures, see Howard Bloom's Global Brain: The Evolution of Mass 
Mind From the Big Bang to The 21st Century (New York: Wiley, 2000). 
 
[7] See, for example, the map of the Web as described in relation to the general 
theme of complex systems science in Philip Ball, Critical Mass: How One Thing 
Leads to Another (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2004), 386. An overview 
of complex systems science, in regard to the notion of emergence and beyond, 
can be found in Melanie Mitchell, Complexity: A Guided Tour (Oxford: Oxford 
Univ. Press, 2011). More on soft computing can be found in text such as Vojislav 
Kecman, Learning and Soft Computing: Support Vector, Neural Network, and 
Fuzzy Logic Models (Cambridge: Bradford, 2001) or Andrea Tettamanzi and 
Marco Tomassi, Soft-Computing: Integrating Evolutionary, Neural, and Fuzzy 
Systems (Berlin: Springer, 2001), or J.-S.R.Jang, Chuen-Tsai Sun, Eiji Mizutani, 
Neuro-Fuzzy and Soft-Computing: A Computational Approach to Leaning and 
Machine Intelligence (New York: Prentice Hall, 1997), or my book manuscript in 
progress The Networked Mind: Artificial Intelligence, Non-Binary “Soft” 
Computing, and the Futures of Philosophy.  
 
[8] For more on the relation of fractality and multi-scale dynamics to these issues, 
see Philip Ball, Critical Mass: How One Thing Leads to Another (London: Farrar, 
Strauss, and Giroux, 2004), 98-117.  
 
[9] Google's research blog discusses “Inceptionism” here, 
http://googleresearch.blogspot.com 
/2015/06/inceptionism-going-deeper-into-neural.html (accessed May 1 2016).  
 
[10] In addition to Google's Deep Dream, another example can be found 
described in Daniel Culpin, Wired, 15 September 2015, 
http://www.wired.co.uk/news/archive/2015-09/01/art-algorithm-recreates-
paintings (accessed May 1 2016), or the related phenomenon which made use of 
a DCGAN network to examine the “latent space” of Chinese handwriting in Gene 
Kogan's “A Book From the Sky: Exploring the Latent Space of Chinese 
Handwriting” http://www.genekogan.com/works/a-book-from-the-sky.html 
(accessed 8 February 2016). 
 
[11] For more on Boston Dynamics' “Big Dog” mobot project, see 
http://www.bostondynamics.com/ 
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robot_bigdog.html (accessed 10 February 2016). 
 
[12] A book length study of embodied cognition theory can be found in Rolf 
Pfeifer and Josh Bongard, How the Body Shapes the Way We Think: A New 
View of Intelligence (Cambridge: MIT, 2006).  
 
[12] See “The Brain is the Screen: An Interview with Gilles Deleuze,” Gregory 
Flaxman, Ed., The Brain is the Screen: Essays on Deleuze’s Philosophy of 
Cinema (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 2000), 365-374. 
 
[14] The psychoanalytic notion of cinema screen as mirrors can be seen, for 
example, in“Identification, Mirror,” Christian Metz, The Imaginary Signifier: 
Psychoanalysis and the Cinema (Bloomington: Univ. of Indiana Press, 1982), 42-
57. 
 
[15] Sigmund Freud, ctd. in Dylan Evans, An Introductory Dictionary of 
Psychoanalysis (London: Routledge, 1996), 386. 
 
[16] Many of these notions are developed by Deleuze from the theories of 
Bergson, for more see Gilles Deleuze, Cinema I: The Movement-Image 
(Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1983), 56-61.  
 
[17] The notion of the machinic phylum, originally a term from the work of 
Deleuze and Guattari, is described and developed extensively in Manuel 
Delanda, War in the Age of Intelligent Machines (London: Zone, 1991).  
 
[18] The notion of the “selfish gene” and its relation to the notion of a “meme,” 
both originally developed by Richard Dawkins, can be found discussed and 
contextualized in Stephen Shennan, Genes, Memes and Human History: 
Darwinian Archaeology and Cultural Evolution (London: Hudson and Thames, 
2002).  
 
[19] See Jonathan Beller, The Cinematic Mode of Production: Attention Economy 
and the Society of the Spectacle (Dartmouth: Dartmouth Univ. Press, 2006).  
 
[20] More on the crystalline regime and crystal images can be found in Gilles 
Deleuze, Cinema II: The Time-Image (Minneapolis: Minnesota Univ. Press, 
1989), 68-97. 
 
[21] For Bernard Stiegler’s reading of Andre Leroi-Gourhan’s notion of tools as 
mirrors for subjects, see Technics and Time, Vol 1: The Fault of Epimetheus 
(Palo Alto: Stanford, 1998), 160-1. 
 
[22] Maurizio Lazzarato, Signs and Machines: Capitalism and the Production of 
Subjectivity (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2014).   
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[23] For example, Slavoj Zizek’s Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 
1989), 95.  
 
[24] An excellent exploration of the hauntology of machines in relation to the 
notion of ghosting can be seen in Brian Rotman, Becoming Beside Ourselves: 
The Alphabet, Ghosts, and Distributed Human Being (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 
2008).  
 
[25] Matteo Pasquinelli has described the ways in which artificial intelligence is 
being used in the US not only to forecast crime patterns but supposed terrorist 
movements overseas, often with horrific results when the predictions go awry 
and lead to drone strikes on civilians. Matteo Pasquinelli, “The Eye of the 
Algorithm: On the Topology of Data and the Growth of Pattern Police,” 
presentation at the Pratt Institute Aesthetics and Politics lecture series, Brooklyn, 
NY, March 3, 2016. 
 
[26] The notion of a “multiplicity” as that which exists between one and many can 
be found in Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guttari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia, Reprint (Minneapolis: Minnesota Univ. Press, 2004) 45.  
 
[27] Ernst Bloch, The Principle of Hope, Vol 1 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995, 
reprint).  
 
[28] The reading of Leibniz presented here owes a great deal to Max Pensky, 
who in a class in the late 1980's described Leibniz's Monadology as presenting a 
worldview in which all the monads are in windowless rooms in their homes 
watching broadcast TV, with God as the giant network television broadcaster. 
 
[29] Packet-switching is one of the core informational technologies which allows 
the Web to function. See Tiziana Terranova, Network Culture: Politics for the 
Information Age (London: Pluto Press), 47-62. 
 
[30] Much of the reading of Spinoza presented here owes a great deal to that of 
Gilles Deleuze, for more see Gilles Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy (San 
Francisco: City Lights, 1988). 
 
[31] The texts mentioned in this paragraph can all be found in Rene Descartes, 
Benedict de Spinoza, and Gottfried Wilhelm Von Leibniz, The Rationalists: 
Descartes: Discourse On Method and Meditations; Spinoza: Ethics; Leibniz: 
Monadology and Discourse on Metaphysics (New York: Anchor, 1974). 
 
[32] For more see Jean-Joseph Goux, Symbolic Economies: After Marx and 
Freud (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1990), and a crucial inspiration for the general 
reading presented in this section of viewing Descartes, Leibniz, and Spinoza as 
symptomatic foreshadowings of much of the logic of modern capitalism, György 
Lukács, “The Antinomies of Bourgeosie Thought,” History and Class 



Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics (Cambridge: MIT, 1973), 110-148. 
 
[33] More on the manner in which the Dutch Republic in the seventeenth century 
served as incubator of the capitalism to come can be found in Joyce Appleby, 
The Relentless Revolution: A History of Capitalism (New York: Norton, 2011), 37-
54. 
 
[34] Many of Leibniz's projects, thought experiments, and theories have been 
seen as crucial precursors to the development of contemporary computers. For 
more, see Georges Ifrah, The Universal History of Computing: From The Abacus 
to the Quantum Computer (London: Wiley, 2002), particularly 67-98, 121-130.   
 
[35] The reading of the virtual in this section is based on the manner in which the 
notion is used by Gilles Deleuze in his reading of Bergson, and the manner in 
which it can be used to describe fantasy in a psychoanalytic sense, as much as 
that which is immanent yet not fully concrete in experience. For more on this, see 
Keith Ansell-Pearson, Philosophy and the Adventure of the Virtual: Bergson and 
the Time of Life (London: Routledge, 2002), 9-37. This section also builds on the 
way in which Villém Flusser argues that we are programmed by the images 
around us. See, for example, Villém Flusser Writings (Minneapolis: Minnesota 
Univ. Press, 2004), 38-48. 
 
[36] Marx's famous “Theses on Feuerbach,” in which he comments on 
Feurbach's theory of the evolution of God, can be found in Karl Marx and Eugene 
Kamenka, The Portable Karl Marx (New York: Penguin, 1983), 155-7. The famed 
parable of the “man with the butterfly,” paraphrased here, is by Ancient Chinese 
philosopher Zhuangzi, see Philip J. Ivanhoe and Brian Van Norden, Readings in 
Classical Chinese Philosophy (London: Hackett, 2005, reprint), 224. 
 
[37] See Rebecca Morelle “Google Machine Learns to Master and Play Video 
Games,” BBC News,  http://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-31623427 
(accessed on 8 February 2016). 
 
[38] Artificial neural networks were not always deep, meaning that they did not 
always have “hidden layers” which are necessary to perform certain operations 
crucial to their contemporary forms of functioning. “Deep” networks are those 
which utilize more than input and output layers, and hence, have these crucial 
hidden layers. Today, however, nearly all artificial neural networks make use of 
these hidden layers. The use of the term “deep learning” has nevertheless 
become the term of choice to describe artificial neural networks in popular media. 
For more on hidden layers and their relation to the history of the development of 
neural networks, see Bechtel and Abrahamson, Connectionism and the Mind: 
Parallel Processing, Dynamics, and Evolution in Networks (London: Blackwell, 
reprint), 1-17. 
 
[39] Categorization of the different types of neural networks and their various 
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processing styles differs according to the writer and/or researcher. A basic survey 
of the different types of artificial neural networks, including 
Rummelhardt/backpropagation, Hopfield, Elman, Associative/CAM,  and 
Kohonen types, not only explained but also situated in regard to their contexts in 
AI and neuroscientific research, see Manfred Spitzer, The Mind Within the Net: 
Models of Learning, Thinking, and Acting (New York: Bradford, reprint, 2000). 
 
[40] The basics of artificial neural networks and connectionist, parallel-processing 
approaches to artificial intelligence can be found in the chapter “Connectionism” 
in Andy Clark, Mindware: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Cognitive Science 
(Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2001). A discussion of the characteristics of artificial 
neural networks can be found in 66-73. For the relation to “deep learning” see the 
chapter “Deep Learning” in Jeff Heaton, Artificial Neural Networks for Humans, 
Volume 3: Deep Learning and Neural Networks (Chesterfield: Heaton Research, 
2015), 171-195, and the chapter “Symmetric Weights and Deep Belief Networks” 
in Stephen Marsland, Machine Learning: An Algorithmic Perspective, 2nd Edition 
(Boca Raton: Taylor and Francis, 2015), 359-394.  
 
[41] See Spitzer for a discussion of  long-term potentiation (LTP), 43-47,  and 
backpropagation, 59, 122-134. 
 
[42] For “what fires together wires together” see Siegrid Löwel, Kerstin E. 
Schmidt, and Wolf Singer, “Nature vs. nurture in the development of tangential 
connections and functional maps in the visual cortex,” Lecture Notes in Computer 
Science, 9 June 2005, http://link.springer.com/chapter/ 
10.1007%2FBFb0020151 (accessed 10 February 2016). The phrase “the brain is 
what it eats” is a more colloquial phrase often thrown around in these contexts to 
describe the well-known plasticity of the brain in regard to stimuli. 
 
[43] See Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (London: 
Routledge, 1992, reprint), as well as Alexander Galloway, Protocol: How Control 
Exists After Decentralization (Cambridge: MIT, 2001).  
 
[44] These notions are developed in greater depth in Christopher Vitale, 
Networkologies: A Philosophy of Networks for a Hyperconnected Age (London: 
Zer0 Books, 2014), 38-48. 
 
[45] While there is disagreement on precisely how to best compactly categorize 
the factors which complex systems theorists feel potentiate emergence, the 
overall types of situations which do this are generally agreed upon in the field. 
For a general introduction to the notion of emergence, see Steven Johnson, 
Emergence: The Connected Lives of Ants, Brains, Cities, and Software (New 
York: Touchstone, 2011), and in regard to complex systems science in general, 
see the more technical texts by Sunny Auyang, Foundations of Complex 
Systems Theories: In Economics, Evolutionary Biology, and Statistical Physics 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1999). For more on meta-stability in relation 
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to emergence, see Philip Ball, Critical Mass: How One Thing Leads to Another 
(New York: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2004), 163-172, 292-3, 321-8. 
 
[46] The distinction between complicated and complex is addressed in John 
Holland, Complexity: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 
2014), 3-5.  
 
[47] This rarely stated yet crucial aspect of the functioning of neurons is 
described in Rodney Cotterill, Enchanted Looms: Conscious Networks in Brains 
and Computers (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1998), 64-5; Spitzer, The 
Mind Within the Net: Models of Learning, Thinking, and Acting (Cambridge: 
Bradford, 2000), 22. 
 
[48] Catherine Malabou, What Should We Do With Our Brain? (New York: 
Fordham Univ. Press, 2008), 36.  
 
[49] The notion of the emergence of structures which are “more than the sum of 
their parts” is a crucial part of complex systems science. For more, see 
Complexity: A Guided Tour (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2011), p. x. 
 
[50] The relation of brahman to atman in the Upanishads is found discussed in 
context in Carl Olson, The Many Colors of Hinduism: A Thematic-Historical 
Introduction (New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 2007), 64-71. 
 
[51] Antonio Damasio, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain 
(New York: Penguin, 2005, reprint), and Joseph Le Doux, The Synaptic Self: How 
Our Brains Become Who We Are (New York: Penguin, 2003).  
 
[52] The distributed nature of human memory is a widely accepted fact in the 
neuroscience community. 
See, for example, the discussion of perceptual memory in Antonio Damasio, 
Descartes Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (New York: Penguin, 
1994), 100-113, or in regard to linguistic memory storage in the section “Where 
Symbols Aren't” in Terrence Deacon, The Symbolic Species: The Coevolution of 
Language and the Brain (New York: Norton, 1997), 300-9. For how this relates to 
neural networks, see the discussion of superpositional storage and distributed 
representation in Clark, 66-83. For a book length discussion of the extreme 
difficulty of localizing anything like consciousness in the brain, see Christof Koch, 
The Question for Consciousness: A Neurobiological Approach (Englewood: 
Roberts and Company, 2004), in particular his discussion of the neural 
implications of Jackendorff's “intermediate theory of consciousness, 295-314. 
Another illuminating approach to these issues which describes the distributed 
nature of consciousness can be found in the “dynamic core hypothesis” 
described by Gerald Edelman and Giulio Tononi, A Universe of Consciousness: 
How Matter Becomes Imagination (New York: Basic Books, 2000), 139-156. Also 
see the discussion of “Nonrepresentational Memory” in regard to the 



distributedness of memory storage in the brain, 93-101. 
 
[53] A text which does an excellent job of making this case from the perspective 
of research in both neuroscience and artificial intelligence is Rodney Cotterill, 
Enchanted Looms: Conscious Networks I Brains and Computers (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000).  
 
[54] This form of knotting can be found explained in Gary Zukav, The Dancing 
Wu-Li Masters: An Overview of the New Physics (New York: Harper-Collins, 
1979), 200-1. 
 
[55] See Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: 
Chicago Univ. Press, 1970, reprint).  
 
[56] The relation between the “Big Bang” and the notion of singularities in 
quantum cosmology, see Paul Davies, About Time: Einstein's Unfinished 
Revolution (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), 104-145.      
 
[57] More on this issue can be found in John Gribben's In Search of the 
Multiverse: Parallel Universes, Hidden Dimensions, and the Ultimate Quest for 
the Frontiers of Reality (Hoboken: Wiley, 2010). 
 
[58] More on Hegel's approach to these issues can be found in G.W.F. Hegel, 
The Encyclopedia Logic (Cambridge: Hacket, 1991), 286-307. 
 
[59] Spinoza's notion of substance is described in the manner articulated here in 
Gilles Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy (San Francisco: City Lights, 1970), 
108-9. 
 
[60] I have written extensively about this elsewhere, see for example, “Wrestling 
with the World in Virtual Reality: A Deleuzian, Anti-Essentialist of Classical 
Mahayana Buddhist Philosophy as Radical Practice of Freedom and 
Desire,”https://networkologies.wordpress.com/2012/04/01/networkological-
buddhism-a-deleuzian-anti-essentialist-relational-reading-of-buddhist-concepts-
and-practices-or-doing-battle-in-virtual-reality-with-the-world/ (accessed 12 
March 2016). 
 
[61] An excellent discussion of non-duality as philosophical position is David O. 
Loy, Nonduality: A Study in Comparative Philosophy (Amherst: Prometheus, 
1997, reprint).   
 
[62] The relation of Whitehead and Hartshorne to theology can be found in John 
Cobb and Dave Ray Griffin, Process Theology: An Introductory Exposition 
(Louisville: Westminster Press, 1996). Whitehead is widely regarded as one of 
the most influential mathematicians and philosophers of the century. His most 
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[Note: This text is a response to the Computation panel at the Dec. 2015 E-flux conference "Superconversations: 

Machines that Matter." It expands upon the intervention which I voiced during the Q&A, in response to talks 

given by Ekaterina Zavyalove, Troy Conrad Therrien, and Reza Negarestani]. 

 
Pancomputationalism, the notion that everything can be seen as a form of computation, is a controversial notion, 

if one which recently seems to be arousing more interest[1]. But what could it mean to say that organisms and 

cells are types of computers, or by extension, societies, ecosystems, rocks, or molecules? Is there any sense to 

this type of idea, and if so, what could it be?[2] It should be stated at the outset that the impetus for 

pancomputationalist thinking is not coming from nowhere. We live in a world in which DNA has recently been 

used to successfully perform computation [3], and there are now algorithms which are able, like living beings, to 

learn to recognize faces, most notably that employed by Facebook.[4] 

 

Computation is changing, and conceptions and realities of computation are changing with this. There 

nevertheless remains quite a leap between expanding what might be at stake with a notion such as computation 

and asserting that everything is a form of computation, at least, without fundamentally altering what is meant by 

computation itself. But what might a notion such as pancomputationalism do, what new insights could it provide 

on states of affairs, or is it simply a new fad with limited use beyond theoretical fantasy? Are some of the ways in 

which such a perspective would necessarily recast some of the stakes of computation in potentially beneficial 

ways, even as what it means to compute transforms before our eyes?    

 

This short essay will argue that it is mistaken to see computation and the digitality of contemporary computing 

devices as synonymous, or either of these as synonymous with anything such as thinking. While classical 

computer science has tended to try to efface the differences between these, contemporary advances in computing 

are radically calling this analogy into question, as they are pioneering non-binary, non-digital forms of 

computation which are deconstructing the boundaries between what has previously been seen as computation and 

that which is not. As a result, the very meaning of computation is being recast, with potentially profound 

implications for not only how we see computation, but so many other aspects of our world. In order to 

understand what is potentially at stake in regard to these questions, however, some context is necessary.  

 

Is a Rock a Computer? Pan-Informationalism and Beyond  

 

What is pancomputationalism is, and why might such a notion not only be interesting or useful, but even 

sensible? Many pancomputationalist approaches find at least some of their inspiration in the discipline of 

information theory, a field which can perhaps help provide some context for an attempt to understand the 

pancomputationalist impulse. According to the perspectives described by this approach, information is seen as 

something which takes many forms and can be quantified. Biologically minded information theorists often see 

information as a "difference that makes a difference" to an organism which can read that information (ie: there is 

food over there), while more physically inspired information theorists tend to see information as existing 

regardless of its meaning to an organism (ie: an earthquake on a distant planet is still information, regardless of 

whether or not there is an organism to register it as such).[5] The latter group sees information as fundamentally 

related to the improbability of event occurring based on past patterns, a matter which is fundamentally related 

to entropy, the seemingly universal trend for energy to dissipate as described by the second law of 

thermodynamics, and negentropy, or energy which is able, in small pockets such as a planet like Earth near a star 

such as the Sun, to work against this and lead to a buildup in unlikely complexity, for example, in the form of 

organisms. According to such a perspective, any sort of order is improbable and goes against the general trend in 

our universe towards entropy, and hence, the presence of ordered form as such is information (the word 

"information," after all, derives from the Latin formare, literally to form or to make), such that information can 

be seen as the in-forming of matter and energy in complex patterns as such. [6] And since it it precisely this sort 

of forming which is most interesting and useful to living organisms, this is often cast as a more encompassing 

frame to more narrowly focused biologically minded theories.  

 

To both sorts of information theorists, life on Earth would be considered information worth noting. For if to 

biologically minded information theorists require a lifeform for whom a given bit of information matters, to more 

physically minded theorists, information is anything which goes against the larger tide of entropy by performing 

the largely improbable task of increasing the order in a given segment of a largely disorderly cosmos. Still, to 

physically minded information theorists, rocks on a completely deserted planet are information because they are 

more orderly than disorganized flows of magma, and the geological processes which brought these about are 

forms of information processing, all of which can be computed according to mathematical formulas which, 

beyond the laws of physics, compute the degree of information contained in each. These formulas, first devised 



by Claude Shannon of Bell Labs to compute the thickness of copper wire needed to transmit a certain amount of 

telephone signal with minimal noise, take into account the amount of energy and material needed to transmit 

certain amounts of information with a certain probability of accurate transmission. From this it became possible 

to work backwards to the more theoretical stakes about how information relates to issues such as matter, energy, 

and probability.  

  

Whichever theory of information one uses, computers are seen by information theorists as machines which, like 

organisms, process information. That is, they transform inputs into outputs in ways which make a difference and 

matter, whether to organisms such as humans, or as such in that they produce order out of chaos, going against 

the flow of entropy, forming the unformed into packages of data, and ultimately in ways which humans find 

useful. While most information theory approaches to computation make use of physically minded information 

theories which do not have a biological bias, either of these can be productively applied to the question of what 

constitutes computation. Pancomputationalism simply takes the advances made by information theory, often used 

in highly practical ways to determine things such as how many servers and cables are needed to keep the 

infrastructure of the Internet running, and turns these tools back on the stuff of the world beyond computer 

hardware and infrastructure.  

 

There is a paradox to such an approach, however. For if rocks and oceans contain information to varying degrees, 

and in fact, are the result of the ways in which they process the information of the forces which act upon them so 

as to form themselves, then what is it that makes what we tend to call computers, namely, desktop, laptop, 

tablets, and smartphones, to be unique and different from rocks or oceans or even organisms, as they clearly 

seem to be? Pancomputationalism needs to be more than merely paninformationalism, for otherwise it indicates 

that all is information, but not that all is computation. That is, is computation simply information processing, 

especially if everything is seen as not only information itself, but as the result of the way in which it processes 

the information around it? And if not, what difference might there be between information and computation, and 

why might this matter? Furthermore, does it make sense to use information, and the way in which this notion is 

conceptualized by information theorists in particular, as the best lens to theorize computation? After all, there are 

quite a few assumptions which go into the particular theorizations of information, such as the communicationalist 

biases of Shannon, or the probabalistic assumptions of the extrapolation of this by Norbert Wiener, or the 

biologistic assumptions of Gregory Bateson.[7] In light of this, perhaps it may be more sensible to base a theory 

of pancomputationalism not on a series of definitions of information, but rather, on some notion of what 

constitutes computation itself.  

 

Computation in and Beyond Thinking: Logics of Deduction, Induction, and Abduction from Aristotle to Peirce  

 

Many discussions of computation and its ramifications, in and beyond information theory, however, seem to take 

for granted that we all know what computation is, and so, that this does not need to even be discussed. According 

to this sort of thinking, computation is what our desktop computer, laptops, and smart devices do, which is to 

say, reduce everything to a binary code of ones and zeros, translating inputs into outputs by means of software 

running on hardware with the relation between these mediated by this form. This could hardly help make sense 

of a notion such as pancomputationalism, however, nor get us any closer to an understanding of what is at stake 

with a notion such as computation itself. For it seems clear that contemporary computer devices are quite 

different in form, function, and much more from things like rocks and oceans and organisms. And so, if these are 

all computers of a sort, then they perform computation differently than our contemporary computer devices such 

as smartphones and such. Either way, it seems necessary to come up with a sense of what we might mean by 

computation in and beyond simply saying that computation is what our contemporary computer devices do. 

Rather, it makes sense to attempt to abstract a notion of computation from some of its instances, in and beyond 

that of our devices, and then work to see how this could be used to make a pancomputationalist argument, that is, 

if we want to at least get a sense of what such a notion could mean.  

 

It is worth keeping in mind in all this that since our computing devices are so new, the notion of computation 

itself is in fact much older, a fact intertwined with the fact that the history of the development of computation and 

computational devices is not a smooth or simple affair. There are many paths not taken, many things which could 

have happened differently, and as computation changes today, we are seeing some of these ghosts of 

computation past reemerge.[8] Rather than see the development of computation as teleologically structured, as a 

path of development in which everything only makes sense to the extent to which it leads up to the development 

of our current computational devices, perhaps we need to pay as much attention to discarded computational 

thinkings which could have lead to different types of computing. For in fact, some of the most powerful forms of 



cutting edge computation being developed today were once discarded as dead ends on the path to today's more 

classical forms of computation of the sort seen in our desktops, laptops, and phones.  

 

From such a perspective, the fact that pancomputationalism is being discussed ever more today seems potentially 

symptomatic of the fact that what is generally understood by the term computation is in fact changing, shifting 

underneath us. And who can deny, after all, that with the rise of the Internet and social media, our sense that 

computation is serial, binary, linear, or hardware based is being replaced by one which emphasizes the 

networked, the virtual, and the seemingly quasi-organic? With the rise of these more interconnected, networked 

computing technologies, the differences between what we might think of as the terrain of computation and that 

which we might call thinking seems to becoming increasingly blurred. For after all, when our computers can 

recognize our faces or predict what products we might want to buy, how much further until we start to call what 

computers do something like thinking? And if so, how do we differentiate a term such a computation not only 

from that of information, but also that of thinking as such? For there have been so many attempts to define what 

might be meant by thinking, certainly beyond simply saying, in the manner that computation is whatever 

computers do, that thinking is simply what brains or minds do. But things get quite complicated once one tries to 

go further in producing something like a definition for thinking or thought. That is, Is thinking to be understood 

as something like attempt to distill patterns from beneath appearances so as to apply older patterns to new 

situations? Or is it rather more like the movement of gears in a machine, or more like the Freudian hydrolics or 

thermodynamics of libido, or is it what happens when there are flows of neurotransmitters and such? All of 

which raises the question of the ways in which the images we have of the brain, the seeming organ of thinking, 

constrain or enable what we imagine thinking to be, in a manner which perhaps feeds back into thinking more 

than anything else. How can then an investigation of the limitations or difference between brains and minds or 

computers help us get a sense of what computation or pancomputation might mean?  

 

There are clearly no simple answers to such questions, and history is full of examples in which the question of 

what it means to think has been rethought, with wide ranging stakes, all of which could easily sidetrack us from 

any attempt to come to grips with computation or pancomputationalism. Luckily the type of computing done by 

contemporary computing devices has a much more recent and limited history, and perhaps we can use this to 

help us at least come to imagine what it might mean to say that, at minimum, we perhaps should see everything 

in our world as computational in a form which builds and expands upon that which is done by these sorts of 

devices. For it is not long ago that the term computer was used to describe those people, many of whom were 

women, who performed by hand or with adding machines the computations which allowed for the first space 

flights to the Moon. Computation, from such a perspective, is fundamentally related to mathematical calculation 

for contemporary computers are electrical devices which evolved from adding machines. The very same Claude 

Shannon who developed information theory showed how it might be possible to build computers with electrical 

switches, building upon the work of Charles Babbage who tried to do so with gears in his famous difference and 

analytical engines, himself building upon attempts to develop calculation machines by Pascal and Leibniz before 

him. In between were developments by George Boole and Ludwig Wittgenstein who showed how a logic of 

symbols could be used to do arithmetic of a sort with mathematized "logic" of symbols. Combining these with 

the binary code of Leibniz, the binarized arithmetic of logic was sutured to the newly electricized adding 

machines by means of John von Neuman's use of switch based memory to run programs held in software, and the 

rest, they say, is history. Alan Turing famously argued early on in this process that anything which could do this 

sort of mathematical logical processing was a universal machine which could think anything which could be 

thought, a proposal which only holds, of course, if we reduce human thinking to the disembodied binary 

mathematized symbolic form envisaged by Turing, a large set of assumptions indeed.[9]   

 

But in what sort of ways might thinking be more complex than this? Aristotle, for example, argues that thought 

requires at least induction and deduction, assisted by reasoning by analogy. Charles Sanders Peirce expands upon 

this by arguing that thought is a dialectical back-and-forth between a subject and the world in a cycle of 

induction, abduction, and deduction.[10] Peirce's addition of abduction expands upon Aristotle's "reasoning by 

analogy" to propose that we abduct when we extrapolate the usage or generalities abstracted from the world by 

induction and creatively map old generalities onto new situations by means of similarities between the situations 

in order to come to grips with the new or the disparate. This is the reasoning of the educated guess. According to 

the criterion advanced by Peirce and Aristotle, however, calculation (ie: 2+3=5) falls under the category of 

deduction, and describes nicely what contemporary computing devices do, namely, turn inputs to outputs 

according to a set of instructions such as those implied in the logogram for addition, even if in more complicated 

fashion by means of many tiered software algorithms. Deduction is simply this, one has a set of axioms which 

function as givens which determine rules to govern behavior, a set of inputs are encountered, and this sets in 

motion a chain of actions which produces the outputs, or the deductions which follow.  



 

From such a perspective, computers are deduction machines. But computers as we know them, our laptops and 

desktops and phones, simply fail when it comes to induction and abduction (even as some cutting edge 

computers, to be discussed in what follows, are changing this). For traditional computers simply do what they are 

programmed to do, they follow the rules. Beyond this, they lack the values which could guide their choices of 

which rules they should follow in given situations. That is, computing devices lack any criterion to help them 

make decisions. Why induct these generalities from all the patterns of data than others? Why guess something 

means this or that, for what should guide the choice of analogies linking a present situation with old ones? 

Deduction is mechanical, its values are encoded, if implicitly, in the grammars which guide the chains of 

'if...then' which guide its movements, and the selection of what gets to count as valid inputs. Induction and 

abduction, however, cannot be pre-programmed to have values in a simplistic implicit fashion such as this. And 

the reason for this is that induction and abduction are open processes. Induction abstracts patterns from the 

world, deduction works out the implications of these, and abduction reapplies these to the concrete 

manifestations of the world. Of these, only deduction is a fully internal process, a transformation of input into 

output in a manner in which there is no substantive contact with the outside world. This is mere mere calculation, 

which is to say, computation, or rather, the merely computational aspect of thinking. Thinking is in this sense 

much more substantive, and fundamentally beyond the merely calculative, deductive, or computational which are 

only aspects of this. At least, that is, if we are to put credence in such a definition of thinking.  

 

From Hard Computing to Soft: Fuzzy Systems, Artificial Neural Networks, Evolutionary Algorithms, and 

Morphological Computation 

 

Let us return now to the impetus for such reflections. We live in an age in which the very notion of computation 

is changing. If historically computers were rigid and merely deductive, today they are starting to change. If 

traditional computers are serial and binary, a new set of technologies, known as "soft" forms of computation, are 

quite different than older forms. Where traditional computation is binary, soft computation can be non-binary; 

where traditional computation is linear and serial, soft computation can be parallel and distributed; where 

traditional computation firmly distinguishes software and hardware, soft computing does not necessarily do this; 

where traditional computers are built and programmed, soft computers can potentially build, program, and 

reprogram themselves; where traditional computers make a firm distinction between hardware and software, soft 

computers often blur these and many of the other distinctions which have been foundational to the development 

of hard computing. Soft computers are also hardly digital, at least in any traditional sense. For if the terms digital 

implies discrete (coming from the Latin word digitus for finger or toe, often used in counting), such as the 

discreteness of binary ones and zeros, or even that between hardware and software, unit and context, entity and 

relation, then soft-computers, even if they are simulated on traditional hardware computers, also deconstruct the 

distinction between more relational analog and the discreteness of the digital.  

 

Soft computing is often seen as composed of four distinct sub-branches: fuzzy control systems and their allied 

logics, artificial neural networks, embodied/morphological computation, and genetic/evolutionary algorithms, 

along with a series of related technologies (support vector machines, Bayesian statistical methods, etc.).  Fuzzy 

systems show how computation does not need to be binary, but rather, can be fractional and fuzzy, like quantum 

states or fractions within geological strata. Artificial neural networks show how computation can be 

multidirectional and overdetermined, taking its inspiration from the brains of animals, eschewing linguistic 

coding for parallel and divergent connections between networks of living wires which are not so much 

programmed as program and reprogram themselves. Embodied forms of computation demonstrate the ways in 

which, rather than use enormous amounts of computing power to manipulate bodies for certain types of tasks, the 

right sort of often flexible body can do work that it often takes massive amounts of computing power to do 

otherwise. That is, elasticity and morphology, often similar to that evolved by organisms, are often effectively 

equivalent to massive amounts of computing power which are effectively seen as distributed in the very form of 

a body itself, such that with the right sort of body, one simply does not need so much computational power as 

before, with the body essentially "doing" the computation for one. Genetic algorithms show how groups of 

entities can compute by the relations between each other and their environments and the changes within these, 

inspired by the ways in which evolution of groups of organisms evolve as a form of distributed problem solving 

which can try many potential solutions at once and keep what works. Similar to neural networks, they show how 

distributed computation can occur not only in networks within systems, but also between them.[11]   

 

Without going further into the details, one major distinction between all the soft forms of computation from their 

"hard" counterparts is that, in one way or another, they deconstruct the dualist and binary parameters which 

underlie what we have come to define as the limits of computation. These limits are not being deconstructed 



merely intellectually, but concretely, by means of the developments of new technologies which make traditional 

definitions of computation seem limiting, arbitrary, and hardly necessary in hindsight. From a soft-computational 

perspective, the boundaries between what were traditionally known as computation and thinking, between the 

processing of aspects of the world as done by machines and that done by organisms, seems more and more a 

sedimentation of a paradigm whose time is nearing an end. The achievements of soft-computation are hard to 

dispute: Facebook's terrifying "DeepFace" facial recognition algorithm is evidence enough, but another example 

can be found in the equally disturbing animalian military mobots such as "Big Dog" produced by Boston 

Dynamics for the US Department of Defense. The Internet is fundamentally soft, even if all of these examples 

make use of hardware which is to one degree or another still hard.  

 

Another fundamental difference between soft and hard types of computation is that while hard computers are 

only able to perform deduction, many types of soft computing are able to pass beyond this into induction and 

abduction. Artificial neural networks not only learn rather than are programmed (though the boundary between 

these breaks down when you only train such a network on particular learning sets), and hence are able to induce 

new generalities from patterns in what is presented to them. But they are also able to abduct, which is to say, to 

guess. This can be seen in weak form in the way these can complete incomplete patterns, but also in stronger 

form in the ways in which these can guess about how to act in new situations with some degree of similarity to 

older ones, in the process, softening the very boundaries between induction, deduction, and abduction in a 

particularly animalian manner (and in the process potentially showing the limitations of these distinctions).  What 

is more, if you overload an artificial neural network it will blur and "forget" in ways which are remarkably 

similar to the manner of animals. Other forms of soft computing similarly soften the boundaries between the 

aspects of embodied thinking in the manner seen in animals, showing the limitations of traditional hard 

computation. As soft computing researchers often argue, hard computers are rigid and brittle, but they are 

incredibly fast. Hard computers are unlikely to be replaced simply because they are excellent at doing the things 

that soft-computers and thinking organisms do poorly, things like long chains of computations. But ask a hard 

computer to guess at something, and it simply does not compute. Hard computers will be around for a very long 

time, just like calculators are still useful.[12] But soft-computers brings computation closer to thinking, and show 

in the process the limits of traditional definitions of computation, and how much more there is to thinking.   

 

While aspects of the soft computational technology are currently restricted to either software (such as in 

DeepFace) or the more basic aspects of the hardware (such as in the "morphological computation" in the limbs of 

the mobots produced by General Dynamics), the boundaries between hardware and software is starting to soften 

itself.[13] While it is unlikely this will simply dissolve without a leap in computational technology, such as forms 

of nano- or molecular computation, the process seems to already be underway. There is, to repurpose a notion 

deployed by the rather binary thinker Jurgen Habermas, a "performative deconstruction" of the binary between 

computation and its others underway.[14] In light of these sorts of developments, if we do not begin to redefine 

what we mean by computation, computation will begin to redefine us, a process which of course has been long 

underway, if with hardly the critical mass as is currently the case.  

 

Capitalism, Or Soft-Computation and Hard Ends 

 

Soft-computation shows that either the boundary between computing and thinking, or computing and the world, 

needs to be expanded, or we need to come up with some other word for the types of "computing" which go 

beyond the types seen in traditional computers. This means we need to think about how computation is similar or 

different from thinking, the world, and various others to computation. And deciding on whether or not it makes 

sense to draw a new boundary between what is computation and what is not, or to simply say that everything is a 

form of computation, or of thinking, or to try to understand what we might want these things to mean. For 

softness implies a different approach to the world, a more holistic, distributed, refractive, emergent worldview as 

a whole, one which allows more room for embodiment, parallelism and networked divergence, fuzziness, and 

evolution.  

 

But this should not fool us into thinking that all soft-computation is necessarily used for soft ends. For It is the 

attempt to control these new developments which should worry us most, because it would be simply naive to 

think that the megacorporations which rose to prominence in the dotcom boom by means of venture capital have 

liberatory values at heart, at least, other than liberating more of the world to the penetration of capital for 

purposes of the extraction of surplus, and control over political processes to make this possible. Capital is about 

enclosure and monetarization, of the reduction of the world to quantities which can be linked into capitalist 

cycles. And this is shared between capitalism and most dominant forms of traditional computation, the 

quantification of the world. And yet, we know that entities which think do so be means for more than quantity.   



 

And so, while at least on the surface it might appear that the rise of soft-computing would indicate a potentially 

liberatory moment in which it would be possible to see beyond binary, quantified, serial, centralized, 

disembodied, non-evolutionary modes of thinking, there is definite reason for deep concern. Even beyond the 

manner in which these technologies are increasingly being researched and employed by the military, we need 

keep in mind that capitalism is a machine which is at its best when it is coopting revolutions against it into 

potential forms of profit. For in fact, much of the research into soft-computation is funded by capitalist means, 

and Google and Facebook are pioneering the applications of soft-computational methods in mass popular 

formats. The Internet itself, highly networked and distributed to the core, exists primarily at the service of 

markets, despite the paeans to its liberatory potential which greeted us at the dawn of cyberspace. This because 

capitalism is a hybrid formation which uses completely revolutionary means for reactionary ends in its 

production of the ever new same described with such clarity by Jean Baudrillard in his procession of simulacra, 

and Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno in their famed description of the marketing of the perpetually new in 

their incisive writings on the culture industry.[15]  

 

Capitalism uses soft technologies such as language for its traditionally conservative goals of accumulation, just 

as contemporary soft-comptutational software runs on highly traditional hardware. And yet, even when nano, 

molecular, quantum, or biological computation produces the new wave of technological developments beyond 

these contemporary hybrid formations between soft and hard forms of computation, we should not be surprised 

that capital will use these even more radically soft means for hard ends. After all, this is what capitalism does 

best. And this is why, to borrow some notions from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, it most likely makes sense 

to think of older, more straightforwardly reactionary paranoid conservatisms, and cancerous conservatisms which 

are are reproductive and revolutionary with only their own appropriation for more reproduction in mind.[16] It is 

against this that we need to ask the question of why we compute, a question which requires thinking beyond 

mere computation, a question which relates to why we want certain lenses upon the world over others, and how 

this can relate our interpretations, actions, and potential actions to questions of values in relation to the bigger 

picture of what sort of world we want there to be.   

 

For ultimately, how we frame our relation to these issues is a question of values, for how we use words shapes 

the ways in which we frame and understand our actions and image new courses of thinking and acting. Language 

games, Wittgenstein famously argues, indicate a form of life, a world picture, a way of framing our relation to 

the world.[17] And if we frame the world in completely hard terms, which privilege rigid definitions of 

computation, information, or thinking based upon these, we greatly restrict the ways in which we see the world. 

That said, to simply say everything is a form of computation, information, and thinking doesn't get us much 

unless we develop these notions to describe networks of meaningful relations between these, linked to criterion 

of evaluation. And so, if everything is a form of computation, are some things more computational than others? If 

everything is a form of thinking or information, how are some more than others, and how might notions of 

computation, information, or thinking interrelate? What sorts of world pictures do these provide, not only in 

terms of conceptualization, but also as guides for action and potential resistance to forms of power which would 

seek to control these developments for their own benefit?  

  

From Hard to Soft by Complex Systems Science: Softening Pan-Computationalism, Or Towards Pan-

Cogitationalism 

 

The uses and disuses of any notion of pancomputationalism today needs, it would seem, to take into account 

these sorts of developments. But it should also bring to bear precisely what might be at stake with the relation 

between the notion of "pan" anything (pancomputationalism, panpsychism, pantheism, etc.) and what it means to 

think in relation to the world. For to speak of "pan" anything is in fact a soft strategy, one oddly in sync with the 

soft-computational trends alluded to above. Opposed to binary ways of theorizing, which divide the world into 

that which is computational and that which is not, "pan" softens things. And this is precisely what new forms of 

computation do.  

 

At least as how currently constituted, however, a hard definition of computation, and particularly one framed in 

traditional information theoretic concerns, is a highly limiting view of the world with strong affinities to systems 

of capitalist exploitation. Softness is a way of doing things, and particularly in regard to this set of concerns, a 

way of using binaries to unravel them. From such a perspective, it might make sense to argue that however we 

use these terms, we need to increase the softness of our thinking. Liberating the world from the merely hard, the 

merely computational, and for something more like thinking, moving from something like 

a pancomputationalism, at least in its harder varieties, to a pancognitationalism and the potential softness this 



implies, would seem then to be a decent goal, one which puts the need to question values to the forefront, rather 

than hiding them under layers of grammars of computation.  

 

In all this, of course, we need to keep in mind that any form of soft computing can be deployed for hard ends, 

particularly when soft formations are developed in hard contexts. Facial recognition algorithms used to police 

national border, for example, fragment off soft-computers from soft contexts and employ them to hard ends. The 

dangers of these formations give cause to reflect on the stakes of our technologies, and how ultimately, we need 

an ethics which goes beyond the divides enforced by traditional computational modes of thinking to help us 

question precisely what sort of worlds we want, even as the boundaries between organisms and computers start 

to deconstruct, and why. It should also not be though that sofeness is simply good while hardness is bad. Rather, 

softness is that which, according to the complex systems science from which many forms of soft-computational 

research has emerged, is that which tends to potentiate the most robust emergence of complexity in the world. 

While hardness can be a part of soft structures, such as those of living organisms or ecosystems, they tend to lead 

to disaster if taken as ends unto themselves. For as complex systems science has shown, complexity tends to 

emerge, in living systems and beyond, at the edge of chaos, in conditions of relative diversity, distributedness, 

metastability, and multi-level feedback, conditions all lacking from traditional hard computers but present, in 

differing degrees, in soft-computers, and the moreso the more they resemble organisms, ecosystems, and that 

within the world which gives rise to life and all that comes from it.[18]  

 

All of which is to say that perhaps we should aim to unleash the potential for pancogitationalism from capture by 

mere pancomputationalism, of the supra-digital from capture by the merely digital, of thinking from capture by 

mere computation, of the soft from capture by the merely hard. Towards this end, the development of soft-

computing, it seems to me, is perhaps not merely an opportunity to rethink computing, but rather, what 

computing can tell us about how our values are tied up with the question of what it means to compute and what 

might be beyond computation, such as thinking. A pancogitationalism could help us question the ways in which 

any sort of computation, machinic or human or anything in between, can ultimately limit us, and lead to the types 

of thinking which could be destructive to what our worlds could be. For if we begin to question what might be at 

stake when we reduce everything soft to the hard, all thinking to computation, all life to control and the 

reproduction of the same, and if soft-computing and pancogitationalism leads in such a direction, then perhaps 

these moments in our cultural development can have wide important. And few questions are more pressing for 

our current age.  

 

--- 

 

[1] At the recent E-flux conference "Machines That Matter" (December 8-13, 2015, New York City), for 

example, the computation and science fiction panels were full of references to pancomputationalism. This paper 

is partially a response to some of the notions presented at the computation panel, and grows from some of the 

comments I made during the Q&A.  

 

[2] For a paper delivered at this conference which takes this position, for example, see Ed Keller's excellent 

"Cosmopolitical Gestures and the Swarming of Infinite Space." 

 

[3] A recent article on DNA computation is Daniel Strain's "Flexible DNA computer finds square roots," in 

Science News, June 2, 2011.  

 

[4] See the notes from my talk, presented Sept. 17, 2015 at Pratt Institute for the Media Encounters series, 

entitled "Neuropolitics: Facial Recognition, Kohonen Networks, and Distributed Representation, Or How I 

Stopped Worrying and Love Facebook's DeepFace." The research paper released by Facebook on their DeepFace 

technology, entitled "DeepFace: Closing the Gap to Human-Level Performance in Face Verification," by Y. 

Taigman, et. al., can be found here: https://research.facebook.com/publications/480567225376225/deepface-

closing-the-gap-to-human-level-performance-in-face-verification/ 

[5] An excellent introduction to information theory and its various ramifications is Charles Seife's  Decoding the 

Universe: How the New Science of Information Is Explaining Everything in the Cosmos from Brains to Black 

Holes (New York: Penguin, 2007, reprint).  

 

[6] This approach to the notion of information is inspired by the philosophically minded introduction 

to information and information theory in relation to a variety of topics Mark C. Taylor The Moment of 

Complexity: Emerging Network Culture (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 2001), pp. 99-123.  

https://research.facebook.com/publications/480567225376225/deepface-closing-the-gap-to-human-level-performance-in-face-verification/
https://research.facebook.com/publications/480567225376225/deepface-closing-the-gap-to-human-level-performance-in-face-verification/


 

[7] For more on Wiener and Bateson in relation to Shannon's theories of information, see N. Katherine 

Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cyberspace, Literature, and Informatics (Chicago: Univ. 

of Chicago Press, 1999), especially pp. 50-100.  

 

[8]  Artificial neural networks were once thought a dead-end computationally. For more on the history of these 

issues, see William Bechtel and Adele Abrahamson, Connectionism and the Mind: Parallel Processing, 

Dynamics, and Evolution in Networks, 2nd Edition (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), pp. 12-5. 

 

[9] Many of the aspects of the the history of computing mentioned here can be found discussed at greater length 

in Georges Ifrah's The Universal History of Computing: From the Abacus to the Quantum Computer (London: 

Wiley, 2002), particularly the first 100 pages.  

 

[10] For more on Peirce's theory of abduction in and beyond Aristotle, see C.S. Peirce, The Essential Peirce: 

Selected Philosophical Writings (1893-1913), ed. by The Peirce Edition Project (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. 

Press, 1998), pp. 205-7, 226-241. 

 

[11] My book manuscript in progress, entitled The Networked Mind: Aritificial Intelligence, "Soft" Computing, 

and the Futures of Philosophy will address these issues at length. For more see, for example, Samir Roy and 

Umit Chakraborty, Introduction to Soft Computing: Neuro-Fuzzy and Genetic Algorithms (New York: Pearson, 

2013), and the sections on connectionist/parallel processing AI and embodied/morphological computation in 

Andy Clark, Mindware: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Cognitive Science(Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 

2000), pp. 62-119.  

 

[12] Many of these issues are addressed specifically in Clark, op.cit.  

 

[13] The notion of a performative self-contradiction, which I am repurposing here to articulate the notion of a 

performative deconstruction, is described at length in Juergen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of 

Modernity (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990, reprint).   

 

[14] For more on General Dynamics Big Dog mobot, see http://www.bostondynamics.com/robot_bigdog.html. 

 

[15] See Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (Ann Arbor: Michigan Univ. Press, 1995, reprint) and 

Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheim, "The Culture Industry: Or Enlightenment as Mass Deception," The 

Dialectic of Enlightenment (Palo Alto: Stanford Univ. Press, 2007), pp. 94-136.   

 

[16] The discussion of capitalism as cancerous, in relation to paranoid traditionalism and territorialism, can be 

found in many sections of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 

Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: Minnesotta Univ. Press, 1987), especially see pp. 280-284. 

[17] Many of these ideas are mulled over by means of series of linked aphorisms in Ludwig Wittgenstein's  On 

Certainty (New York: Harper and Row, 1972).  

 

[18] More on complex systems science can be found in Melanie Mitchell, Complexity: A Guided Tour (Oxford: 

Oxford Univ. Press, 2011). While complex systems scientists may argue about precisely which terms to use to 

describe the factors which tend to foster the emergence of complexity in both living and non-living systems from 

whirlpools to organisms and economies, they are generally agreed about the types of situations which do this, 

disagreeing more on labeling than anything else. For more on these issues play out in a variety of situation in and 

beyond the computational, see Philip Ball, Critical Mass: How One Thing Leads to Another (London: Farrar, 

Staus, and Giroux, 2004) or my own book Networkologies: A Philosophy of Networks for a Hyperconnected 

Age (London: Zer0, 2014).   
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The Project of the Book: The notion that everything and anything and more is 
more related than otherwise is hardly new. It has existed a wide variety of social, 
cultural, and historical circumstances, and in a variety of forms. Today, we find 
ourselves in a unique moment in which the webs of the Internet are intertwining 
the world in ways previously hardly imaginable, and at breakneck speed. Surely 
we live in an age in which so much seems more connected in a wide variety of 
ways. Might this mean that the time has come to revisit some of the relational 
models of the past and from various cultural traditions, to see what they could 
have to offer the impasses and potentials of our present age?   
 
This book, the short and provocative tract What is Relational Philosophy?, will 
seek to address these sets of concerns. It will do this not by tracing the history of 
relational models of the past, but rather, working to draw upon these as so many 
resources whereby to pose the question of what a relational view of the world 
and its aspects might be able to come to mean in our present age.  
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Introduction 
 
In today's world, in which everything is connected, more so by the day and in 
confoundingly new ways, trying to understand what relation could mean, and 
perhaps could come to mean, is an increasingly pressing task. Breakneck 
globalization and rapidly increasing technological change are weaving together 
everything and anything, leaving us in a world increasingly unfamiliar, as the 
Internet, mobile computing, and forms of media, social and otherwise, find ever 
new ways of saturating the fabrics of the world from everyday life to international 
commerce to scientific.  
 
If there was ever a time or place in which the models used to understand the 
world were able to come into sync with its myriad presentations, few would argue 
that our world is comprehensible in such a manner today. We live in the hangover 
of so many models past, with little new to replace them. While many cling to the 



more atomistic, binary,  linear, or static ways in which so many used to 
understand the world, the world seems ever less able to be grasped by such 
increasingly outdated categories and forms of understanding. As new logics of 
intertwining seem to arise at the blink of an eye, without new lenses to help make 
sense of all this radical change, we are likely to soon find ourselves groping in an 
ever more opaque set of situations with ever more powerful stakes.  
 
We need forms of interpretation that can speak to the shifting dynamics of the 
worlds in which we find ourselves, and in times past, some have termed such an 
endeavor “philosophy,” even if this notion, guarded carefully by academic 
specialists, so often seems remote from such pressing social needs. But this is 
perhaps due to an incredibly restricted and restricting notion of what philosophy 
could mean or even come to mean. In times past, and under many names in 
many cultures and periods of time, the attempt to understand the world has not 
been the province of experts who speak in sub-languages that pore through the 
tomes of the past in ways which have lost all relevance to the changes in the 
worlds in front of us. Rather, there have been times in which the search for 
meaning has been a powerful endeavor, one which has been alive for individuals 
and groups, and has even often served to not only describe the world as it has 
been, but to frame it such as to make it possible to change it, potentially even for 
the better.  
 
The search for meaning and models to understand the world and our place in it 
can be such an endeavor again today. To do so, however, we need to wrest this 
endeavor from the specialists and traditions, the models and the specialists, the 
institutions and and the jargon, that have somehow convinced us that the search 
for meaning is an enterprise that is beyond us. We all model our world, even if 
merely in how we read the situations around us, our sense of local stakes and 
bigger pictures, by formulating actions and reactions. And yet, in today's 
overstimulating and polyvocal hyper-mediascapes, any attempt to get a sense of 
the bigger picture, or even models which go beyond the most local and limited of 
actions, seems suspect. Few today seem to seek meaning beyond the here and 
now, as if this were no longer possible.  
 
And yet, there is a new set of forces in the world which seem to be shaping and 
recasting the bigger pictures in which we find ourselves, arising and mutating, 
forming and emerging, with all the force of a massive interstellar body which 
warps the very fabric of spacetime itself, only what is at stake here is not physical 
spacetime, but that of our lived realities. Histories and meanings, systems of 
value and evaluation, conceptual models and ways of thinking and acting, all 
seem to be curving and bending around the cultural gravity being produced by 
the new forms unleashed by the power of what, for lack of a better term, could be 
thought of as “the Internet.” Not as mere technological invention, of course, if 
there ever were such a thing, for technologies do not fall from the sky, rather, 
they are developed by communities in relation to their sense of needs in relation 
to the worlds in which they find themselves. Technologies, in this sense, express 



larger cultural transformations, even if they can then potentiate these further in 
often powerful ways.  
 
In this sense, it is not merely the physical hardware of the Internet which is 
changing our world, nor the virtual realities of the Web that exist in and through 
this, nor the weavings of messages or commodities, goods or people which 
preceded this and which exist alongside and are promoted by the Internet, the 
Web, and each by the other. Nor is it merely the social media profiles and feeds 
or whatever other new formations which have grown from these. Rather, it is the 
new set of cultural logics at work within all these changes, concretized and 
materialized by each such formation in its own way, manifested slightly differently 
in each, even as it is possible to see something like a family resemblanceREF 
between these, making it possible to extract common features which differentiate 
these from so many structures of the past, and perhaps, to form maps of some of 
the new modalities which are rapidly recasting seemingly everything and 
anything and more today.  
 
In this sense, it is these new cultural logics which seem, beyond any technology 
yet nevertheless through these, that we need to understand as they are changing 
near everything in our world today. That said, if what is changing our world today 
is then not merely the Internet, the Web, globalization, international financial 
weavings, fiber optics and satellites, messaging platforms and peer-to-peer 
connections, but rather, a logic which is common to these, what might this be?  
 
Theorizing Relation in an Age of Networks 
 
Some have proposed, as I have, in other works, that this logic is that of networks, 
and many have argued that ours is a networked age. But what is a network?  
There are many ways to define or describe networks. While networks can be 
diagrams of forms of connection, they are also that which these diagrams 
describe. An economy can be seen as a network, after all, as much as a network 
diagram that is used to describe the networked aspects of this economy. In this 
sense, a network is a form of relation, a way of weaving and intertwining, and 
network diagrams are simply special forms of these which help us to see the 
relational patterns at work in others, like a diagram of an economy's relational 
patterns can help us see the relations at work within that economy, with both 
being networks in their ways, with networks being forms of relation.  
 
Furthermore, the stakes of this become more powerful as it also seems ever 
more the case that networks are not merely the most recent fad or mere 
technology, but are changing the very ways in which we relate to our potential 
futures and our senses of the past. As networks seep deeper into our ways of 
understanding the world, it seems ever more that the past was far more 
networked than we realized, even if we were unable to fully see this until recently. 
With the rise of the Web, of course, the future seems ever more networked, and 
in ways which are likely to simply leave us unable to comprehend or respond to 



the changes around us, or even perhaps be what we once were in relation to 
these, unless we ourselves can begin to interpret, think, feel, and act more 
networkedly. We may decide we want to resist all these networked shifts and 
changes, of course, but in an increasingly networked world, it seems there is little 
choice in that to even attempt to understand what it might mean to resist, we 
need to at least understand the shifting terms of the newest sorts of terrain. And 
that means, at least in part, to begin to think more networkedly.  
 
But what is a network, and what might it mean to do anything in regard to the 
logics of networks? In many forms, and for a variety of reasons, networks can be 
seen as forms of relation. Networks are composed of aspects, often referred to 
as nodes, that are linked to each other, and forming relatively coherent wholes, 
or networks, which link these nodes in a rather consistent way, if always in 
relation to a background, and often at multiple levels of scale. From such a 
perspective, nearly anything can be understood as a network, and in this sense, 
networking can be seen as a lens on the world, a way of understanding and 
interpreting, as well as of acting. What makes it distinct from other such forms, 
however, is that it foregrounds relation. Networks relate nodes by means of links, 
grounds, and levels, and the nodes are themselves aspects of how these 
intertwine. Networks relate, and they can be used to foreground how other 
networks relate as well by diagramming these. Networks, in a sense, not only 
can be used to diagram relation, but they also are relation.  
 
All of which is to say that if we want to understand our networked age and the 
challenges it poses to us, that is, if we want to be able to once again model 
something like the big pictures in relation to which our immediate situations 
seems to arise, so as to better understand the stakes of our actions, then 
perhaps what we need to begin to understand is what is at stake with the notion 
of relation, and how networks are forms of this. In this sense, however, what 
might it mean to say that networks are forms of relation, particularly if networks 
are so often, and often increasingly seen, as describing the logics which are 
changing our world today?  
 
This book will work to address this set of concerns. It will attempt to frame the 
question of relation in the widest possible sense, in order to understand what 
potentials it holds today for world-modeling, understood in the widest possible 
sense, in and beyond what this has come to mean under the academic title of 
“philosophy.” As such, this text will work to attempt to think the question of what 
the notion of relation could have to offer world-modeling and “philosophy” today, 
in regard to our increasingly networked age, and in ways which may be able to 
help address not only the challenges and needs of our times, but also perhaps 
rework some of the concerns of what previously was termed “philosophy” in ways 
which could become relevant in new and potentially world-changing ways today.  
 
In many senses, then, this book will work to produce what could be thought of as 
a relational philosophy. Rather than merely produce a philosophy which 



philosophizes about relation in prior senses of the term philosophy, however, 
something more radical will be attempted here. That is, the endeavor will be 
made to rethink what philosophy could mean by putting the very terms 
philosophy and relation on equal footing, to imagine what it would mean for 
philosophy to not only be about relation, but to be relational, of relation in all 
senses of the term “of.” This would be to reimagine philosophy in and as relation, 
as relational to its core. The term philosophy, of course, has  particular set of 
histories and heritages, historical and cultural baggages, and these are, as will 
become clear, not quite relational in a wide variety of ways. And in this sense, in 
order to produce something like a relational philosophy, it will be necessary to 
rework what is meant by philosophy so that it is hardly recognizable to so many 
limited senses of what this term has come to mean.  
 
What follows then will be an attempt to see what can happen when the terms 
“relation” and “philosophy,” and all that these can come to mean in our cultural 
conjunction, are put into relation with each other in such a way that they are able 
to transform each other in relation to the concerns of our increasingly networked 
age. There is little in what follows which will attempt to be provable, certain, 
binding, or necessary, all for reasons which will be described in what follows. 
Relational times call for more relational means, after all. Rather, the attempt will 
be made to show what the world might look like through more relational lenses, 
and how this could change what we think our relations to the world, and the 
potentials for world-changing which arise with this, could come to mean in the 
process.   
 
Philosophy and Relation?  
 
That said, so many of the basic premises of what is outlined in the preceding 
section as the goals of this work may seem quite far, however, from what many 
may imagine as proper tasks for philosophy. Some may imagine that 
philosophies or even philosophy should be beyond such concerns, and remain 
focused on something like “the Truth” or universals beyond time, place, history, 
culture, matter, or other particularities which could seem to taint its seeming 
necessity, and yet, to view the world in front of us, in all its richness and shifting 
dynamics, as mere fads or local peculiarities is a radical restriction of what 
philosophy or even thinking could be understood to mean.  
 
Nevertheless, when the paradigms which we use to understand our world no 
longer can help produce meaning, what then? If the seemingly universal models 
of the past seem to apply less and less to our present circumstances, then they 
are likely hardly as “universal” as they may have seemed. More likely they are 
the product of specific circumstances, if speaking as if they could make universal 
proclamations. None of which is to say, of course, that the models produced 
today are likely to be any more universal, but rather than aim at universality, 
some more modest and limited goals can perhaps help frame this endeavor in 
less rigid ways. And so, rather than attempt to create models for all times and 



places, cultures and spaces, yet claim to speak for something like “the Truth” 
beyond the limitation of any particular perspective, this project will aim to model 
the world in which it finds itself here and now, with its sense of the more 
encompassing contexts beyond this, its sense of the “bigger picture,” as related 
to this perspective rather than otherwise.  
 
This text will therefore describe how its sense of “the big picture” appears from 
the here and now in which it finds itself, and the here and now where it finds itself 
in regard to its sense of the big picture which only appears as it does from within 
this. That is, rather than attempt to theorize “the Truth” beyond all bias or 
limitation, this text will work to articulate how its sense of the wider contexts 
beyond its immediate situation inflect how it frames this situation, and vice-versa. 
To put this more concretely, rather than attempt to speak for all times and places, 
this text will rather speak from the context of its sense that ours is an age of 
networks, a notion which presupposes a reading of the “big picture” stakes of the 
situation, one which in turn relies upon this very formulation.  
 
There is of course something semi-circular about this, or rather, spiraling, in that 
the sense of the situation of the here and now is informed by the sense of the 
bigger picture contexts and vice-versa, but as in our everyday lives, we always 
adjust these in relation to each other in spirals of action and interpretation, near 
and far, concrete and abstract, as we attempt to navigate our world. There seems 
no reason why this should not be done in regard to the construction of models 
beyond those of our daily life, including models of the world as such.  
 
While some philosophers of logic may say that this sort of method produces all 
sorts of contradictions, this is according to notions of logical proof that seem so 
limited in relation to life as practiced in the world. After all, if life in the world is 
contradictory according to particular notions of logic, then perhaps these notions 
of logic are far too restricted to be able to account for the richness of the world 
even as they aim to limit and control it, to say what the world can and cannot do, 
or should or should not be able to do, even as the world seems to have its way 
despite this. Given the choice of limited and limiting logics over those at work in 
the world with all its richness, the latter seems not only the option with more 
potential, but more scope.  
 
So many philosophies set up a model of the world which is so abstract and rigid, 
ideal and inflexible, and then the world is judged as somehow wanting or 
imperfect in relation to it, as if it were dirty or impure, lacking or gross in relation 
to the precious model. Such a procedure is, as Friedrich Nietzsche famously 
argued, so set up various “otherwordly-isms” over the world itself, and to, as he 
put it, manifest a “hatred” towards “life.” Whatever a relational philosophy could 
be, it seems to make sense that it would aim to be other than this. To set up a 
model against the world whereby the world can be judged wanting is to set up an 
abstract standard of reference, to isolate this off from the world, as if the model 
and the world had a gap between these which was unbridgeable, as if the model 



somehow preceded the world, or caused it, or has little relation to it other than 
that the world has somehow arisen as a poor copy of the model, one which can 
never hope to meet its icy perfection.  
 
There are many reasons why such ways of thinking of world models have been 
quite popular in the past, not the least of which that world models were often 
seen as derived from a deity which was imagined as beyond this world, as the 
cause or the world and the source of all that is Good and True and Perfect. 
Today, however, such rigid notions of the divine have ever less currency in the 
world, and yet, our world remains saturated with models whose notions are 
based upon barely secularized versions of these. What is more, the moral 
implications behind these tend to continue as well, such that whatever is not 
ideal, abstract, and beyond all time, place, culture, materiality, etc., is seen as 
somehow not only less True, but less Good as well. The result is that the world 
as we find it is so often denigrated for ideals that seem to arise from some 
impossible transcendence which is both completely beyond the world, and yet 
which remains as its standard on multiple levels.  
 
Rather than imagine that models of the world arise from some pure realm beyond 
the world, a relational perspective is one which sees the process of world 
modeling as related to the world. We live in the world, and we develop 
abstractions, such as concepts and models built from assemblages of these, to 
help us navigate the world. Our abstract concepts help us interpret the situations 
in which we find ourselves, those closest to us and those which are more distant, 
and we develop actions that we feel make sense in relation to these 
interpretations. We then interpret the results our actions lead to, and the spiral 
continues. This happens individually, but in groups as well. Rather than imagine 
our abstractions existed for all times and places, exist in some transcendent 
beyond, or are more perfect or moral than the world from which they are 
abstracted, it is thus possible to see them as related to the world.  
 
This would be a much more immanent approach to world-modeling, one which 
sees this as a process which takes place within the world, with all the aspects of 
this process, from abstraction to action, interpretation to reassessment, as aspect 
of a process which derives its meaning from the situations in which it finds itself, 
not some beyond which seems both completely beyond reach yet also 
permeating everything, even if it cannot be altered due to some impossible divide 
within the very fabric of things. Transcendent and otherwordly approaches to 
world-modeling tend to imagine that various ideals are immutable and beyond 
bias, and yet, from a relational perspective, there is only change and perspective, 
and no need to imagine any aspect beyond this. Everything, from such a 
perspective, would necessarily be related to the others, and in fact, aspects of 
relation themselves.  
 
This all means, of course, that there can be nothing like an absolute foundation 
or starting point, no pure ground which is “out of play,” no necessary and certain 



starting point from which to start the endeavor of producing something like a 
world view. There is rather, only the messy middle, the here and now as it 
appears in relation to the wider contexts, and the ways in which we interpret 
these and devise actions in relation to these. Interpretations are, from such a 
perspective, however, forms of action themselves, for the creation of new forms 
of interpretation can alter how we understand our world, and this can lead us to 
perform different actions, and in such ways that, if these come into sync with the 
actions of others, can lead to massive changes in the very worlds we are 
attempting to model.  
 
There is a certain spiraling circularity here that many more traditional and 
“logical” philosophies may attempt to exclude, but there is nevertheless a logic 
here, if of a differing type, a more relational sense of logic which is able to not 
only potentially account for more aspects of the world, but also, in ways which 
can perhaps lead to forms of action which can overcome many of the impasses 
and forms of needless destructiveness to which more rigid and limiting models of 
the past have so often lead. There is in this sense an ethics to a relational 
perspective on the world as well, one which is related to its sense of the world, 
and one which it differentiates from those which attempt to find transcendent 
groundings which so often only some privileged few seem to be able to access, 
change, or determine. A relational world, one which finds its standards of value 
within the world rather than beyond it, aims to make it possible for any and all to 
enter into the interplay with world-modeling, rather than only those who gain the 
cultural power to speak in the name of some seemingly otherworldly set of 
dictates from on high.  
 
Much more will be said about such concerns in what follows, but for now, it is 
worth noting simply that the attempt to sketch the contours of a what a relational 
philosophy might look like in what follows will differ fundamentally in regard to 
some types of philosophy of the past. One particular one in which this manifests 
is that a relational philosophy is one that will take a relational view of what it is 
doing when it builds its models, which is to say, it will not seek some sort of 
ground or foundation beyond the world in which it finds itself. Rather, it will work 
to always relate what it is doing to the here and now and the bigger picture as 
these manifest in relation to the here and now, if always in a way which is itself 
related to how these have manifested in the past, and how these may have the 
potential to change in the future.  
 
For what good is a model of the world if it does not assume that the world can 
change, especially if the world seems to change all the time? Furthermore, what 
good is a model of the world if it is not one which cannot help us see potential 
pathways whereby our actions could help lead to us collectively making this 
world a tiny bit better? What is meant by better, of course, is a huge set of 
concerns, one which opens on to the question of ethics, value, and evaluation, 
issues which are vastly important to what follows. While less relational 
philosophies may separate off world-modeling into distinct branches, under 



names such as “epistemology” or “ethics” or “ontology” or “meta/physics,” from a 
relational perspective, such divisions need to be seen as relative determinations 
made in particular circumstances. What is our relation to these, and what could it 
become? From a relational perspective, to see how we know and what we know 
as radically distinct, or as having no relation at all to what would like the world to 
be like, or the sorts of actions we feel could help give rise to such a world, is to 
impose divisions on the world which are hardly relational, and in fact, limit the 
world in some radical ways.  
 
All of which is to say that, as is likely the case with any world model, this text will 
argue in its way that a relational perspective on the world is not only in sync with 
the needs of our times, a model which can help make sense of so many of the 
changes in the world around us, and in ways which can help link an 
understanding of the present moment with those of the past, but also one which 
can help point towards pathways to a better future. All philosophies, relationally 
theorized, do this in their way, for they assume that their view of the world is 
somehow desirable over others, otherwise, after all, there would be no reason to 
argue for them or even write them down.  
 
A relational view of the world is similar in its way. That is, it is a perspective on 
the world which feels that if we understood the world relationally, not only would 
we understand the world more, but perhaps in ways which could help us form 
actions in relation to this world which could help it to become better, which in this 
sense, would mean something like less destructive, less violent, less oppressive, 
and more creative for any and all. The stakes of such wide ranging formulations, 
however, are hardly explicable in an introduction, and will need to wait until so 
much more of a relational perspective on the world are articulated, but for now, it 
is worth saying that one of the primary tasks of a relational perpsective on the 
world is to articulate why in fact one might want such a perspective, what good it 
might be, what value there might be to it, why we might care, and what potentials 
a more relational perspective can hold in relation to the world.  
 
At this early stage, however, it is not impossible to provide a basic sketch of what 
this sense of value looks like. From a relational perspective on the world, our 
world is overly divided, whether by nations or wars, or the reductions imposed by 
capitalism which only see some aspects of our world as of value as monetary 
and all others as means to an end, or many other reductions, such as those 
which see the world as composed of only one or two types of fundamental things, 
or people as always divided into us versus them. Relationally speaking, firm 
divisions of this sort can always be placed within more relational contexts which 
show these as rather limited and limiting structures which could be less so, and 
in ways which, in what follows, the effort will be made to show could lead to 
reductions in oppression, suffering, violence, and other such destructive 
modalities. In order to get a deeper sense of how this is all argued, however, 
more of a relational perspective on the world will need to be put in place.  
 



About This Book 
 
This book will proceed in waves, consonant in many ways to what has already 
been described above as a relational approach to world-modeling, and which has 
been described as a sort of spiral motion, even if will be helpful now to expand 
upon this. For something such as a spiraling motion has certain similarities to 
what, in past philosophies, has at times been described as a “dialectic,” and yet, 
there are also differences which are worth mentioning. The very notion of a 
dialectic implies that there are two terms in dialogue (REF), and yet, while 
networks and relation can take the form of two entities or aspects relating, there 
are so many other types of formation possible within these. In fact, all prior 
notions of “the dialectic” indicate rather limited forms of relation, all of which have 
a certain cultural baggge to them which this text will work to avoid. That said, 
there also seem limitations to the notion of something like a poly-centered 
dialectic or poly-lectic, and so, perhaps other such metaphors are needed.  
 
The notion of spiraling has some related issues, however, for a spiral tends to 
circle in a particular direction, and yet, networks often grown in a panoply of 
directions at once and in ways which often defy anything like regular circularity. 
While it may be helpful to use the analogy of spiraling when there are a limited 
number of terms at play, such as the highly reductive notion of a single past and 
future, but as will become clear in what follows, networks  and relational 
theorizing can do much more than the constraints of such limitations imply. And 
so, beyond mere spiraling, this text will move in ways which are not mere spirals, 
but rather, multi-directional and multi-formal, and yet, which nevertheless have a 
logic and coherence of their own, one which follows a logic of networking.  
 
Such a set of logics is closer to that which Gilbert Simondon has described in 
regard to his famous study of the theoretical implications of the growth of 
crystals, one which resembles in its way the manner in which light can be 
refracted to produce a wide variety of colors which can then be reassembled to 
produce composites which are more than the mere sum of their parts. Crystals 
likewise intertwine a medium of crystallization (ie: water saturated with a solution) 
and a small disturbance or seed (ie: a small grain of dirt, for example), to produce 
an intertwining of the regularity of the shape of the crystal with the irregularity of 
the particular seed, giving rise to the manifold diversity and profusion of forms 
which manifest as crystals in the world. Refraction and crystallization are two 
forms of growth and development which describe potential models for relational 
thinking, ones which while drawn from the sciences, can help clarify some of 
what a philosophy which aims to proceed relationally might see as some guiding 
heuristics.  
 
In what follows, a set of examples will be examined, one after the next, and each 
exploded beyond traditional ways of theorizing these, in order to rework these in 
a relational manner. Just as seeds crystallize in relation to a medium, the 
relational orientation of this work will aim to in this sense deconstruct some of the 



traditional ways of approaching such examples, and then reconstruct these more 
relationally. The example, in a sense, will serve as the seed, and the relational 
perspective and method in relation to these as something like the medium, with 
the reworked understanding of the example as something like the crystal formed 
thereby.  
 
Crystals do not, however, merely end at producing one cell of a crystal, for in 
fact, crystals in nature are usually composed of baroque intertwinings of crystals 
of crystals of crystals, each troping on those which preceeded them, yet 
according to a resonance which echoes as it goes the structural mode of 
crystalization inherent in the molecular qualities of the medium, as well as the de-
structuring influence of the random interventions of the seed or seeds of 
crystalliztion. That is, crystals do not merely create anew each time they grow, 
rather, they often build upon each other to produce echoes and resonances 
which give rise to macro-crystals which are more than the sum of the cells which 
formed them, which are more than the sum of the seed and medium which 
produced these in turn. Crystals grow in this sense in a manner which 
demonstrates much of the logic of networking relation which this text will work to 
clarify as it proceeds.  
 
In this sense, each example which is deconstructed and reconstructed 
relationally in what follows will then seek to resonate with what came before it, to 
build upon and echo aspects of what preceeded it, if in ways which do not 
indicate anything like a mere linear progression, but rather, which build a sort of 
conceptual architecture which is also more than the sum of its parts. Each new 
example will not merely then develop what was already present in what preceded 
it, but also recast it and refract it. From there, the relational manner in which 
these examples were examined will itself be examined as an example, and the 
relational implications of this teased out further as more aspects of a relational 
worldview are brought into focus. The experience of reading such a text, will then 
be a movement from relative familiarity to relative strangeness, one which has a 
certain polymorphic retroversion at work within it. As will become clear, there are 
relational reasons for this as well.  
 
It is worth saying at the start that, from a relational perspective, the notion of a 
relational absolute makes little sense. An absolute, after all, would be something 
that would stand outside relation to time or perspective, it would be transcendent 
and unchanging, and hence, unrelated to anything at all. In this sense, there is 
no way in which this philosophy of relation should attempt to frame itself as 
anything like an absolute, which is to say, as something like “the” philosophy of 
relation. Rather, it is “a” philosophy of relation, one particular to my own 
perspective on what a philosophy of relation could come to mean from the 
perspective I have upon the world in which I find myself, even as I try to produce 
models which speak beyond this, in regard to the cultural contexts around me, 
and in ways which I hope can have resonances in regard to others whose 
actions, along with my own, make and remake so much of the world.  



 
What is described as relationalism here, then, is only my take upon this, one 
which I hope will influence others, but which is only mere my own refraction of 
what this could all mean or come to mean. If a work such as this goes out into 
the world and leads to new, more relational crystallizations, it is has done its 
work, even if these are radically different relationalisms than that presented here. 
After all, any relationalism worth the name is one which needs to be related to 
the need for its own metabolism by the contexts in which it finds itself, and 
eventual supersession in relation to this. Rather than question whether or not a 
text like this is “correct” or “True,” then, whatever such notions may mean, a more 
relational way to evaluate such a text is the extent to which it is able to potentiate 
emergence of relation and relational emergence in the world beyond it. At least, 
that is how I hope my endeavor at producing something like a sketch of a 
philosophy of relation such a this will be evaluated by those who encounter it.  
 
 
CHAPTER SUMMARY.  
 
 
Preface? 
 
This book looks to examine the question of what the notion of relation could 
mean for philosophy today. Much of the impetus for this is the fact that what is 
changing the world today, is a radical increase in relation in new and often 
baffling forms, of which the Internet is only the most powerful manifestation. It is 
as if everything that once seemed separate or distinct is now being shown as 
perhaps nowhere near as distinct as it had seemed.  
 
As new forms of relation are radically mutating our world, the time has come to 
ask whether or not the atoms, lines, fields, and divisions past were not as 
necessary as they seemed, and whether relation could hold new potentials for 
thinking today, and thinking, perhaps even as philosophy, hold new potentials for 
helping us deal with the world around us. The new forms of weaving and 
threading what was previously seen as separated in our world today seems to be 
hitting new tipping points and critical masses with increasing speed. Rather than 
wait for ever more ground-level paradigms to face crises, we will likely be better 
prepared for the changes which seem likely to come if we attempt to understand 
them before they absorb what remains of the world which was.  
 
In all these senses, if there is a time to pose the question of a relational 
philosophy, a philosophy about relation and of relation, which is to say, one that is 
relational to its core, now would be such a time. This book, then, can be seen as, 
at minimum, as a thought experiment, one which asks the question of whether or 
not it may not be possible to see everything and anything and more as related, 
and see what can be seen from such a perspective. To extend a notion such as 
relation into a lens on the world can help us see the potentials and limitations of 



such a notion when taken to its limits, and in the process, it is hoped, reveal 
much about our changing times and their ways of building on the past and 
opening onto potentials futures in ways which could help provide insights on 
unique circumstances in which we find ourselves today.  
 
Such an approach may, it is hoped, be more than a mere thought experiment. 
For while some forms of connection may seem quite recent, revealing potentials 
of the world that had remained as yet unseen, the basic ideas behind a relational 
approach to philosophy are not new. In fact, there have been philosophies of 
relation in nearly every culture and period of time, going back to antiquity around 
the world. Appearing under varied names and in a variety of forms, worldviews 
which emphasize relation over disconnection and atomization are in fact one of 
the most long-standing and widespread philosophical positions in our world 
throughout its history. Perhaps particular times call for worldviews which 
emphasize this or that aspect of the world as varying shifting circumstances 
arise, helping us to recreate ourselves and our worlds in part, through our modes 
of understanding and forms of action related to these, in the process.  
 
Without pretending to be able to gain a “God's eye view” which could see from all 
times and all places, we have only where we find ourselves, and how we 
interpret our relation to this from the here and now and the demands this places 
upon us. Whatever sense we have of our contexts seems to shift as we move, 
past and future recalibrating, our senses of distant spaces or cultures doing the 
same, influenced by our own contributions as of that which we attempt to grasp. 
There seems no absolute or ultimate ground, and yet, we cannot simply speak of 
the here and now, and the demands for action it makes upon us, without 
recourse to the contexts which make these demands meaningful, or the systems 
of evaluation and economies of expenditure which make these demands worth 
taking seriously. And as contexts open on to contexts, we tacitly operate with a 
sense of relation between the here and now and our widest sense of the contexts 
relevant to us.  
 
Thematizing and problematizing relations between the here and now and its 
contexts, up to and potential including something like a “bigger picture,” is what 
thinking about thinking and its limits, an endeavor called “philosophy” in some 
world traditions, has often sought to do, even if it has perhaps framed this in 
more extreme, lofty, or absolute terms which are, as will become evident, out of 
sync with a more relational approach. In this sense, the attempt will be made in 
what follows not only to describe what relational philospohy has been or is now, 
but what it could become today, in relation to the here and now as much as how 
the “big picture” appears from this perspective, as well as what this sort of 
relation could mean in regard to our shifting sense of these, and in manner which 
is itself relational. The hope is that, for all the complex stakes involved, that such 
an endeavor also has much to offer to the highly practical exigencies of the 
worlds in which we find ourselves today.  
 



Part of the task of theorizing relational philosophy today then would be to 
recollect some of the aspects of relational models of the past which have been 
forgotten or fallen into disuse. It would also be essential, however, to use a 
relational lens to try to examine aspects of theorizing past which may have, for 
many reasons, been obscured from view, particularly in relation to less than 
relational notions of what is at stake with theorizing or philosophizing. It will also 
be essential to work to try to understand the ways in which newer forms of 
relation being created in the world today might open our horizons to what relation 
could come to mean. In the process, it may be possible to intertwine new with old 
in new ways, while also questioning many of the divides which have kept 
theorizing separated into silos which have so often made it difficult to see 
relational potentials in and around us.  
 
Such an approach to contexts also has the benefit of consistency, in that it works 
to relate to its contexts rather than arguing, as many other theoretical models 
past, that for a variety of reasons there is no need for this. Rather than imagine 
philosophies as beyond all time, place, culture, time, or history, a relational 
worldview is one which, if worthy of its name, views philosophies as fully 
intertwined with these. While some may see philosophy as arising from some 
transcendent domain of pure Truth, or existing in some otherworldly ether, 
relational thinking which works to relate to its contexts of production is one which 
would view philosophy as part of the world, and the world as part of philosophy. 
This text will therefore work to see what could be at stake with such an 
enterprise, drawing from many of the more relational aspects of various models 
of the past in order to see where, in light of the present, they could potentially 
come to lead.  
 
While there have been many philosophies in the past which have been relational 
in various ways, those which explicitly frame relation as the core of their 
enterprise, in name or substance, are quite few, as a quick Internet search can 
reveal. While the term “relational philosophy” turns up few hits, however, the 
related terms “process-relational philosophy” and “process philosophy” are more 
common. In such contexts, the term “process” is most often used to describe the 
ways in which relation unfolds over time, and how relation and time are ultimately 
aspects of each other. While the terms “process philosophy” and “process-
relational philosophy” seem to have some currency today, however, there are still 
quite few books explicitly named such things, even if colloquially, in my personal 
experience and within particular philosophical milieu, the term tends to be rather 
widely used and understood. That is, these terms tend to be rather loosely 
applied to a variety of quite influential schools of thought in the present day, even 
if they are only seldom used on the page as core notions. What is more, while 
these terms are often colloquially applied to a sort of general philosophical 
orientation, one which prioritizes relation in regard to temporal process and 
beyond, on the page, these terms tend to be used more narrowly to describe 
approaches identified with a handful of thinkers and their followers, even notions 
as general as “relation” and “process” would seem to pertain to far more thinkers 



and concerns, and is often colloquially used as such, than such limited purview 
might imply.  
 
In this sense, this book will work to address a gap and seeming need within the 
contemporary philosophical contexts in which it finds itself, seeking to describe 
more generally what it sees as the potential for the notion of relation, in and 
through its relation to temporal process, how it has a long history, often if in all 
but name, in various traditions throughout the world, and how it has wide 
potential and applicability, not least in regard to our present day. This book will 
therefore work to develop the notion of relation into a lens upon the world, and 
sketch the contours of a philosophy of relation which also presents a relational 
view of what might be understood by the notion and practice of philosophy. 
Rather than be directed by pre-conceived notions about what philosophy is or 
should be, this text will instead pose the question of what relation can bring to 
philosophy, and how, in this sense, philosophy transforms when practiced 
relationally.  
 

In order to do this in a manner which fosters potential relations with as broad a 
set of contexts as possible, this book will aim to speak to a wide set of 
audiences. As such, it will not use specialist jargon or technical terminologies of 
the sorts philosophers or scientists often assume as going without saying, at 
least, without describing what is traditionally understood to be meant by these, as 
well as how these might be recast relationally. Furthermore, rather than focus on 
the history of philosophy as its primary subject matter, as so many texts 
produced for specialists tend to do, this text will instead focus on the present and 
futures, producing a philosophy of relation out of the materials of the present day. 
This is not to say that philosophies of relation past will not inform this work, for its 
ways of thinking would not be possible without having been immersed in these. 
That said, such matters will arise only as needed, and not be the primary concern 
of this text, which will focus instead on creating something new in relation to the 
current age, leaving many of the concerns of interest to the footnotes. After all, if 
the production of theory becomes a self-enclosed practice, even if its subject 
matter is relation, it would be relational mostly in name.  
 
With these concerns in mind, this text will work to sketch some contours of what 
a relational way of looking at the world, one which is not merely about relational, 
but relational in its very form, might look like today. In the process, it will produce 
a new philosophy of relation for today, in sync with the contours and needs of our 
hyperconnected age.  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. Relation and Philosophy 
 
What is relational philosophy? While the term “relational philosophy” itself may be 
rather new, certainly there have been worldviews which foreground the relational 
aspects of the world, or see the world as more related than otherwise, throughout 
history and across cultures, but what something has been should not be 
necessarily seen as what it must be now or in the future. To be related as much 
to the potentials of the future within the present as much as the endurances of 
the past would be then to not merely ask what has been, but what could become. 
In this sense, this text will investigate what it sees as the potentials for relational 
philosophy today and even in the future as much as what it has been in the past.  



 
Relation Beyond Relations 
 
But what is relation? This text will spend much of its time fleshing out such a 
question, but pragmatically speaking, it can be helpful to have some basic 
signposts to start. A common sense notion of the meaning of the term relation is 
that it is used to describe whatever connects, intertwines, or brings together, and 
yet, there is more than merely this at stake. In the simplest sense, of course, it 
makes sense to say that the wires of an electrical circuit relate the components of 
that circuit. There are components, which are distinct and discrete, and then the 
wires, which are also distinct and discrete, link these together to form the whole 
circuit, a new entity produced from the relation of these.  
 
This is, however, a rather limited and limiting sense of relation, one which is 
based upon a whole host of prior conditions, such as the fact that everything was 
already in a sense unrelated, and then only related after the fact, but this is only 
one small type of what is generally meant by the term relation. For relation can 
also be used to describe what is already related, such as how one might say that 
I am related to my siblings, not because we connected ourselves some way after 
we were born, but rather, we came into the world already aspects of the relational 
context of our parents and family. In this sense, relation can also be a context, 
such as a family, in regard to which individuals emerge, or are maintained, 
transform, or even dissolves.  
 
Cultures, in this sense, can be seen as a forms of relation, as backgrounds in 
regard to which individuals emerge, intertwine in various ways, mutate, and 
dissolve back, and in this sense, a background of any sort can be seen as a form 
of relation. And so, even more simply than in regard to a culture, if I am walking 
down the street, I am related by this context to all the others who walk down the 
same street by that street. Each of us is related to the street, and related to each 
other by the street as the medium in which we move. There are less obvious,  
more abstract forms of relation, of course.  And so, for example, when I see a 
dog on the street, and see another dog, I realize they have similar aspects, such 
as wagging tails, or furry coats, or that they bark. These similarities indicate that 
they likely arose from similar contexts, such as parents who were also dogs, 
such that these dogs are not merely similar, but also related, in that these 
similarities were not the result of chance convergences, but rather, the result of 
having been produced by contexts which relate these in the present, despite the 
distance of these from the entities in question. The traces of these relating 
contexts, however, remain in their traces, in this case, in the genetic material 
which is what makes these dogs similar in various ways.  
 
While relation can be abstract in such a sense, it can also be quite concrete and 
immediate. When I make a phone call to a friend, the phone call relates us by 
putting us in contact in this way. To purchase something is to make a financial 
transaction which relates buyer and seller. That said, each of these more 



immediate forms of relation tends to manifest in regard to a more general 
relational field. If I use money to buy something, this transaction depends upon 
prior understandings of what money is, how it can be used, a web of others who 
use it in this way, etc. Likewise, if I speak to a friend by means of a phone call, 
our intertwining statements will only produce dialogue against the background of 
a linguistic context in which we both operate. What is more, our call would not go 
through were there not networks within networks of electrical, computational, and 
telecommunications structures.  
 
Relation can be seen in these senses as that which connects, but such more 
immediate connections, such as those which connect two people by means of a 
phone call, are often manifestations or aspects of the sort of relation which 
relates by pervading, or as that which provides the contexts in regard to which 
more limited manifestations arise. The ocean relates all the fish that swim within 
it, and while these are not necessarily the same, it is also the context from which 
these have arisen. Similarly, animals are related not only by our shared 
evolutionary pasts, but the air we breathe. As will become clear in what follows, it 
is often in regard to contextualizing backgrounds such as these that other more 
limited forms of relation, in the sense of temporary and restricted forms of 
connection, emerge, are maintained, and transform, even if these more limited 
forms of relation can themselves intertwine to produce new contexts in turn.  
 
And so, what may seem discrete or distinct seems to unfold or arise from 
contexts, temporal and otherwise, and in this sense, can always be seen as 
related to these. Those aspects of the world which manifest traces of a shared 
past which endures, that which often makes it possible to them to act and interact 
in particular ways and with related potentials in the future, should thus be seen 
as related as well. For example, I am able to be understood by those who speak 
English, because we learned this language similarly in similar contexts, and this 
makes it possible for us to coordinate and intertwine our actions in many highly 
complex endeavors in the present, as well as those potentially to come. In all 
these senses, relation can be understood as that which not only brings together, 
connects, intertwines, or is between and amongst, but also that which connects 
by pervading in the mode of a background, context, origin, or medium.  
 
Relation Beyond “Philosophy” 
 
But what of philosophy? While some of what immediately follows may seem like 
an excursion into academic politics, hopefully it will serve as an example of how 
a relational perspective can shift how a notion might be understood. On the one 
hand, the term “philosophy” is often used to name particular academic 
departments and journals, and they tend to define much of what they do as 
philosophy. The term of course simply means “love of wisdom” in Ancient Greek, 
but if this were what the term meant today, it could be applied perhaps to all who 
theorize beyond the concrete. Disciplinarily, it might not only describe all 



departments and disciplines, many of which still call their highest degrees a 
“Doctor of Philosophy.”  
 
Many today, however, see philosophy in a more restricted sense, hence the 
existence of philosophy departments. But even if one were to merely restrict 
philosophy to something like “thinking about thinking about the world in relation to 
the limits of these endeavors,” a quite general and likely unobjectionable 
definition to many who call themselves philosophers today, this would seem to 
encompass what are often considered distinct disciplines today, including 
psychology and cognitive science or cognitive studies, originally housed in 
philosophy departments until they speciated off, or even the more theoretical 
realms of other disciplines, such as philosophy of mathematics and physics. 
Beyond this, however, many working within other disciplines, such as cultural 
theory, or the more abstract aspects of various other disciplines, make use of and 
do philosophy, if such a definition were to be taken as worthwhile as such.  
 
Even beyond this, however, there are many who study traditions of thinking about 
thinking and its limits who have done so in traditions beyond that of Europe and 
America, that conglomeration of powers and cultures which, through colonization 
and enslavement of much of the rest of the globe during the last five hundred 
years, developed very particular approaches to these issues. Many who study 
“abstract thinking about thinking about the world, in regard to the limits of these 
endeavors” in other parts of the world are not studied by those in philosophy 
departments today, and so, what can be thought of as Islamic or Arabo-Persian 
philosophies, Chinese or Japanese philosophies, Buddhist or Confucian 
philosophies, Taoist or Brahmanic or Indic philosophies, tend to go unnoticed as 
philosophy by these traditions. Then again, many of these traditions do not 
demarcate philosophy from other practices as Euro-American philosophy does, 
often intertwining “thinking about thinking about the world in regard to the limits of 
these endeavors” in relation to other fields that, in Euro-American traditions, and 
in regard to their particular histories and issues, have been separated off from 
this. 
 
This helps explain why so-called “non-Western” philosophies are often seen by 
philosophies which came out of the domination process called “the West” to be 
quite a distinct enterprise, and in many senses, they are. That said, they do seem 
to be “thinking about thinking about the world in regard to the limits of these 
endeavors,” if differently, and so, one could either broaden the meaning of the 
world philosophy to describe these practices as well, or develop an umbrella term 
for these various ways of doing this. For lack of a better term, what follows will 
refer to these all as forms of philosophy, even if perhaps another term would be 
more exact, if less useful in various ways.  
 
Many philosophies which arose from beyond Europe and America have been 
traditionally studied, even in universities, and with few exceptions, outside of 
philosophy departments. There is a practical concern, namely, that such 



philosophies are written in languages known to few trained in Euro-American 
philosophy, are from language families which are more distant from those of 
modern European languages and hence more difficult for such scholars to learn, 
and often require cultural immersion or translation in order to be understood by 
such scholars.  
 
As a result, these traditions, often as vibrant and thriving today as Euro-American 
philosophies, are studied in Area Studies departments, such as those of Chinese 
Studies, South Asian Studies, Middle Eastern Studies, etc. This nevertheless 
makes it such that those who study these traditions are kept from discourse with 
those who do Euro-American philosophy. This allows many who study only Euro-
American philosophies to imagine that they study philosophy when, even in a 
rather simple sense, they only study that of one particular part of the world, or if 
they fail to take into account languages other than natural ones, such as those of 
mathematics or science.  
 
A relational approach to such issues would be to try to see the contexts in which 
such divisions arose, and which could be otherwise. Relation is not only what 
was related, but what could be. All forms of “abstract thinking about thinking 
about the world, in regard to the limits of these” can be seen as what philosophy, 
relationally conceived, can be seen to mean, and hence, what philosophy could 
become if framed more relationally. Over the course of what follows, this text will 
work to reframe what it means by philosophizing as something like attempting to 
understand how best to intertwine any and all with the here and now in ways 
which come to sync with a relational sense of these concerns.  
 
But even with a more traditional notion of philosophy, such as “thinking about 
thinking about the world, in regard to the limits of these endeavors,” the limited 
concerns of philosophy departments and journals today should perhaps be called 
“Euro-American Philosophy,” or expand its set of concerns. To do this, of course, 
would disrupt what is often taken for granted in regard to what philosophy is 
understood to mean. For the Euro-American traditions have developed a shared 
history and concerns, set of methodologies, sub-disciplines, and much more. 
Relationally speaking, however, these should be acknowledged to be the 
parochial concerns of a particular, if dominant, area of the world, or broaden the 
discipline.  
 
As has hopefully become clear in regard to this small example, a relational 
perspective on the world is one which tends to call the seeming necessity of 
various divisions into question. By placing such divisions into context, historical 
or otherwise, they begin to seem contingent or local, making it clear that matters 
could be otherwise. Relationalism in this sense often restores choice where there 
seems necessity, by showing that so much of the world that seems so static is 
the result of sedimented divisions which could be different if we all work to make 
them so. This is not to say that we should do this, but that we could. In order to 
question how we could sensibly determine what we should do, however, requires 



that we also question how and why what we do, and how and why and to what 
end we think about or question this.  
 
All of which lands us in the terrain of something like “thinking about thinking 
about the world, in regard to the limits of these,” or more relationally, “attempting 
to understand how best to intertwine any and all with the here and now in ways 
which come to sync with a relational sense of these concerns.” To try to 
understand philosophy beyond its contemporary limits, so often forged, despite 
the claims to objectivity and universality of its proponents, would be to see it 
relationally. What is more, so many of the traditions which have been kept 
outside the bounds of Euro-American philosophy are those which have taken 
more relational perspectives on the world than otherwise. This is not to say that 
there have not been relational sub-traditions within the Euro-American traditions, 
for there have been, but within those traditions beyond Europe and America, 
relational thinking has often had a more powerful role, as it has in the past of 
Europe and America before it began to enslave and colonize much of the world, 
in and through the industrialization which came from this.  
 
Even within Euro-American science, within those fields far from domestication by 
the demands of industrial technology, there are relational perspectives which 
could call these into question. For the notion of philosophy developed in Europe 
and America is that which bears the stamp of the attempt to turn the world into a 
set of easily controlled and dominated things in fixed categories, and yet, beyond 
the margins of Europe and America, and even within it at its fringes, are relational 
approaches which could rework what philosophy is understood to be able to 
mean, formally or informally, and in some powerful ways with real potential 
implications for culture at large even beyond the halls of universities.  
 
In what follows, then, the definition of what philosophy is or could become will 
remain open to the attempt to understand what relation could come to mean, and 
beyond the seemingly necessary exclusions and restrictions of what philosophy 
could be which have come to dominate such concerns today. In the process, the 
attempt to understand what relation can mean and what philosophy can mean 
can come to transform each other relationally.  
 
Relation Beyond Reduction 
 
If the preceding sections began to sketch what this text will mean by relation, it is 
also helpful to describes those forms of theorizing provide a counterpoint to 
relational theorizing. Rather than see these as the opposite of relational thinking, 
or what relationalism is not, these will be seen, relationally framed, as not only far 
less relational than itself, or even working against or to limit more relational 
endeavors. Such forms of thinking will be described in what follows as more 
“reductionist” forms of thinking.  
 



Reductionisms, contrary to relationlisms, reduce the world, understood in the 
widest possible sense, to one or more aspects of it. This can happen in various 
ways. They may assume that this or that aspect, section, substance, division, 
type, category, or way of thinking or approach to the world are somehow 
fundamental, beyond question or doubt, universal, absolute, or necessary. Or, 
they may see some aspect of the world as all that matters, as all that needs to be 
understood, all that can have meaning or value, or deal with some aspect of the 
world in a manner which assumes that it can be dealt with as if it has no relation 
to what it sees as somehow beyond the domain of such a reduction.  
 
Relational thinking, on the contrary, sees the divisions of the world into various 
segment as the result of processes which could be different, with the divided 
results as being, in and beyond their divisions, more similar in and through their 
relation than otherwise. Relational philosophies will therefore work to show, in the 
mode of critique, what reductionist forms of thinking tend to want to obscure. 
Relationalisms tend to contextualize divisions and the segments to which they 
give rise, and relate these to their contexts, including what came before it, what 
brought it about, what supports or subtends it, what maintains or surrounds it, or 
what otherwise provides the ground against which such a division stands or was 
made. More specifically, for example, while many philosophies may assume a 
division between matter and mind, or subject and object, for example, a relational 
perspective sees these notions as oversimplifying, and the division between 
these as grounded by more encompassing sets of concerns which, if understood, 
could call the seeming necessity or universality of such divisions into question.  
 
Likewise, while other forms of thinking may assume something like a single 
foundation or ideal beyond, one which, for example, could ground the necessity 
of a distinction such as described in the preceding paragraph, a ground which 
would be somehow completely beyond or separated from the world in which we 
find ourselves, yet which also provides a guarantee of the necessity of certain 
ways of understanding it, providing a guidepost for all meaning and 
interpretation, a relational philosophy would be one which works to see such a 
gesture in relation to the world in which it arises as well. While many philosophies 
seek to demonstrate the necessity for their claims, such as divisions between 
subject and object or matter and mind, by making recourse to some notion of 
transcendent Divine or absolute Truth, a relational philosophy would attempt to 
understand how such notions came about, and the sorts of effects they tend to 
produce in the world, and propose models which do not see the answer to 
everything as impossibly beyond us yet, paradoxically, also somehow saturating 
everything.  
 
Worldviews which assume transcendent grounds beyond this world which are yet 
somehow able to impact it, or which divide the world into a few fundamentals or 
categories and then work to recompose it, or which justify such positions in ways 
which do not contextualize these gestures, these present some of the ways in 
which it is possible to look at the world in ways which attempt to push relation 



into the background. From a relational perspective, there are strong reasons to 
think that such perspectives on the world are not only limited, but limiting in ways 
which restrict and impoverish the worlds that could come to be if we began to see 
things a bit differently.  
 
From a relational perspective, however, there is always more. Any division, 
foundation, or even atom arises in regard to a context in relation to which it came 
to be what it is. That is, no matter how much one tries to only see this or that, or 
this and that, there is always more, always distinctions which distinguish 
whatever is the focus of inquiry, and such distinctions always emerge in relation 
to contexts, histories, other perspectives, and much more.  
 
That said, while there is always more, this more is also here and now. That is, 
rather than imagine that the ground of everything here and now is somehow 
absolutely or radically other to the here and now, from a relational perspective, if 
it can impact us or we can feel or understand something, then we are related to 
it, and hence, it is, no matter how mediately or distantly, related to us here and 
now in some way or another. For example, rather than assume an absolute 
division between God and his creation, and then try to understand how God 
could bring about or influence a world which is completely different from “him,” a 
relational perspective is one which would see any connection as evidence of 
some sort of commonality which brings the most distant and the more nearby into 
some form of connection or another.   
 
Reductionisms of course often want to have things both ways, imagining this or 
that as completely distinct and hence in some sense “out of play,” while also 
imagining that it somehow can determine what is “in play” in the process. Rather 
than imagine there are radical elsewheres which determine our own yet are 
completely beyond us, a relational perspective is one which sees any elsewhere, 
if it can impact us, as one which we can, in some way at least, impact to by 
means of the relations between us.  
 
For reasons which will be described at length in what follows, relational 
perspectives on the world in this sense tend to be critical of unitary, atomizing, 
dualist, transendent, otherworldly, atemporal, purist, absolutist, rigid ways of 
looking at the world. From a relational perspective, there are always more 
contexts, more narratives, more perspectives, and whatever thinking and 
understanding might mean, they should somehow take these into account, rather 
than pretend they are not there, say they do not matter, or otherwise justify a 
narrowing of concerns in a manner which reduce how the world is seen, and 
potentials for action within it thereby. This is not to say, of course, that relational 
perspective believes, unrealistically, that it is possible to take all the relations 
which more reductive approaches obscure into account, certainly not all at the 
same time or in some absolute way, but relational approaches tend to frame how 
they deal with such issues quite differently than more reductive approaches, with 
wide potential ramifications.  



 
It is worth saying at the outset that relational perspectives and more reductive 
ones tend to have different views of their place in the world and how their 
perspective upon it could lead it to in some way become better. Reductionist 
perspectives on the world tend to want to order the world in relatively fixed 
categories to provide order in what is seen as a disordered world, thereby 
keeping at bay the forces of chaos, non-sense, lack of rigor, or some other sort of 
dangerous laxity felt to cloud thinking and make it difficult to clearly know how to 
think and act. These more ethical, social, and political concerns are often not 
explictly stated by reductionist thinking, which tends to see concerns beyond the 
immediate issues at hand as impurities. While there are clearly situations in 
which clarity and precision are crucially important, from a relational perspective, 
these tools can easily be overused, particularly when contexts are not taken into 
account, often with a variety of less than desirable implications.  
 
For reductionist worldviews tend to all too easily come into sync with social and 
political views and practices which increase the centralization of power and 
control, and the maintenance of the status quo which historically on this planet 
has been dramatically oppressive, in which wealth and power tend to establish 
systems which tilt all sorts of playing fields in their favor such that the rich get 
richer, the powerful get more powerful, and while there is some ability to 
distribute or shift this, these tend to be limited scope and function as the 
exceptions that help maintain the rule rather than the reverse. It may seem 
strange to address such issues so early in a text such as this, and from a 
reductionist perspective, social and political concerns should be kept outside of 
domains which are not of their immediate concern.  
 
Such a policing gesture of maintaining strict boundaries, seemingly for their own 
sake, is part and parcel of reductionist worldviews, while a relational perspective 
always sees boundaries, disciplinary or otherwise, as having histories and 
contexts, and as such, as continually recreated in ways which could be 
otherwise. Such a constructionism restores choice, requiring of us that we ask 
anew and continually whether boundaries in use are helpful in various contexts 
and projects, rather than simply assuming them at the start as “going without 
saying.”  
 
Rather than assume, then, divisions between philosophical domains, such as 
those of epistemology and ethics, metaphysics and politics, a more relational 
perspective sees these as related, and if not, questions why. Such divisions, after 
all, are quite recent, and only fit certain types of thinking, and relational 
perspective is one which would look to restore these relations in order to help us 
assess whether such divisions fit our situations. Interpretation and evaluation, 
and questioning why in regard to all of these, are in this sense never far, 
relationally speaking, from relational forms of thinking which seek not to keep 
such questions at bay, but rather, allow them to permeate our practice. While it is 
not possible to question everything all the time if one wants to do anything, rather 



than see this as reason not to question, a relational perspective works to try to 
theorize about how to deal with such concerns more relationally than reductively.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Relational Thinking in Practice: Some Examples 
 
The preceding sections have worked to articulate some of the ways in which 
relation is more than mere relations, as well as other reductions of what relation 
has so often come to mean, in philosophy and beyond. To produce a relational 
worldview would then be to attempt to understand what this could mean, to take 
this basic relational intuition, and intertwine it with various more concrete 
contexts. In order to give a sense of what this looks like, this chapter will examine 
a series of examples, starting from rather abstract and moving to concrete, in 
order to give a sense of what a more relational approach to the world might look 
and feel like as it moves through various contexts. This will be extended in the 
chapter which follows to practices of relation in wider sets of contexts, followed 
by a section in which the a set of basic relational propositions will be extracted 
from these examples, in order to guide those related to concerns which are less 
immediate than these.  
 
Beyond Unities and Dualisms 
 
To start with a basic example of how a relational perspective on the world differs 
from a reductionist one, let us say that I pick up a piece of paper, and draw a line 
upon it that cuts the paper into two sections. The line acts as a boundary that 
distinguishes the two parts, yet also, in its disjunction, brings these together in 
and through this disjunction. This division, however, divided a paper that, before 
this, was not so divided. And at some point, this paper will dissolve, the line with 
it, and in this sense, cease to be divided any longer. When the paper was 
divided, however, it was divided by my action, and in this sense, I am part of the 
context of how this paper became divided, as it the past of it as not divided, as is 
all that went into contextualizing this paper, both the table underneath this sheet 
of paper, the room beyond this, the past of this paper and table as bits of trees, 
the marker and its history of production, etc.  
 
To imagine the division on the paper as beyond context or history is possible, but 
only if one only focuses on the paper after the division has been made, and to 
pay attention to nothing beyond the paper. What is more, even if seen in such a 
circumscribed manner, the division can be reinterpreted in many ways. If, as the 
saying goes, “the cup can be half empty or half full” depending on how it is seen, 
so it is with such a division. One can see a division such as this as evidence of 
relation as much as separation, as welcome separation or disturbing segregation. 



Its creation, if we allow my action of creating it back into the equation, can be 
seen as the result of my personal psychology, social or economic situation, and 
hence as symptomatic of my culture, upbringing, or history.  
 
All of these can be seen as contexts potentially relevant to the division on the 
page which is ultimately only meaningful or of value in relation to these. To some, 
there is merely a division on a piece of paper. To others, much more. To take a 
relational perspective on the world is to emphasize the “more,” rather than 
attempt to push it to the side. This “more” often manifests as various contexts, be 
these physical or cultural, and when these play out over time, as processes, 
often those which lead up to the production of whatever is at issue, yet which 
could also potentially transform what is at issue. As will become apparent in what 
follows, however, there is more to this “more” than merely this.  
 
Let us now say I pick up a different piece of paper, and this time draw this a point 
rather than a line. The point, as all points I have seen, is only what it is in relation 
to its contexts. The point has a boundary that connects it to the white space of 
the paper around it, and within the boundary is the rest of the point which 
composes its center. What is more, the paper itself rests upon a table, in a room, 
in a house, and so on beyond this. If I zoom in further within the point, there are 
the grains of the pigment of the marker, the paper beneath these, and within 
these all, molecules, atoms, etc. The point also occurs within a particular time, in 
that before I drew the point, there was only blank paper and marker, and this 
paper will only have a point upon it for a period of time, for eventually the paper 
will decompose, and so, the point is a conjunction of ink from the marker and 
processed wood fibers from the paper that connect when I draw the point. The 
intersection between the marker and the point by my action is an event that 
extends pasts into futures by means of a present. When I see the point I have 
drawn on the page, this occurs in a present that relates us as it extends past into 
future.  
 
Mathematicians speak of ideal points without extension in space or time, but I 
have never seen these, but I have seen mathematicians who speak of such 
things. They have contexts as well, including their parents, the planet on which 
they were born, etc. I suspect these ideal points without extension are 
abstractions from the world of physical experience, for even if I try to imagine an 
ideal point and “see” it in my imagination, this still happens against some white or 
empty or other imagined space in my imagination, and this imagination happens 
in regard to my own experience, which has a past, a body, etc. So let us put such 
ideal notions to the side for the moment and return to the page.  
 
Upon the table, then, there is a piece of paper, upon which I have drawn a point. 
Spatially the point, no matter how fine, has a boundary and contexts within it and 
without it, and temporally a past and potential futures as this or that. Space and 
time are related in their ways, of course, for example, if I get up and move across 
the room and return, it takes time to cross the space in question, and even if I sit 



in the same chair for a while, I still take up space while I do it. I have never 
experienced pure time or space, but only these related to each other through 
matter and energetic changes relating these. Perhaps they exist in an ideal 
sense, but perhaps also these are abstractions which exist mostly in the minds of 
philosophers, for I have never met anyone who has experienced such pure 
matter or energy, or pure or ideal anything anywhere but in their imaginations, 
and these always happen within people with very real contexts. From such a 
perspective, there is no need to see anything as not having contexts of various 
sorts, within and without, before and after, and likely more. These contexts 
ground whatever is being examined or described, experienced or thought, 
processes which are also forms of relating.  
 
Returning to the paper, let us say I draw some additional points, and I connect 
these with lines. Now I have a simple network diagram drawn on this paper. The 
points can be seen as nodes, the lines as links, and the whole diagram is a 
network. According to the math and science of networks, the nodes tend to be 
called vertexes, and the nodes edges, and they compose a network. A network is 
only what it is, of course, by means of the context of the grounds which ground it. 
The blank space of the paper, for example, but beyond this, the room, the past, 
etc. Links are specific types of relations between specific points, but grounds are 
more encompassing forms of relation. Were there no attractive forces between 
the molecules within the paper, the paper would fragment and disintegrate, and 
the network with it. The relation between the molecules in the paper supports and 
maintains that drawn upon the paper, and if the relations within the paper 
transform, it may transform those drawn upon it in various ways. Viewed from 
another perspective, of course, nodes and links can be seen as concentrated 
aspects which emerge from grounds in various ways. When I draw the points and 
connections on the paper, I am a network of the grounds which contextualize and 
support me. In this sense, links and nodes can be seen as relatively 
concentrated types of relation, and grounds as more summed over, fuzzier, 
diffuse types of relation.   
 
In this sense everything and anything can be understood as a form of relation, 
and networks can help show how this is possible. Anything with parts can be 
seen as a networking of those parts, the more direct connections between these 
parts as links, and the more contextualizing and diffuse forms of relation involved 
as grounds. Networks of course often manifest in levels. The network I drew on 
the page is one level, but the networking in the fibers of the paper are another 
networking which support this. While there is a lot to the details of such a 
perspective on the world, to see everything and anything and more in terms of 
networks is to use the concepts of nodes, links, grounds, and levels of scale, or 
networks, to help understanding networking, and networking is another term for 
how these notions can be used to understand how relation manifests.  
 
Relation and Experience 
 



Let us now make this all a bit more concrete by sketching some aspects of a 
relational approach to experiencing. Thinkers the world over have often posed 
the question of whether or not they experience this or that,in order to try to 
understand how this is possible, what it could mean, or what it presupposes. And 
so, let us say, for example, I am looking at a simple object, such as a book on my 
desk. How do I come to experience the book as I do, sense the colors of its 
cover, recognize its shape, or otherwise come to experience it as I do?  If I only 
analyze the book, I isolate it off from its contexts, and this is precisely what the 
“this is more” seeks to unravel and rework. But if I start thinking in terms of the 
“there is more,” I do not see the book as something isolated, and this is where 
the notion of “this is more” starts to show how it is a fundamentally relational 
notion.   
 
For if, rather than see the book as isolated, I see it as related to its contexts, to 
the table upon which it rests, to the room in which it sits in my house, full of 
books in shelves on the wall, and windows that open on to trees and sunlight 
beyond. I do not merely see a book on the table, I see all this beyond it as well, 
and at the same time. I also hear sounds, I feel the seat beneath me, I sense my 
body, and I experience the book as me, with all my history and memories which 
even as they remain somewhat in the background are part of how I experience 
the book in the here and now. The book is the result of balances of forces 
without, produced by molecules and atoms, so would it not instead be better to 
say I see this networking which I call a book? And is my body not such a 
networking, and is not our intertwining itself a networking in turn?  
 
Furthermore, if any of these were different, might something different than seeing 
a book happen? After all, if the air pressure around my body were different, my 
body might not be able to maintain its consistency, and I might not see anything. 
In the fact that it needs to be there for me to see the book, is not the pressure of 
the air on my body then a precondition for this to happen? Or if the Earth's gravity 
were not pulling the book to the table, myself to my seat, and keeping all of us in 
place, and had evolution not evolved my eyes to be receptive to light in this way, 
would any of this be able to happen as it does? For me to be able to see the 
book, all the other contexts around it, within and without the book, within and 
between me, and between us knitting us together, need to be in particular ways 
which, if different, could make it such that what happens here could be radically 
otherwise. This includes the past which made all of this possible in this way, for 
there are always contexts which support and maintain anything, any experience 
of a thing, any interaction, or any relation.  
 
Even if we assume all this is the way it is, and put aside what could be or could 
have been different, there are so many other contexts to restore. Between the 
book and me, for example, there are so many intermediaries, and restoring these 
connections when examining our intertwining is a relational process. After all, the 
book is composed of atoms and molecules in particular shapes, and these 
influence the ways in which photons from the sun bounce off the book. The 



patterns of the photons then travel through the air and impact specially 
developed cells in my retina which send impulses in turn to my optic nerve, which 
sends these impulses to my visual cortex, which processes these by producing 
waves of impulses and feedbacks which then ricochet around my brain. The 
photons are influenced by the shape of the book, my retinal cells by the photons, 
and the neurons in my nervous system and brain by each other. My brain feels 
itself activating itself in various patterns in this way from within, and thereby, it 
feels my body feeling aspects of its world, leading me to say to myself that I see 
a book.  
 
Once the intermediate steps are restored, there are so many layers of actions 
and reactions, and where previously there may have only been seen to be 
outside and inside, or idealized abstractions derived from these, but there are so 
many insides and outsides, so many shades of gray, the situation is much more 
complex than it at first seems to be. While simplistic categories may make these 
easier to manage, they can also obscure the richness and complexity at play, 
with a wide variety of potential ramifications.  
 
Taking this notion of the “more” further, there are also temporal contexts at play. 
To analyze seeing the book here and now without understanding how this 
present continues various pasts into the present is itself a massive reduction. 
The book, after all, is composed of paper made from tree fibers which did not 
cease being tree fibers merely by being processed into paper. In some sense I 
am not quite seeing a book as much as seeing processed tree, and even the tree 
was the product of the interaction between a seed and the water, air, and soil 
which brought it about, even as I am the product of my parents, the food and 
water and air I have consumed, the culture and history which molded my ways of 
thinking and doing.  
 
Cultural and historical issues matter here as well. While I may say that I see the 
book on the table, and imagine this, as some have in the past, as a subject 
apprehending an object, notions such as subject and objects are cultural and 
historical, they arose within particular social conditions, and they express the 
values of these in various ways. But there are so many other ways of 
understanding what happens when I see a book, for I never merely see a book. 
Rather, I see a book as a philosophical example, or I see it as something I may 
want to read, or as something to sell, or as a gift from a friend, or as part of my 
daily devotional practice to commune with the divine, or as a cultural artifact, or 
whatever else.  
 
There are so many differing lenses I could use to interpret the simple act of 
seeing the book, lenses related to my personal memories or fantasies, to 
economics or psychology, philosophy or theology, history or everyday utility, and 
so much more. As an artist, I could see the book as a potential painting, or as a 
musician, the way the book sits on the table could call to mind how a musical 
phrase sits in a composition I am working on, and could lead me to rethink how I 



want to finish this piece. The book is potential musical composition or potential 
painting, as much as the concretion of economic forces, historical agencies, 
physical concretions, and so much more. Does it even make sense to say there 
is a book, or that I see it, except as a sort of shorthand?  
 
In all these cases, when I say “I see the book” and use this as a philosophical 
example, I filter all these other contexts out. I reduce the experience of seeing 
the book to playing a particular role within the practice of philosophical 
argumentation. In doing this, I divide off the book from the fullness in which I 
experience it, from all the associations and memories which flood my mind as I 
see the book, from the fantasies and anticipations of what I could with the book in 
the future, and from all that the book could become which is beyond how the 
book manifests here and now. The here and now is an abstraction from the 
fullness of time and space around us, that which relatively theorists have shown 
is related to matter and energy and their intertwining in turn, just as I and the 
book and my seeing of it are merely aspects of wider weavings of connection. 
 
Experience and Meaning 
 
Here is another example to explicate such concerns, this one more concrete in 
its way than those which preceded it. I run my fingers over the top of my wooden 
table. I feel new sensations emerge from one side of my fingers, and others 
recede as I do this. I feel minor variations in the grain of the wood within the 
general overall smoothness of the finish, along with the resistance of the wood 
against my fingers such that I cannot merely push my fingers through it.  
 
When I feel the table in this manner, the feeling happens within me, even if it 
caused by the table. I see my fingers as they move along the table's surface, and 
I see that my fingers are not within the table, but upon its surface, and yet, what I 
feel is within me in some way. The feeling seems to arise from within the tips of 
my fingers, right below the level of my skin, and yet, I also feel it within me, 
beyond the tips of my fingers and the skin of my fingertips. I feel these 
sensations in me as a whole in some way, likely caused by the ways my brain 
maps the sensors in my skin throughout my body, and processes these in various 
ways.  
 
Such a simple experience of running my fingers over a bit of wood like this is so 
everyday yet also so curious, and in ways which are far more potentially powerful 
than they may at first seem. When I feel the wood at my fingertips, I am in some 
sense outside of my body, and the wood is within it. That is, I feel the wood within 
me, and yet, the wood is outside of me, at least, according to what my vision tells 
me. I do not see the wood stick tiny extensions or splinters into my fingers, this 
would in fact be quite painful and not produce the same sensation. Rather, I 
simply run my fingers across the surface of the wood, and this reveals its texture 
to me within me. When I feel the wood in this way, I am outside of the limits of my 
own body. Just as when I swallow a bit of food I can feel it for a bit as it goes 



down my throat inside me, so I can feel the wood within the tips of my fingers and 
my entire sensory awareness, and yet, unlike the food I swallow, the wood is not 
literally inside of me.  
 
What I am describing here is sensibility, which is to say, the ability to experience 
or feel. While it is so everyday we rarely notice it, it is also astonishing. To feel the 
wood with my fingertips, the wood extends within my fingers and my fingers 
within the wood, but not in the manner of splinters or feeling between cracks in 
the wood or anything like this. As I run my fingers over the wood, my fingers are 
in the wood, and the wood in my fingers, not physically, but rather, sensorially, or 
rather, as feeling.  
 
Every experience is something like this. Experience is this sort of beyonding, 
always reaching beyond itself, inside out and outside in, or as Jaques Lacan 
would say, an experience of “extimacy.” To see is to have the world of vision 
enter into one, to hear at a distance is to have one's sense of hearing reach 
beyond one's ears, and so it is with all sense modalities, to feel with one's fingers 
is to have one's touch extend its ability to feel beyond the finger tips to what they 
touch. In these senses, there is a betweenness which is the sensibility of our 
sensory modalities, what a thinker like Merleau-Ponty has called the thickness of 
the flesh of the world as perceived. There is no need to see this as mystical or 
otherworldly, however, for our sense organs are physical, they interact with other 
physical matters beyond them which convey the impacts of what has impacted 
them. When I see a tree, I am seeing how the tree has impacted the light that 
impacts my eye.   
 
Likewise, there are physical ways to account for how the wood is felt within my 
fingertips without being literally inside them. There are pressure sensors within 
the tips of my fingers, and when they are pressed upon, they send neural 
message to my brain, and my brain has maps of all the sensors in my skin in 
relation to the various parts of my body, with an enormous set of connections 
which allow feedback between aspects of these maps and other aspects of my 
brain. When outside pressure push upon the tips of my fingers, such as when I 
press the tips of my fingers upon a bit of wood, my body has learned to interpret 
this being due to objects beyond the tips of my fingers which press upon his. My 
brain has learned to abstract patterns and nuance from all this so as to be able to 
read the neural patterns of activation in various ways. In this way, I have come to 
recognize certain feelings as the grain of wood, or the roughness of stone, or the 
softeness of felt.  
 
That said, I only can abstract such patterns when I run my fingers across these 
materials, for at any given moment, I only feel a pattern of pressures on my skin. 
Only running my fingers across the material do I gain enough information to 
distinguish how these change over time, from the interaction between my fingers 
and what they feel as they move across it, as the result of roughness or 
smoothness or other such sensations such as the roughness of stone versus the 



softness of felt. Similarly, if I see something out of the corner of my eye, I may 
turn my head, and as it comes further into the center of my vision, I may get a 
better sense of it and recognize it.  
 
Here is another example. I see a tree in the forest. When I look at it, I am related 
to the three, and yet, there is more than just a tree here. The tree is surrounded 
by the air and supported by the soil. The rest of the forest provides a background 
for the tree and my experiencing of it, as does the forest as a whole which is 
around me. If I walk up closer to the tree and focus on one of the leaves, now the 
tree itself is in the background, as are all the veins within the leaf. I can focus on 
any of these, and there are always contexts within and without whatever I focus 
on. When I look at the tree, its exterior and interior contexts relate the tree to 
what is beyond it, just as my vision relates me to the tree and we are related by 
the forest of which we are aspects. Whatever I experience, there are inner and 
outer contexts and the relation between all these which is the experiencing.  
 
In all the examples described above, any time it seems I experience a single, 
isolated, static thing, there is always more there. Beyond the tree, the soil and air 
and forest, and within the tree, leaves, and within the leaves, veins and cells. As I 
move my fingers across the wood, more experiences arising in one direction of 
my fingers and others leaving. Even if I keep my fingers in one place on the 
table, there is the feeling of the wood beyond my fingertips. If I walk around the 
tree or the table, new sights are revealed. If close my eyes and simply think, my 
thoughts emerge from each other, and if I try to stop them, this only works for so 
long. But any single thought arises against the context of my more general 
awareness, including that of my body beyond this.  
 
All of which is to say that there are no things here, at least, not in anything like an 
ultimate sense. To say that there are things is in fact a simplification, and a useful 
one at that. If I to my friend that I see a tree, I do not usually say it was a brown 
tree surrounded by a great many brown trees and air, soil, grass, moss, etc. No, I 
simply say I saw a tree, and I turned when I saw it, and for the purposes of 
explaining what I did to my friend, this is enough. I saw so much more, of course, 
but there is only so much time, so much detail that is helpful in a given situation, 
etc.  
 
Nothing in my world seems to arise but against interior and exterior contexts, 
without unfolding from itself over time, or in relation to my experience of myself, 
which arises in regard my experience of my world. My experience of my body 
and self and that of the world seem to contain each other in some peculiar ways. 
While a box cannot contain a smaller box which contains it, the brain, with its 
peculiar topologies of feedbacks, has many potentials which exceed those of 
such simple matters, and as such, there is no reason to think the notion that both 
my self contains the world and the world contains myself need be mutually 
exclusive; even mathematicians admit these days that notions such as excluded 



middles or parallel postulates only indicate zones of relative consistency that are 
hardly universally applicable.  
 
Relation Beyond Objects 
 
But are there objects within all this? Are there things with defined contours? The 
world presents itself as a vast fabric of continuity, and yet, when I go up to a 
chair, I can pick it up with my hands, and it detaches from the rest of this 
continuity in a way which reveals it as a relatively discrete thing. I cannot do this 
with all matters, of course, I cannot easily pull the parts of the chair apart, for 
example. If the chair is a thing, which is to say, relatively discrete, this seems at 
least partly the chair's doing. Then again, as soon as I speak of the parts of the 
chair, this all depends on where I draw these distinctions. Do I distinguish the left 
ones from the right, or the atoms from the beams of wood, or sort them by color? 
If I remove a particular block of wood, I can break it apart into smaller parts, and 
smaller ones still. The contours of what determines the limits of a thing seem in 
part determined by me as well, whether in terms of my inner carving of these by 
the way I am thinking about them, which is to say, in regard to how I move 
around the neurral patterns in my brain in relation to this, or in regard to how I 
divide these up into parts with my hands.  
 
It is unclear within all of this, however, the extent to which my sensing of anything 
as a thing is the result of my own projections of object-hood out into what I feel, 
or rather a gathering up of objecthood within the fabric of the world. When I 
speak of myself, after all, I reduce the complex processes of the various self-ings 
within me to a much simpler form. I treat myself as if I were a thing, like a chair, 
and just as I can reach out and pick up a chair with my hands, I treat myself as 
such a thing when I speak of myself as merely as self. For my self is the context 
against which my world unfolds. Any and all things I have ever known manifest 
against the background of myself. Then again, my self seems to unfold against 
the background of my body, which unfolds against the background of my world, 
which unfolds against the background of the self in regard to which all my other 
experiences unfold.  
 
Whatever the self is within this, it seems a bit less reductive to speak of it as a 
self-ing, a process, and a series of often overlapping ones at that. My bodily 
selfing would be the sense of self which feels my body from within, my narrative 
selfing that which emerges when I tell the story of myself, my visual selfing that 
which mutates as my vision shifts throughout the day, etc. Whatever more global 
selfing there is worth speaking of would seem in this sense to be the fuzzy and 
partially overlapping networking of these as this all shifts.  
 
Let us return, however, to the case of seeing something simple, such as a chair. 
When I look at a chair, this is a form of relation. Scientists report that light light is 
the result of photons bouncing off of objects, and I have no good reason to doubt 
this, though I have hardly seen light in particular form in the manner of photons. 



But taking scientific accounts at their word for a moment, when I see a chair, 
photons bounce off the chair, impact my retinal receptor cells in patterns 
impacted by the form of the chair, and this leads my retinal cells to send 
particular sets of impulses out to my optic nerve. These impulses are conveyed 
from my optic nerve to the cells in my visual cortexes, which process these in 
various ways, send them to the rest of my brain, and I say that I see the chair. 
There is a series of actions: the shape of the chair impacts the photons when 
they bounce off of it, the photons impact my reintal cells in ways which propagate 
aspects of the shape of the chair, each passing on something of their prior 
experiences to the others. When I say “I see a chair,” I am summing over so 
much, and yet something in this is what is generally known as a form of relation.  
 
When I say I am related to the chair by my sense of vision, that I see the chair, I 
am describing a sort of betweeneness and intertwining, a relation of 
excessiveness. There is the seeing, the seer, and the seen, and of course, all the 
contexts which are around this which frame this. When I say that I see a chair, 
after all, I do not mention that if the room was dark I would not see the chair, nor 
that I see many other things around the chair, such as the room within which the 
chair and I subsist, such that to say that I see a chair is a radical simplification 
and abstraction from the wider context of all of this. I do not say that there is a 
difference between saying or writing that I see a chair and seeing the chair, nor 
do I say that “I” and “chair” are as much radical simplifications as well, for after 
all, we are both composed of atoms and molecules and actions and reactions as 
much as seeing is. This simplification reduces what is being described, makes it 
graspable, event-like and thing-like.  
 
But there is little in the world which is so simple, if anything at all. As soon as I 
say “I see a chair,” I am radically reducing so much of what is happening. And as 
soon as I say “I am radically reducing,” I can take this apart as well as I just did 
with “I am seeing a chair.” This is more than merely a game with words, however, 
no matter how interesting those can be. The very notion of a word, after all, is a 
reduction as well. If I am having a conversation with a friend, I rarely use single 
words, I use phrases and sets of phrases, sentences and bits of them, we have a 
back and forth interplay that, were I to transcribe it carefully, would resemble 
quite little how language is written on the page. Words are slurred and blurred, 
full phrases seem much more like verbal actions and reactions than words.  
 
But whatever units we use of language, it too is more than merely a set of things. 
Words, phrases, sentences, verbal gestures, these only mean what they do in 
context. They are bits of sound, bits of images on screen or traces of patterns on 
pages, and whatever meaning they have only seems to manifest in context. This 
is why to say that what has been described in the preceding paragraphs is 
merely a game with words is to be as reductive as to say that “I see a chair” and 
think that this notion can be taken at face value. There is always context at stake. 
When I see the chair, I do not mention the room in which I see the chair, and 
when I speak of language, I do not mention the body or culture or planet in 



regard to which the meaning within the language relies upon to be sensible, and 
the words or other smaller units within the systematic relations between and 
amongst these.  After all, if someone has never seen a human body, they are 
unlikely to understand sitting or wooden apparatuses designed for this.  
 
So far there are two examples, and yet a patterns is starting to emerge. In both 
cases, when I say “I see a chair,” and think about this physically, or when I say 
the same thing, and think about this linguistically, I see that the statement at 
issue radically oversimplifies in regard to the situation at hand, as well that the 
domain in question does as well. Physically speaking, to say I see a chair, after 
all, brackets out the fact that the photons were impacted by the chair, my retinal 
cells by the photons, my neural processing, or all the forces and matters around 
these which needed to be as they are for this to happen. And yet, to speak 
merely physically is also to bracket away so much, which is why I then dealt with 
this notion linguistically. And something similar happened, in that within the 
domain of language itself, the very notions of seeing and chairs are only sensible 
in relation to other meaningful notions, even if language itself is only meaningful 
in relation to wider sets of contexts.  
 
In both cases, attempts to describe relation, when examined a bit more carefully, 
revealed themselves as reductions. They revealed that there is more. And it is 
here that I would like to put forward a thesis: relation is opening onto more.  Or 
put otherwise, relation is always more, an excess to the reductive here and now 
of things. Or otherwise still, relation is intertwining or betweening. It may seem 
unhelpful to rephrase, but each brings out slightly different aspects of this notion, 
and there is something quite reductive about theses as such, so a sort of 
theoretical parallax can be helpful here.  
 
The Limits of Ones 
 
Let us now step back and examine where this relational examination of this set of 
examples has left us. In all the cases described above, there were no cases in 
which anything like a thing manifested. While a thing, which is to say, something 
which is isolated, discrete, and beyond relation, may manifest in a relative way, 
there is nothing like a thing in a more absolute sense. Anything I have ever 
experienced is set against a context within and without and in relation to myself, 
and in fact, I cannot even think or imagine something which is beyond relation in 
anything like an absolute way. If I imagine a pure substance in my mind, say, a 
pure splotch of green, it is still floating in midair, or against a void, and this 
unfolds against my sense of my self, my history, the rest of my body, all the 
perspectives I bring to this imagining, and all that I do aftewards.  
 
There seems nothing in the world which is ultimately alone and amongst itself. Or 
at least, I have never felt anything like this, thought anything like this, cannot 
seem to imagine anything like this, nor heard anyone tell of experiencing 
anything like this, and even if they did, based on my own experiences, I'd say 



there were likely lying if they said as much unless they could show me they did. 
And if they showed me, then it would be related to me, and hence show it to be 
anything but what it was said to be.  
 
If one thinks about this issue spatially, any entity has a context around it, and that 
context has a context around it, and this seems to extend practically infinitely. In 
terms of time, every thing unfolds from past experiences and opens onto future 
ones. What is more, if space and time are aspects of each other, as scientists 
have argued, and both emerged from the singularity before the Big Bang, as 
scientists seem to generally think, then spacetime emerged from that which was 
able to become more than itself in this way. Everything we have ever known or 
experience is an asepct of the unfolding of this. 
 
Something curious has emerged in the preceding discussions. While at first it 
may have made sense to distinguish the notion of relation as such and the 
relations between aspects of the world. For examine any aspect of the world, and 
no matter how much it may seem like an isolated thing, a less reductive analysis 
reveals all the relations such reduction conceals. And yet, examine this relation 
more carefully, and more aspects in relation emerge, and this seems to continue. 
Examine the seeing which intertwines me with what I see, and there are photons 
and actions of neurons but the relation is not a thing even if it has many as 
aspects. And yet, examine any one within this, and only relations emerge.  
 
I can of course decide to stop all of this, and say that I am only concerned with 
myself and the objects I see, and discuss how these are related. When I do this, I 
can say that I see a chair or a horse, the sky or the sun. I fix a level of scale, and 
decide that some things count as things and others do not, and that I know 
ahead of time what I mean by seeing or myself. In doing this, I treat myself as a 
thing, seeing as a thing, everything as a thing.  
 
But relation is that which knows no things, for it is that of which things are only 
ever aspects. When I say I see a chair, these are aspects of the relation of 
seeing the chair, and the saying of it, and these are related to my selfings, which 
are related to the bodying which they inhabit, and the worlding which gave rise to 
these, and so on. In this sense, relations between things, as assumed atoms of 
some sort, are reductions of relations to things. And such reduced relations are 
different from relation. But conceived more broadly, relation and relations have a 
disjunct relation, a relation of multiplicity. Relation is in this sense neither one nor 
many, at least, not when treated as a thing. This or that relation maybe 
abstracted from relation, and be this one relation or that one, between these 
things or those, and yet, when there is not a reduction of this sort, each of the 
things and relations at issue is itself related to relation itself of which these are 
aspects.  
 
None of this is to speak metaphysically. The physical cosmos or the way this 
feels when I experience some aspect of this from within, if these are not treated 



as things, are but aspects of the wider sets of relations of which these are 
aspects, and the more encompassing relation of which any ones or linkages 
between these or contexts or levels or anything else are aspects. From such a 
perspective, relation is always more, more than any one, that which is more than 
one yet of which any one is an aspect. In this sense, relation is one-and to any 
one, and since relation and relations are aspects of each other, at least when not 
reduced, it can then be said that the oneand of relation is that of which any one is 
an aspect.  
 
None of which is to say that we should stop reducing the oneandic world of 
relation to things. We could not stop if we tried. If I say I see a tree, I could 
specify more details, and try to delineate all the sub-aspects of the tree, all the 
contexts involved, fill in the picture as much as possible, but eventually I would 
run out of time. It is not possible to say everything, or to properly say anything. 
Likewise, if I see the tree, really I simply see one side of the tree, and yet, if I 
walk around the tree, I do not see them all at once, and if I try to assemble them 
in my memory, I cannot do so with the vividness of my sight, and so there is no 
way to see the tree from all sides at once, within and without. My body reduces 
aspects of the world by taking up a perspective upon things, or grasping them 
with my hand, or by speaking about them.  
 
For a body to experience, it must thingify, likewise, for a speaker to speak in 
language, it must thingify. For an object to be in one spacetime at at space and 
time, it must thingify itself and be thingified by what is around it. My body is 
thingified in this manner as well, but dynamically so, for as a living organism, it 
keeps de-thingifying itself by moving and changing and growing and learning. 
When I intertwine with my contexts in particular ways, I experience their aspects 
as things, and yet ultimately, there are no things here any more than selves, but 
aspects of intertwinings of relation relating to itself in and through the things. That 
is, ones are part of how the oneand relates to itself, for without ones, there is no -
and of excess, more, and beyonding which is relation relating. For relation is 
hardly a thing, but a relating, and not one relating, but relating as such in and 
through relatings.  
 
Try to grasp relating as a thing, of course, and one only gets mere things, and if 
one tries to treat these things as ultimates, this always seems to fail to be 
anything of the sort. And so, there seems every reason to think that ultimately, 
there are no things, but relatively speaking, the world is full of them, and relating 
is that of which these are aspects, which is to say, the weaving of the world in 
regard to which us and our worlds of experience and our selves seem aspects.  
 
Relation can in this sense be seen as the excessive more, the beyonding, which 
dethingifies things even as it is that in relation to which they are but things. 
Relation is a process more than thing, and way of looking at the world more than 
the way the world really is, for in fact, it is that which assures the fact that any 



attempt to reduce the world to one perspective upon it will always find excess to 
such attempts to reduce the world to the condition of a thing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Relational Thinking as Practice 
 
Let us now step back from the examination of examples in the preceding section, 
and work to extract some of the practices at work in unraveling more traditional 
approaches to these, reworking these more relationally, and some of the basic 
presuppositions at work in relational forms of theorizing. One of these, the notion 
that relational theorizing is immanent, namely, that it does not presuppose 
foundations from some beyond, ideal, or otherwordly foundation, has already 
been described in the introduction, but there are more such notions that can help 
abstractly describe some of the relational ways of theorizing put to work in the 
preceding sections.  
 
Relationalism as a Pragmatism 
 
Restoring connection or creating new connection, and reminding oneself of the 
fact that “there is more” is a fundamentally relational process. That said, there is 
of course only so much time, so much detail that can be relevant to a particular 
situation, and the sort of exhaustive attention to detail that restoring all the 
contexts at play in regard to even the simplest interaction could, if taken to the 
extreme, could grind the most practical endeavor or abstract theoretical analysis 
to a halt. There is always more context, after all, and yet, to get anything done, 
theoretically or otherwise, one needs to start somewhere.  
 
In all the senses described in the preceding section, a relational philosophy 
should be seen as a critique of reductionism and, to put it brusquely, over-
simplification. Then again, if one is not related to the needs of the present and 
tasks at hand, theoretical or more immediately pressing, one is hardly as related 
as one might want to seem. And so, rather than a mere critique of reductionism, 



a relational approach to the world needs, if it is to be related to more than the 
ever more but also the here and now, to be a form of pragmatism. Without 
pragmatism, a critique of reductionism is highly limited at best, if by its very 
attempt to not leave anything out.  
 
So many philosophies, however, are the opposite of both of these tendencies. 
That is, they often assume, with little or no justification, that there is this or that, 
and they try to explain everything in the world from there. Some assume that 
there are subjects and objects, for example, and work to reconstruct the world 
from there, and get frustrated when there is so much that is in between these 
categories, and the fact that they need to contradict their own suppositions in 
various ways to sew the world of subjects and objects back together in some 
way, often resorting to all sorts of conceptual gymnastics they themselves find 
problematic in order to do so. Others assume there is absolute Truth, to take 
another example, then try to find such Truth in a messy world which never seems 
to live up to such standards, showing in reverse that there is nothing quite up to 
such a standard which is perhaps an ideal abstracted from this very world, a 
manifestation of a particular limited perspective upon it, and hence hardly 
absolute in the process.  
 
Reductionisms of this sort, which want to reduce the world to one or often two 
primary types of things, categories, or ideas, always seem to start off so strong 
as self assured, as if what they are saying is simply self-evident, needs little 
justification, or can be taken for granted. But when these perspectives on the 
world are extended, and particularly in ways which need to account for the 
conditions of their own production, or explaining how they deal with their own 
limits, or how they account for the more encompassing set of interior or exterior 
contexts of which they are aspects, they tend to run into all sorts of difficulties. 
Some simply say that these issues are beyond their concerns and restrict their 
sense of domain and applicability, and this is at least upfront and practical, for 
limitation is part of what makes focus possible. Economists, for example, may 
say that they do not pretend to be able to explain why people buy philosophy 
books, but only begin their inquiries at the point at which people do. Some, 
however, may try to present the notion that everything can be understood 
economically, and even economists tend to theorize about what are often called 
“externalities,” which is to say, the factors beyond those which are immediately 
economic which impact why economies do what they do.  
 
Economics, in this example, can be seen as a lens on the world, but it is a partial 
one at best. Everything can be seen through an economic lens, of course, for 
social interactions can be understood in regard to notions such as social capital, 
and even biological and physical processes can be seen as economies when 
understood in terms of evolution, economies of energy, the principle of least 
action in physics, etc. To extend the notion of economics beyond the monetary 
and financial domains to which it is most often applied, however, would be to 
change what this notion means. Economics would then not merely be a way of 



understanding money and finance, but systems of value and evaluation, energy 
and the unfolding of various forms of potential to do this or that. It would have to 
draw on domains generally considered those of physics or sociology, and much 
more, and it would have to become more general in the process, ceasing in this 
way to be economics as generally understood today.  
 
Considered as the study of value in a wide sense in this way, one could in fact 
turn economics into a lens on the world in regard to which anything and 
everything can be described. This could be done with any notion, such as, for 
example, turning the notion of “green” into a lens on the world, seeing everything 
to the degree to which it is green or leads to more greeness, but such an 
approach is likely to be seen as less useful than a more seeing the world in terms 
of value. Greenness could provide a coherent lens on the world, but one which is 
hardly that helpful or useful in the worlds in which we find ourselves, for little 
seems to rise and fall on such concerns, while economies of value, whether 
monetary or otherwise, are widely accepted as central to so much of our world 
today.  
 
If any concept can, if generalized enough, be understood as a lens on the world, 
and by means of various forms of elaboration, turned into a conceptual system 
whereby to understand everything and more, then the question is why some 
lenses over any other, and how they are used. To simply say that an economic 
perspective on the world is widely accepted as a worthwhile one is hardly reason 
to think it should remain this way, and to say a lens on the world based on the 
notion of greenness is merely “silly” is simply to say that one does not value this 
sort of perspective.  
 
Differing perspectives on the world relate to the world around them differently. 
Some justify themselves in terms of proof, arguments formulated in strict 
accordance with rules accepted as valid on their own. When a worldview sees 
itself as proven according to various pre-determined notions of what constitutes 
proof, it shifts the burden of proving the value of such rules elsewhere, which is 
to say, a system of proof needs to prove itself by its own means, or it should not 
be seen as proven according to its own rules. When such attempts are made, 
however, they have generally lead to difficulties such as infinite regresses, 
inconsistencies of various sorts, or statements of limited applicability, such as the 
notion that something or other is considered proven if and only if certain notions 
are assumed not in need of proof at the very start. The latter approach, at least, 
is open about its limits.  
 
Many approaches to the world, however, are far less up front about their limits. 
When unitary notions such as Truth or binaries such as subject and objects are 
taking as obvious, in no need of justification, without acknowledging the limits of 
these approaches, nor the aspects of the world which they describe poorly and 
which, with different lenses, may become much more sensible and tractable in 
regard to all sorts of concerns, this is reductionism.  



 
Reductionism is the attempt to understand the world in regard to a few sets of 
concerns, no matter the difficulties these have with justifying themselves, no 
matter how much other lenses or practices make it possible to deal with the world 
with fewer problems or issues, no matter arguments for other approaches, no 
matter the consequences or costs. If relationalism can be understood as a 
generalized commitment to the notion of “there is more,” then reductionism can 
be understood as a commitment to the notion of “this is all there is.” The “this” in 
question could be Truth, or the division between subject and object, or the 
assumption that this is normal or desirable, no matter the cost.  
 
In this sense, reductionism seeks to only understand or relate to the world in one 
limited set of terms, and yet, if the world seems to show anything, it is that it 
tends to resist attempts to simply reduce it to anything, any this or that, or any 
mere set thereof. If I saw that the world is a stone, this would seem ridiculous, for 
there is much more than a mere stone. If I were to say the world is Truth, this too 
seems ridiculous, for there is much that is not Truth, considered as a unitary or 
simple notion.  
 
But many worldviews assume at the outset that there is Truth, or there are pure 
subjects and pure objects, and then work to redescribe the world in such terms in 
ways which seek to contain rather than embrace the “more” of a more relational 
approach. Scientism, for example, is an approach to the world which believes 
that despite and through biases and imperfections, that absolute and objective 
scientific knowledge is possible, and hence judges all aspects of the world 
against a standard of the elimination of all bias. The elimination of bias is seen as 
the definition of Truth, and impossible standard yet one in regard to which all 
should strive. While this is often done in the name of producing something like 
impartial findings that all can accept regardless of their particular situations, when 
scientistic approaches encounter circumstances in which this leads to issues, 
they tend to try to explain these away rather than engage with these, and this is 
where difficulties arise.  
 
For example, while it may be possible to be relatively free of bias with simple 
physical experiments, at the limits of so called 'objective' experiments with matter 
in the realm of quantum physics, when notions of subjectivity and objectivity are 
applied no matter what, all sort of paradoxes emerge which confound the 
assumptions of such an approach, unraveling its foundations on its own rigid 
terms, and in ways which do not do so with more relational approaches to such 
issues. At the other extreme, at the limit of 'subjective' experiments in psychology, 
whatever cannot be observed is often deemed “not science,” and so, entire 
approaches to subjectivity are cast aside and often maligned as meaningless, 
useless, or not “evidence based,” including entire disciplines and practices.  
 
Each approach to the world has to account for its own limits, and it is here that it 
is possible to most easily distinguish reductionism from relationalism. If subject 



and object are just assumed, the limits are in the ways these notions justify 
themselves as lenses on the world, and how they account for phenomenon 
where these intertwine, or which do not quite make sense as either or both. If it is 
rather logical truth which is assumed as having self-evident value, then the 
question is how does this see itself as justified, either internally by proving itself, 
or externally by arguing for its utility in regard to the rest of the world. 
 
Reductionist approaches tend to justify themselves either by denigrating other 
approaches as bad or dangerous because they do not see the assumed self-
evidence of the necessity of the reductionism in question, arguing that any 
approach but that being advocated would lead to chaos, or terror, or some other 
terrible fate. Or, they argue that they have limited their scope of applicability, 
without arguing why this is a good or worthwhile practice. Or, they give rise to 
paradoxes which are somehow argued away as inessential, yet to be resolved, 
or otherwise not all that important.  
 
A relational approach does the opposite of such approaches. Relationalism, in its 
commitment to the “there is more,” argues that there is always more, not only in 
regard to other approaches, but also itself. The ways in which relationalisms tend 
to ground themselves in the world are not, like reductionism, all that commonly 
explicated, so it is worth going into some detail on these.  
 
The Stakes of Relational Pragmatism 
 
Rather than see any lens on the world as ultimate, a relational perspective sees 
any perspective on the world as always related to its contexts. My own theorizing 
here, for example, does not arise in a void. It is influenced by my personal 
psychology, how I read the cultures and histories in which I have found myself, all 
of which are the result of various social, biological, and physical forces at work on 
this planet. I can only experience the world from my perspective upon it, from my 
physical perspective to my cultural, historical, economic, psychological, and likely 
countless other perspective whose nexus I am. Anything I say or do can be 
understood as a symptom of all that has influenced me.  
 
It is precisely such an abyss of contexts that reductionisms seek to keep at bay 
and keep outside of consideration like so many unwelcome voices. Scientism, for 
example, seeks to make it irrelevant to consider anything but the seemingly 
value-free practice of the experimental setup. That said, by bracketing everything 
but this, they often fail to account for how the selection of one particular 
experimental setup over another, or even the choice of this experiment or 
research agenda over others, are often determined in order to get funding from 
market driven technologically oriented concerns, or various politically inflected 
agendas in order to get government research funding.  
 
The ideal of value-free science is a myth which tends to obscure the fact that all 
research agendas are manifestation of economies of value which need to be 



understood as inflecting scientific practices through and through. Because 
scientists are loathe to do this, they are able, with great authority, to present their 
knowledge as reality “as it really is,” rather than the best knowledge that money 
can buy. Objectivity in journalism, likewise, tends to present the findings of a 
status quo of the wealthy or powerful as “the way things really are,” even if this is 
a version of reality which tends to perpetuate the very conditions which keep the 
same group wealthy and powerful in the first place.  
 
From a relational perspective, all of these concerns which various reductionisms 
like to sweep under the carpet or otherwise push off-stage are central concerns. 
While reductionisms tend to view these issues as unfortunate, incidental, or 
temporary side-effects which should not obscure the clear benefits of all they 
accomplish, from a relational perspective, the reduction of entire parts of the 
world to “merely” being inessential, unnecessary, side-effects, not worthy of 
consideration, unspeakable, non-sense, or otherwise beyond the realm of value 
is precisely the problem with such approaches.  
 
All of which is to say is that reductionisms reduce, and what they reduce is what 
they do not value, and this expresses, in reverse, the values at work within their 
ways of dealing with the world, values they often pretend are not at work within 
their systems. Scientism, after all, pretends to be seeking pure Truth that is 
equally accessible to everyone in a pure democracy of knowledge, with the fact 
that it its agendas are so often set by profit-driven markets and partisan political 
agendas being seen as not worth discussing. The fact that research into better 
ways to purify water for the developing world is low on research agendas while 
cures for male pattern balding is showered with money is a clear example of how 
the seemingly unbiased pursuit of knowledge is hardly what it may seem.  
 
While some may say that such concerns is evidence enough that there is need to 
try to purity science of such biases, this is still a reductionist approach, for 
purification campaigns always end up purging whoever is deemed undesirable by 
those with money and power rather the money and power that tends to bias huge 
swaths of the world while pretending it is doing the opposite. Bias is endemic to 
the world, and rather than pretend otherwise, we need to work to understand and 
work with our biases, rather than try to reduce them away. Doing this only ever 
tends to allow the powerful to take their biases and legislate them to others under 
the name of having no bias, while the biases of those which do not fit with their 
own then tend to be the only biases the systems they erect tend to see as in 
need of removal in the name of something like purity.  
 
That said, there is nothing in our world which does not evidence perspective. If I 
and a friend are both looking at a book on the table in my room, we have different 
physical positions in relation to this book, and hence, see it from a different 
angle. Without being able to jump inside each other's bodies and occupy the 
same spacetime position at the same time, there seems no way around this. We 
each also have different bodies, histories, were raised in different circumstances, 



and will therefore likely bring different ways of understanding this book to the 
fore. Rather than try to pretend these differences are not there, something which 
only ever tends to universalize the particularities of whoever gets to enforce their 
own as the status-quo, often because their ancestors took power and were able 
to clothe their particularities in absolutist or universalist garb, a relational 
approach works to include these differences and perspective in how it works.  
 
While this may at first seem far from where this all began, from a relational 
perspective, there is always more, and the more of context is not merely the 
physical context of what surrounds a book in a room. It is also the plethora of 
perspectives upon the world. Relationalism, in its commitment to “there is more,” 
is therefore not only a form of pragmatism, but also a form of relativism.  
 
Relationalism as a Relativism 
 
Relationally speaking, there is always more. In the present moment, there are 
always other perspectives, and the world was different in the past, and shows 
every evidence of becoming so, and in often radically new ways, in the future, 
and in ways which often recast how we understand the past. Reductionists tend 
to want to argue that their positions are self-obvious, and are applicable for all 
times and locations, regardless of culture, history, or social concerns, 
embodiment, or other form of what they see as bias. If one is a relationalist, 
however, there is no access to the world without these openings, the opening of 
our bodies, histories, perspectives, or other ways of relating to the world which 
reductionisms tend to see as so many forms of bias.  
 
If everything is biased, however, trying to remove bias from one's endeavors is 
not merely difficult, but often not what it seems. Removing biases is quite often 
removing whatever biases a biased system finds against its own biases which it 
seeks to make it possible that they “go without saying” and are taken as “self-
obvious.” This is a result, rather than a cause, of how such systems operate. 
When biases are seen as openings, however, there is a subtle but powerful shift.  
 
The shift in question is that rather than focus on a reduced set of concerns, the 
question of how the practice or theoretical model in question relates to its own 
limits comes to the fore. In a system based upon the taken-for-granted valuation 
of objective Truth, one might ask, for example, as Friedrich Nietzsche famously 
did, “why not untruth”? Such a question might make the proponents of the Truth 
start sputtering as the truthfulness of Truth has to finally account for itself. Or 
likewise, that proof needs to prove its own certainty. Whether or not these go 
outside themselves to do this, or do so within themselves, the result tends to 
always be something like a sleight of hand, because reductionist systems tend to 
want to keep reducing while arguing they are doing otherwise.  
 
Relationalism, however, takes a different tack. If reductionisms tend to want to 
argue that there is one, single, unitary truth, that is can be known, and that their 



worldview has access to this, a relational perspective on the world reverses 
these. From a relational perspective, in its commitment to the notion that “there is 
more,” there can be nothing like ultimate or unity truth, privileged access to this, 
or assurances that any form of knowledge is proven, certain, or whose value is 
self-evident or goes without saying. If a unitary truth can account for the future in 
an ultimate or certain way, then it may as well not happen, if there is more, then 
any perspective on the world must necessarily be partial, only a limited view 
upon the whole which exceeds it. If there is more, the world can surprise us still, 
as it has never ceased to do. If there is more, then we can always find the 
potential for the new within any and all aspects of the world which is always 
more.  
 
Reductionism in this sense is a form of absolutism, and absolutists have a series 
of slippery arguments whereby they have tried to attack relativism in its various 
forms. “The notion that there is no ultimate Truth, only relative truths, is itself 
taken as an ultimate Truth by the relativists,” they say, believing they have 
pushed relativism into contradiction such that they can simply go back to 
absolutist ways. None of which is to say that there is not something to what is 
argued, for simplistic forms of relativism do tend to be a form of reversed 
absolutism, arguing that the one absolute is that there is no absolute. Simple 
relativists tend to deal with reductionist absolutists as reductionist absolutists 
deal with anything and everything which is different from them, which is to say, 
reductively. Relativism, like anything else, can be reductively applied to the world.  
 
What this shows is that relationalism cannot merely be about the notion of 
relation as a concept, or any concept in particular. If relation is dealt with as a 
concept and treated as if this concept is a thing, if relation is embraced in a way 
which is reductive in its way, then it is hardly worthy of the name. Relationalism, 
as embrace of relation, of the “there is more,” cannot be a reductionism in all but 
name. Rather, it must be a commitment to relation, a commitment to the “there is 
more, ” even if the reason for this is not immediately evident.  
 
Let us return for a moment to the question of relativism. Absolutists often charge 
relativists with ignoring the following claim: “You relativists say everything is 
relative, except the notion that everything is relative, for if you took that notion as 
being relative as well, then you would have no leg to stand upon!.” Simple 
relativism, of course, treats its belief in the notion that there are no absolutes as 
absolute as absolute, and hence, does not relativize itself. But what happens 
when relativism, rather than try to treat itself as absolute, follows through and 
sees itself as a relative formulation as well?  
 
Something shifts when this happens. If relativism sees itself as also relative, then 
it does not see itself as necessarily true in an absolute sense, any more than it 
sees absolutism. If absolutism falters on the notion that its truths are self-evident, 
and falters when it tries to ground itself and cannot, simple relativism falters when 
it fails to differentiate itself from absolutism in its commitment to the relative. But 



when it sees itself as relative as well, relativism puts itself and absolutism on the 
same footing. This is the footing of having to argue for itself, and this is a footing 
at which the relativist has the advantage.  
 
For the relativist, it is easy to argue for why there is and should be many 
perspectives on the world. There are as many perspectives as there are positions 
in the world, as there are bodies and experiencers, and each of brings new and 
different perspectives upon the world which, if they can work together, can make 
the world grow and develop in various ways. The absolutist has fear of chaos, 
fear of anything goes, and often simply fear of being without protection of the 
powerful. The absolutist may resort to rules and procedures of proof or logic 
which they feel can do the justification for them, but faced with justifying these, 
they find themselves much where they started. The relativist, on the other hand, 
has so many perspectives to draw upon. The absolutist, of course, may get 
sneaky, and say something like, “my absolutist perspective is just one amongst 
many, and hence just as good as yours, and you as a relativist, cannot say I am 
not entitled to this perspective!.” All the relativist has to do, however, is ask the 
absolutist why they prefer their position over relative ones, however, and they are 
much back where they started.  
 
Once they need to justify themselves, rather than “go without saying,” however, 
both absolutism and relativism need to go outside of themselves. If they attempt 
to justify themselves without doing this, they simply go in circles and tend to get 
nowhere (ie: the relative or absolute as its own value). Even the brief foray into 
justification of the preceding paragraph show that absolutists and relativists tend 
to justify their perpsectives, when they go beyond themselves at least, by means 
of recourse to differing ways of interpreting the world, and differing types of world 
they wish to see.  
 
From a relational perspective, both of these attempts at justification are ways of 
reconnecting to the contexts which these approaches tend to want to bracket 
such that they go without saying. Simple relativism, after all, can bracket its 
contexts as much as absolutism, and in this, they can both be reductionist in their 
ways. Relationalism, however, as has already been shown, tends to want to 
restore relations, and in this sense, to restore contexts. In this case, those who 
value absolutes tend to interpret the world as something like a progress towards 
order and unity, or as having the potential for this. Those who value relativity, 
however, tend to value multiplicity, and while they value order, they their notion of 
order is often seen as disorder by absolutists.  
 
Absolutist and relativist discourses often have implicit understandings of the 
worlds in which they find themselves, and these present their interpretations of 
the worlds in which they find themselves, and indicate in and through this a 
sense of what they value, not only in the present, but in regard to how they read 
the past, and the potentials for what they value to increase in the present and 
hopefully the future.  



 
Rather than background the question of values, relationalism embraces it and 
foregrounds it. For while many forms of reductionism want to argue they are 
simply the way things are, the way things should be, and hence are either 
beyond value, go without saying, or rather, that anyone who values otherwise is 
perverse, dangerous, or likely to bring all that is good or holy or ordered into 
chaos, the relationalist is quite happy to bring the question of values to the fore, 
as well as the need to justify these. And it is the latter concern that tends to 
create difficulties for absolutists, reductionists, and simple relativists, notions 
which often overlap in various ways depending on the context. Since 
reductionism is the concern most pertinent to what follows, however, this is worth 
emphasizing in what follows.  
 
For the relationalist, there are always more contexts to which to relate and try to 
take into account. Relationalism is itself a symptom of its times, cultures of 
emergence, modes of interpretation, and modes of evaluation. It is biases and 
limited in various ways. It is a relative cultural formation, and hence, does not see 
itself as ultimate, final, absolute, or anything like this. And it is more than happy to 
discuss why it feels this is a good thing, and in fact, better than the alternatives.  
 
Descriptivism Beyond Certainty 
 
It is worth saying that there is no way to be certain, in any absolute sense, of 
what has been proposed above. As part of the relativism espoused above, these 
need to be seen as merely propositions. It is worth now saying a little more about 
why this is and how relationalism as described here deals with issues of 
grounding itself, rather than proving itself, for this can help open on to how 
relationalisms tend to deal with issues of their own relation to their contexts, and 
issues of grounding and value in a more general sense.  
 
Firstly, certainty and proof are simply not relational games, which is to say, these 
are cultural practices which relationalism tends to dispense with in favor of other 
more relational ones which lack the rigid limitations of these approaches. Proof 
and certainty assume ultimacy, a standard or truth or value which would 
somehow be beyond all context and grounds, and this is hardly relational. If I 
prove something using logical laws, after all, either the logical laws themselves 
are not in need of proof, or are assumed as already proved, or are proven with 
logical laws that are themselves in need of proof, or are grounded by non-logical 
means and hence not themselves logical. From a relational perspective, notions 
of certainty and proof are themselves anything but certain or proven.  
 
Rather than prove itself, a relational perspective on the world is precisely that, a 
perspective. Relationalism is way of doing things, a way of seeing, acting, 
interpreting, valuing, and thinking. In place of proof, a relational perspective sees 
the realm of interpretations as composed of various forms of description. Some 
ways of understanding the world say they prove things, and this is part of how 



they describe themselves and how they relate to their contexts. A relational 
approach does things differently. Rather than seek to prove itself, it seeks to 
persuade, and to persuade in part that all certainty and proof are in fact rather 
limited forms of persuasion. This is part of a relational perspective on the world, 
only one amongst many, but one which has many benefits.  
 
Relationalism does not see subject and object, proof and disproof, mind and 
matter, or near anything else as necessarily exclusive disjunctions, necessary, or 
ultimate. Disjunctions always arise in contexts and in relation to processes, and 
when seen this way, their seeming necessity dissolves. Anything can be different 
if its inner or outer contexts shift in particular ways, for anything is merely a 
temporary pattern of balance, a symmetry, between the forces of which it is a 
partial manifestation. From such a perspective, nothing is ultimate but the open 
whole of the all, and since it seems impossible to grasp this without being this, 
anything and everything is relative and partial within the relational web which is 
the matrix of all we have ever experienced, felt, or known.  
 
All theories and their aspects, when seen in this light, start to appear quite 
differently, and in this sense, a relational perspective on the world is as much a 
mode of reading and critique as anything else. Relational philosophy seeks to 
show the relations hidden by other approaches, to unravel these other 
worldviews by intertwining them with these relations, and produce more relational 
models in the process. Relationalism can in this sense be seen as being able to 
take the form of immanent critique and reworking in regard to its relation with 
other approaches.  
 
Relational philosophy also sees itself as partial, of course, as well. This leads to 
all the paradoxes which critics of relativism have always leveled at it. Rather than 
seek to avoid these, which only manifest as paradoxes from more absolutist 
perspectives, these are aspects of how relational perspectives situate 
themselves in relation to their contexts. All theories are outgrowths of the 
contexts and processes from which they emerge. This text, for example, is the 
result of my theorizing, which is a product of the culture and biology and history 
and much more which gave rise to me. These contexts speak through me, if 
refracted through my perspective upon these. My theorizing needs to be seen 
therefore as a particular manifestation of the contexts which gave rise to it.   
 
As a form of description which seeks to be persuasive, however, rather than seek 
to ground itself by proof, relational philosophy needs to use other means. 
Relational philosophy seeks to provide descriptions, descriptions which it sees as 
better than those provided by other models. Better here indicates an ability to 
come into sync with aspects of the contexts in which it finds itself, and able to 
come into sync with the unfolding of potentials within these which can help these 
emerge more creatively, fully, and sustiainably, evidencing in this way the values 
at work within this perspective.  
 



While philosophies of certainty tend to want to bracket out interpretation from 
purportedly raw data of experience, and bracket out all value from both of these, 
all in the name of removing subjective bias from objective determination, 
relationalism believes in none of these hard bifurcations. Relationally speaking, 
all experience is also interpretation which manifests values. When I describe 
drawing a point on a piece of paper, my descriptions are molded by how I 
interpret things, and all my modes of interpretation that shape my experiences 
are shaped in turn by the values at stake. All of my theories are shaped as they 
are because I desire changes to happen in the world which I hope my theories 
can help bring about, and these desires of mine manifest some of what I value.  
 
I value as I do, of course, due to the contexts which shaped me, and what they 
value, and how I have developed my own values in relation to these, whether 
accepting these, rejecting these, or transforming them in my own way. The 
educational system and media, my parents and others, all these influenced my 
system of values, and yet, all these were shaped in turn by various social 
systems, such as capitalism, and what this values, and all this was shaped in 
turn by various other economies of value. Biological evolution valued the survival 
of the species, and physical systems value the principle of least energy, and in 
this sense, physical and living systems, and the cultures which arose from these, 
can all be seen as economies of valuation. All actions within these can be seen 
as expressing evaluations, and each entity as having value within particular 
economies, and all economies aspects of the economies which provide their 
contexts, up to and including those of culture, the evolution of humans and of life 
itself, as well as the physical economies up to the origin of all unfolding as we 
know it from the Big Bang itself.  
 
Relational Valuation and Critique 
 
Returning to more immediate concerns, theories in this sense express values, 
and while some may want to bracket these off, from a relational perspective this 
is a limiting perspective upon the world. Rigid systems which value certainty and 
proof and what these provide to them lead to particular forms of interpreting, 
experiencing, and acting, and these unfold potentials, such as physical energy, 
living abilities, or culture potentials of various sorts, to give rise to particular ways 
of interpreting and acting in the world. These can help us understand the sorts of 
worlds to which these theories lead, those which tend to potentiate better worlds 
more in sync with the sorts of worlds we want to see in the future, and those 
which do not. There is nothing simple about this, of course, for it is difficult to say 
how much particular theories potentiate particular ways of acting, and likewise 
how these lead to particular types of worlds when they intertwine with others.  
 
That said, such notions can help indicate how a relational philosophy thinks 
about evaluting theories in relation to each other, and how it aims to persuade 
and differentiate itself from the other theories which it sees as, like itself, merely 
descriptive lenses on the world. Rather than see itself as grounded in some 



ultimate sense, relational philosophy only has the world in which it finds itself, 
and only can ground itself beyond this in regard to how this world has been in the 
past, and how it could become in the future. Based on how they interpret the 
world, theoretical systems can produce readings of the pasts from which they 
emerged, and visions of potential futures if they are adopted by many at large.  
 
Often such concerns are left implicit in less relational models, such as 
philosophies of certainty, for these often see issues of value or history, culture or 
society, as beyond their purview. Often these approaches only describe how they 
wish mathematics or science, experience or society, to be understood, with firm 
divisions between what they seek to describe and everything else. Reltional 
theories as forms of reading need therefore to restore these missing contexts to 
less relational ones, to see theories as symptoms of the evaluative economies of 
which they are manifestations, and try to get a sense of how they see the past 
from which they emerged, and the potential futures to which they lead if more 
widely adopted.   
 
An example of a particularly rigid and abstract system would be the mathematics 
of set theory, and the attempt to use it, during the early twentieth century in 
Europe and America, to ground mathematics with complete certainty by its own 
means, without any recourse to time, space, the physical world, living beings, 
culture, history, or value of any sort. Those engaged in this endeavor saw 
mathematics before this as sloppy and lacking what they described as “rigor,” 
and they saw this new enterprise of theirs, in contrast to what preceded it,as 
“rigorous.” Rigor is what this approach valued, and this brought with it a reading 
of the history of mathematics up to this point as being one which lacked this. The 
hope was for mathematics in the future to be grounded with rigor, and in this, this 
theory provided a model of what the world would look like, namely, more 
“rigorous,” if its way of working were widely adopted. While this restricted itself to 
mathematics, one can imagine analogues beyond this, as newly “rigorous” 
mathematics had ripple effects throughout the culture.  
 
While such forms of evaluation were not present with the theories themselves, 
they were present within the more occasional statements and texts whereby this 
approach in general was framed as desirable. The theories themselves were 
framed in highly abstract formulations which sought to keep such concerns to the 
side, and yet, these concerns in fact describe the motivation for these theories, a 
reading of the world of present and past, and a vision of potential futures if 
adopted more widely. The values which these modes of interpretation can be 
seen as sedimentations are kept by such systems outside their self-described 
boundaries, but from relational perspective, these need to be restored. While a 
less relational lensing of the world may want to separate out math from the rest 
of the world, from a relational perspective this is a manifestation of the limiting 
values of such systems. But what if not only mathematics, but all to which it is 
related, such as science and society and technology, were transformed in 



manners analogous to that of rigorization in mathematics? These are the sorts of 
questions a relational critique would ask.  
 
These are also questions that relational theories pose to themselves. Rather than 
see themselves as ultimately grounded, able to prove their necessity, or able to 
describe themselves as how things “really are” or even should be, relational 
models ground themselves where they find themselves. That is, they ground 
themselves in their readings of their contexts in past, present, and future, and 
relationally in regard to these. That is, relational theories interpret how they 
emerged from the contexts of their production, describe how this lead up to their 
reading of the world in the present, and attempt to describe the sort of world that, 
if adopted widely, its theories would, it is hoped, lead to.  
 
The relational philosophy described here, therefore grounds itself in how it 
interprets the past and how this philosophy, in its interpretation of the present, 
can solve some of the impasses and difficulties of prior models. In this case, 
relational philosophy is seen as an antidote of sorts to a world which over-reifies 
in all its modes of experiencing, acting, interpreting, and evaluating. The hope is 
that if more widely adopted in the culture, that the world will over-reify less, and 
the world will be more creatively and sustainably emergent. Rather than act as if 
such values are a form of bias to be avoided, a relational philosophy foregrounds 
what it values, and grounds this form of valuation in how it reads its past and 
potential futures in relation to its contexts.  
 
None of which is to assume the world will necessarily become this way or that if a 
theory is widely adopted, for unintended consequences are common in the world. 
Nor is it to assume that the world will change if only a handful adopt such 
notions, or if they say they adopt these but they do not impact how they act. This 
is also not to say that the interpretation of the past is necessarily correct, nor the 
reading of potential consequences of such theories.  
 
A theory is a way of interpreting the past in the hope of this leading to actions 
which can influence this in the future according to certain desired states, and in 
this sense, theorizations are types of actions, even if particularly abstract ones. 
When I feel hungry and begin to prepare a meal for myself, I read the pains in my 
stomach as hunger, I read this as best solves by preparing  meal, and I prepare 
in the hope that, as in the past, when I eat food, my hunger will be sated. When I 
eat the food and feel sated not long after, I feel this action was justified, and this 
leads me to value the set of interpretive models which lead to this in the future 
when I feel similar stomach pains.  
 
So it is with theories. Theories need to be able to come into sync with much of 
the world as it currently presents itself, as well as how this seems to have be 
produced by tendencies at work in the past and continuing in the present which 
are likely to impact how the present can give rise to the future. As theories go out 
into the world, they either come into sync with it in various ways or do not, either 



in the present, or sometimes hundreds or more years in the future. When 
theories potentiate modes of acting between networks of agents, the world often 
changes.  
 
A relational philosophy therefore sees grounding of theories as ultimately 
metaleptic. That is, theories need to be related enough to the world as it 
manifests to the creators of such theories and those around them to speak to the 
contexts in regard to which it is formulated. Without this, a theoretical model will 
have no traction on the world. But if there is only this in a theoretical model, it will 
only the describe the present or even past, without describing the world which 
could come to be, and since the world seems to always change, a relational 
modeling of the world needs to take this into account. Since there is no way to 
justify theories by knowing ahead of time the types of world to which they do 
lead, they can nevertheless evaluate themselves in regard to the types of world 
their modes of interpretation would likely lead to if widely adopted, at least to the 
extent this can be understood by means of the interpretive models at stake.  
 
From such a perspective, theories are grounded by the contexts of their 
emergence, including how they project particular futures for the world if widely 
adopted as based upon how they read their contexts in the present and past. As 
this future unfolds, we can evaluate theories in relation to the worlds that did or 
still could unfold from these models. But for those creating relational theories, 
grounding rests within the world that its descriptions seem likely to potentiate in 
the world beyond it. This may seem like little justification for theories, but we 
justify all our actions based on what we believe will be their potential outcomes 
based on our understandings of the worlds in which we find ourselves. This 
happens not only in regard to individual actions, but collective actions of groups 
as well. If theorizations and the production of systems of these are particularly 
abstract forms of action, including actions which lead to the construction of 
systems of interpretation, then the way actions are justified seems more than up 
to the task of justifying theories.  
 
The relational perspective described here is one that values creative and 
sustainable emergence for any and all. This is grounded in its reading of the 
world, and how it sees its theoretical production in relation to that of others in 
regard to their contexts. Within economies of value, particular forms of 
interpretation are valued over others. It was valuable to evolution for me to be 
able to see as I do, and it was valuable to society to teach me to be able to read 
and write numbers and letters. All these shape how I interpret what I experience 
and how I act in regard to these. Systems of interpretation are in part 
sedimentations of systems of valuation, and forms of experiencing and acting in 
part are sedimentations of forms of interpretation in turn. And economies of value 
themselves are partial sedimentations of networks as they emerge from grounds 
and give rise to the economies, modes of inteperpretation, and forms of feeling 
and acting which describe much of the world of experience.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Some Propositions on Relation 
 
 
In these senses, this text will then understand the notions of both relation and 
philosophy in ways which go beyond many of the dominant more limited and 
limiting forms of the past. Relation and philosophy can in fact be much more than 
they have been taken to be, as this short book will work to show. That is, the 
attempt will be made to understand both relation and philosophy, as well as 
relations between these, in a relational manner. As will hopefully become clear, 
doing so makes it possible for relation to become a worldview, which is to say, a 



lens on the world. From such a perspective, in regard to the notions of these 
terms described earlier, then, a relational philosophy would be one which places 
more credence in the notion that aspects of the world are related than than 
otherwise. Separations and divisions would then not be ignored, but rather, seen 
as aspects of more relational contexts 
 
Relation as Excess 
 
What is described here is a short, pithy description of a general relational 
orientation to the world, a sort of basic relational intuition, one which one then 
works to intertwine with various contexts in order to, as it were, “relationalize” 
them. And yet, it may be possible to refine such a description of this intuition, to 
make it more precise and clear, and in such a way as to help guide the endeavor 
to sketch the contours of what a relational worldview might look like as this is 
extended to various domains. And so, before moving on, let us take stock for a 
moment, and try to extract a basic proposition on relation to help guide and orient 
this attempt to produce a relational philosophy in relation to the contexts of 
today's hyperconnected, networked age.  
 
There are many attempts to put a basic relational orientation to the world into a 
mantra-like frame, many of which today might to many sound hackneyed, trite, or 
cliched, often not due to what they may have meant in regard to their contexts of 
origin, but how they have been used and abused in various popular cultural 
formations. Still, there can be value in going through some of these often now 
popular phrases, not only to see what they might offer a project such as this, but 
also to see what they might not.  
 
One first candidate for such a guideline for a philosophy of relation, one which 
might be the first to come to mind when many hear of a notion such as relational 
philosophy, would be the often overused phrase, often beloved of techno-
utopianists, that “everything is connected.” And yet, this notion is hardly enough. 
After all, there is more to the world than “things,” such that while the notion of 
“everything” may seem quite broad at first glance, on closer inspection it is rather 
limited. After all, is the air around me one thing, or many, or a thing at all? 
Likewise, “connected” is also limited, in that connections, often understood as 
between already formed “things,” have already been shown to be only one 
limited form of relation. Even the term “is” is less than ideal, for relation is much 
more process than a thing, even if to get around such a notion may require 
stretching language a bit too far to be practical.  
 
Still, the notion that “everything is connected,” for the reasons described above, 
is less relational than it might immediately appear. And so, for example, while 
many have said that today everything is connected by the Internet, the Internet 
only connects those “things” what it is able to Internet-ize as connectible, and in 
this sense, it connects only on its terms, and only in terms of what counts for it. 
The notion of language as a connectional medium can be understood similarly, in 



that what it connects is only what it converts into its own terms, and so, while it 
clearly relates, it also separates out that which it is able to put into its own terms, 
and that which it only poorly grasps, and while separation and negation are 
themselves forms of relation through disjunction, relation is more than merely 
these.  
 
If one were to look for another sort of guiding heuristic proposition for a relational 
philosophy, however, some may suggest something such as “all is one,” or “the 
one in the many, the many in the one.” While this may sound relational in various 
ways, there are dangers here. For if the “one” in question is unitary or 
centralizing, they would be relational only in a highly restricted sense.  
 
Everything can be connected to a Dictator, King, after all, or an oppressive 
system of exploitation, if within the limited scope of their domination, one which 
often seeks to cut off whatever it relates to what it sees as not like it, or 
threatening, with these often being aspects of the same. This often includes what 
it sees as beyond its boundaries, what preceded it in time or might arise after it, 
or the differences which could arise within it. While one might even outwardly act 
as if one follows the demands of such controlling entities, internally one may of 
course interpret the world quite differently, evidencing varying degrees of 
disconnection from the control of such a one.  
 
These additional contexts beyond such a “one” are precisely those which such 
systems of domination work to expel or obscure from sight, and if not able to do 
so, to at least somehow contain or restrict, and in this, they work to produce 
some very particular forms of relation while prohibiting to whatever extent they 
can others. For example, if everything is seen as an aspect of Capital, a 
repressive ideology or government, or a totalitarian state or individual, such 
notions relate everything to only one person, idea, system, form, or concept in a 
way which is ultimately limited and limiting, and often with horrific costs.  
 
Some may argue that the meaning of “all is one” or “the one in the many, the 
many in the one” are often derived from various spiritual or devotional traditions, 
not political or social ones, and yet, from a relational perspective, it would be a 
mistake to separate these off in any sort of rigid way, and rather, attempt to 
understand how they are related. And there are some powerful examples of ways 
in which doctrines such as “all is one” or “the one in the many, the many in the 
one” have been used to justify various sort of political and ethical violence of the 
sort described above.  
 
Zen Buddhism in Fascist Japan, for example, was often quite complicit with the 
government's brutal project of Empire, with some arguing that the one should 
dissolve into the state and the person of the Emperor. Likewise, the Nazi leader 
Heinrich Himmler famously carried a copy of the Bhagavad Gita with him 
wherever he went, in that he found many of its doctrines compatible with his 
worldview and horrific project. The text does argue that all are aspects of 



Krishna, and Krishna is beyond the world, and yet, it does so to argue that Arjuna 
should go to battle rather than otherwise, fulfill his duty to society, yet should do 
this in a detached manner, offering the deeds to Krishna, so the karma of his 
efforts will not attach to him in a negative way. Then again Mohatamas Ghandi 
also famously argued that all one of the only books he needed in the world was 
the Gita, and it is clear that this text can in this sense inspire non-violent striving 
for the good as much as anything else.  
 
Without getting to absorbed in these complex issues, and keeping in mind that it 
is an oversimplification to argue that the Gita, or various other strands of thinking 
related to this, such as various forms of Advaita Vedanta, many of which have 
inspired the popular English mantra “all is one” would be able to function as a 
sort of relational heuristic, and for all the reasons articulated above. After all, 
such a notion may be relational in some ways or domains of life, but not others, 
and when such a proposition is moved from one terrain to another in this way, all 
sorts of issues such as this could arise. The same for “the one in the many, the 
many in the one,” a slightly more complex formulation yet with many of the same 
issues. After all, one could argue that the spirit of an army can be found in all the 
individual members which compose it, and whether individual or collective, such 
a group could be a lethal and horrific aspect of a project of conquest which seeks 
to destroy relations to whatever it sees as different from it, reducing relations and 
the potential for deepening relation thereby.  
 
That said, there is a notion which has some similarities to these, but perhaps 
without some of the downsides of those articulated above, one which I believe is 
also shared, if not always in so many words, by many relational perspectives on 
the world. This is the notion that “there is more.” At first, of course, it might seem 
that the notion of “more” has little to do with relation. But if one encounters any 
particular thing, any particular this or that, any particular category or seeming 
ultimate, and deals with it in a manner which takes the notion that “there is more” 
seriously, then one is likely behaving in a manner which is relational in ways far in 
excess to those described above.  
 
Implications of  “There is More” 
 
With such concerns and related ones in mind, it is possible to now abstract some 
more propositions in regard to relationalism, beyond and yet building upon the 
“there is more.” More of course, as has hopefully become clear, is meant in a 
radical sense. There are always more connections or potential connections, of 
course, but also more than merely this. There are more contexts, more histories, 
more relations beyond mere connections, more perspectives, and beyond any of 
these, forms of more that we cannot yet imagine. More, in this sense, is how 
relation and the potential for relation manifests within a given context, and 
relation how this unfolds and can unfold in this way. In this sense, relation and 
the more are differing aspects of what, only reductively, could be understood as 
anything like the same.  



 
There are many extensions and ramifications of this. Firstly, the notion that 
“everything and more that we experience is related.” The reason for saying 
“everything” is because much of what we experience is thing-like, with relatively 
distinct boundaries, and the reason for the “and more” because much is also not, 
in that things change, have unclear boundaries, seem to emerge and disappear 
and transform in relation to contexts within and without, and generally speaking, 
there seems always more to experience. “Experience” is used here because this 
term is more general than knowing or thinking, even if feeling would do just as 
well, and is equally dynamic, in that to experience or feel unfolds and shifts over 
time. And related, rather than connected, because this notion, from a relational 
perspective, is one which views limited forms of connection as reductions 
thereof.  
 
Furthermore: “there are always more contexts, processes, and perspectives.” As 
with the the other formulations, this seems simple enough. There are of course 
contexts in space, such as the forest around a tree, contexts in terms of time, 
such as the past and history of a thing, but also more tricky types of context, 
such as taking into account multiple perspectives, physical and otherwise, 
including culturally and socially, upon whatever is of concern. Contexts are like 
the thread that unravels the sweater; allow a few in, and soon, everything is 
unraveled, decentered, and often difficult to manage.  
 
There is a difference, however, between the pragmatism of saying that all 
contexts cannot be taken into account in regard to this or that, and saying they 
are not there, saying they should not be taken into account, or otherwise ignoring 
them. That said, as soon as one tries to take some contexts into account and not 
others, the question of priorities and values comes to the surface. From a 
relational perspective, these are of course good things, but this is getting  bit 
ahead of things.  
 
It is worth saying that relation, as understood here, does nevertheless have 
something curiously deconstructive about it, in that as soon as one allows a little 
bit of context to creep into anything, beyond the often circumscribed ways in 
which it is managed and kept at bay by various approaches to the world, it tends 
to sweep everything up into it. Some similar issues arise with processes and 
perspectives. As soon as one aspect of something seemingly static is seen as 
unfolding, temporal, and hence, changeable, this tends to drag in others. As soon 
as one new perspective upon a state of affairs is possible, many others tend to 
be as well.  
 
Such notions of course open on to that of reification, and the difficulties that arise 
when one tries to petrify the world into an image of this, or of this and that, or 
sets or systems of these, or the unified story of the development of these, and 
related formations. In an extended sense, all of these attempt to restrict and 
rigidize the world in ways which reduce all the ways it could come to be. These 



will therefore all be seen as forms of reification as describedin the preceding 
section in an extended sense, if with a crucial caveat that problems arise not with 
reification itself, but rather, over-reification. For were there no reification at all, 
there would be nothing to relate, and in this sense, reification and relation are 
related notions. In this sense, rather than seek to reduce all reification, a 
relational perspective views the over-reification as that which is the source of 
difficulties. This of course raises issues of the values in regard to which it could 
be possible to get a sense of when reification tips over into over-reification, an 
issue which will be addressed at length later in this text.  
 
Putting issues of evaluation to the side for the moment, however, what becomes 
manifest in what has been described here is that rather than this or that extreme, 
taken in the mode of exclusive disjunction in which these have nothing in 
common, a relational perspective is one which often relates to such extremes, or 
sets of these, in the mode of “neither/nor” or “both/and,” or more simply, “there is 
more.” Such a perspective on the world is therefore not one which is easily 
reduced to this or that anything, even a set of propositions, and is a rather 
slippery sort of non-thing, a way of thinking or doing, rather than a mere set of 
concepts or procedures which provide anything like a unitary or unifying 
perspective on the world, reduced in this manner to the image of a thing.  
 
The reduction of the world to a thing or image of one, however, is what often 
happens when attempts are made to control the world, to reduce its profuse 
potentials and all the confusion and chaos which these can produce. The 
yearning for transcendent or ultimate foundations or perspectives on the world, 
even a relational one, are examples of this. And so, rather than see the more of 
relation as something transcendent, it is important to see it as manifesting not 
within something like a radical elsewhere, but in its way, within any and all, here 
and now.  
 
And so, ”there more is here and now and in any and all.” But also another, for if 
relation is not a thing, and rather, that which pushes against the over-reduction of 
the world into things, then “relation is a process.” That is, relation is not 
something that can be grasped in a static manner, like a thing. Relation is not a 
thing, and in this sense, like all seeming things, it is a process, and in this sense, 
relational thinking is necessarily one which is processural, a way of thinking 
rather than a static set of concepts or methods.  
 
One could, of course, formulate some negative propositions, such as “there are 
no things,” or “relation is not a thing.” But these sorts of restrictive statements go 
to far in their ways, for clearly there are things in some contexts, if even relatively 
so, and in this sense, relation can be a thing, even if there is always more 
beyond this. In this sense, these negative statements should not be seen as 
simple negations of the preceding, less exclusive propositions, even if they can 
serve as useful heuristics and reminders if not taken in more extreme forms.  
 



It is worth saying, of course, that the notion that “there is more” needs to be 
applied to itself as well. In this sense, there is more than merely more, whatever 
this might mean in a given context. Whatever context seems to make sense of 
something, whatever lens seems to fully explain something, whatever seems 
ultimate or fundamental, there is always more, more to take into account, more 
before and after and beyond, and even more than these. And so, another 
proposition: “the ones that arise are aspects of the more.” 
 
That is, take any one thing, or any set of these which manifests in its way as a 
one, or any one binary, group of categories, mode of thinking or doing, and these 
are, from a relational perspective, aspects of the more. Anything is an 
intertwining of relations which could be otherwise, and these relations are 
themselves temporary stases woven of others which also could be otherwise. 
Relation, which is to say, the more, in many senses is this “could be otherwise,” 
and this “could be otherwise” is in many senses what is meant by relation, or the 
more.  
 
This is not to say that mere contingency is at stake, however, for the “could be 
otherwise” precisely is not otherwise but rather how it is, and yet, does not have 
to remain this way. Everything and anything and more can be different, and 
relation as the more is why. Re-relate the aspects of anything, or that in relation 
to which this is composed, or in relation to the contexts from which it is formed, 
and other aspects and formations are possible.  
 
And so, another proposition: “relation is opening.” For as already described, 
relations are not merely between already constituted things, such as the manner 
in which businesses are connected by financial contracts or transactions. These 
are relations, of course, but rather restricted forms thereof. Relation can arise 
relatively, within a particular domain or field, such as the economy considered in 
its broadest sense, or more restrictedly in regard to relations between economic 
agents. But then there is how economics relates to what is beyond it. This would 
be, for example, the non-, extra-, and supra-economic concerns in relation to 
which economics is distinguished.  
 
But relation can also be the manner in which a context or history surrounds 
something, supports it, transforms it, and from which it may emerge or into which 
it may dissolve. Relation, rather than merely relations, would in this sense be that 
from which things and relations arise, which contextualizes these, of which they 
are aspects. To whatever extent anything transforms and changes, arises from 
pasts and contexts and shifts or could continue to shift in relation to these, then, 
it is somehow related to and in many senses an aspect of that which unfolds in 
and through and beyond it, that to which it is related in and through any mere 
connections, that of which it is able to be more than merely what it is here and 
now, an aspect of that which is more through it and beyond it.  
 



Relation in this sense is the excess within and beyond things which keeps them 
shifting and changing, that of which they are aspects, and in this sense, relation 
can be seen as a term for the largest whole relevant to something, even if this 
whole is not anything like a thing. For anything, after all, is determined by a 
boundary, and beyond this there must be more, and anything must have come 
from somewhere, and is likely change or unfold into something different than 
what it is now, and all these forms of excess to a thing as it is here and now are 
aspects of what it is. They are related to it and are it in and through it, as are the 
aspects of the contexts which make this possible, and in this sense, any seeming 
firm boundaries within such a matrix of excessive beyonding are only relative 
aspects thereof. For anything or any distinction arose from something and will at 
some point likely change or dissolve into others. This is of course recursive, 
which is to say, such a procedure could go on practically infinitely.  
 
In this sense, whatever manifests is only what it is in a relative sense, in regard 
to the particular circumstances here and now. But it is related to what is beyond 
it, that which exceeds it, as are all its relations and contexts, such that it and all 
these can in fact be seen as a temporary grasping or mere aspect. And so:  
“relationalism is a relativism,” for in fact, if there are always more perspectives, 
then no perspective, even that of relationalism, at least from a relational 
perspective, is necessary or ultimate. Of course, if one were to try to take all 
relations or potential relations into account, one would never be able to do this or 
that, which is to say, to be determinate in any way. And so: “relationalism is a 
pragmatism.”  
 
That said, and perhaps crucially in so many senses, to formulate what was 
described a short ways before: “all things are reductions or apsects of relation,” 
and “relation is the fabric from which aspects arise,” which is to say that “relation 
is opening, opening on to the more.” Relation, in this sense, is resistance to 
closure and finality which maintains, even within the seemingly most closed or 
complete aspects of the world, a tie, no matter how tenuous, to the beyonding 
more of which each are aspects. No matter how seemingly discrete, hermetically 
sealed, or separated out something may be, no matter how beyond this world or 
beyond question, no matter how finished or complete or necessary or absolute 
something may seem, there is always potential for change and differencing which 
is the opening on to the more of which these are merely aspects.  
 
In this sense, relation is a name, a partial and reductive yet useful one, for the 
opening whole and whole opening of which any and all aspects are merely that. 
Any aspect is a carving of the fabric of the whole which in its unfolding has never 
ceased to differ from itself, not in predictable ways, but fundamentally so. This 
fundament is not radically elsewhere or beyond, it is not this or that, but differing 
as such, and in this sense, it is differing which relates everything as the all which 
is not one. No one or oneness can reduce or contain this, no language properly 
describe it, no logic fully interpret or explain it, no reason deduce it, no 
perspective account for it, no value evaluate it, no thinking fully comprehend it, 



for these are aspects of it, such that each value values it in its way, each 
meaning means it in its way, each action performs it and each feeling feels it, just 
as every thought thinks it, each in their way, and none absolutely.  
 
The more is that which deconstructs any seeming necessity or absolute, which 
unravels and reworks it, brings it beyond itself in the othering which relates by 
othering. Beyond deconstruction or mere reconstruction, it is that of which these 
are aspects. In this sense, while relation may unravel the seeming closure of 
aspects of the world which seek to keep it at bay, there is not only something 
deconstructive about relation. For if relation is that which in some sense 
frustrates attempts at complete closure, if it is not only related to the open but the 
dynamic opening whereby things manifest in and through relation and are then 
related in new ways in turn, then relation describes that within anything and 
everything and more which will not merely let itself be pinned down, atomized, 
reified, or otherwise delimited as this or that.  
 
Unities and binaries, then, such as those which have traditionally structured so 
much of prior forms of thinking, will in this sense be seen as partial graspings of 
relation which, when used rigidly, tend to try to obscure the ways in which partial 
reifications and graspings of relation are only merely that. Subject and object, 
mind and and matter, immanence and transcendence, truth and falsehood, these 
will be seen as limited and limiting approaches to the world which is always much 
richer than such reductive approaches to it would attempt to make it seem to be. 
In order to help bring to light the potentials of this approach, the following 
sections will therefore expand upon these notions.  
 
For while this section has worked to fill in some of the brief outlines which 
preceded it, it is still highly abstract, and yet, there is more. In this case, there is 
concreteness, for relation plays out differently in different contexts, the ways in 
which the more unfolds its differences which it then relates in ways which unfold 
them as more. While what is called philosophy often emphasizes the abstract, 
the richness of theory, and relational philosophy at that, are in how they recast 
the concrete.  
 
And so, this book will expand in rippling waves, recasting things and mere 
connections into relational weaves which, rather than obscure the more of the 
opening of relation, of the beyond any one, or oneand,  of which ones are 
aspects, foregrounds this and works to foster it in a world which is far too bound, 
a world which seeks to do everything it can to channel and reduce what it can 
only ever partially control. And so, let us explore some of these contexts of the 
more, in order to see how this can rework some of the presuppositions of what 
thinking, in its reductive form as philosophy, has come to mean.  
 
 
 
 



 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Relation Beyond Things 
 
In the varying sketches provided in the preceding sections, the critique of the 
reduction of the world to atomic, simple, discrete things has manifested in several 
ways. Relativism and pragmatism, after all, have been shown to be aspects of a 
relational worldview by means of exploring implications of critique of dealing with 
aspects of the world as if they are as simple and solid as we may want them to 
seem. As will become clear, there are more aspects of a relational worldview 
which can be teased out of this set of concerns when viewed from yet other 
sides.  
 
The Limits of Things 
 
It is worth noting, of course, that our world often seems composed of relatively 
unified, seemingly solid and discrete aspects of our world, those which are easy 
to deal with as if they are, in everyday language in English, “things.” What is at 
stake here, nevertheless, should not be seen as merely concerning physical 
things, such as chairs or stones, even though these are are clear examples. The 
issue is not so much physical things, but dealing with the world as if that were all 
there is. In this sense, a thing could be understood, more broadly, to include 
anything, physical or otherwise, which we deal with as if it were a simple, 
isolated, discrete physical thing, which is to say, anything we thing-ify. This could 
be a feeling or thought as much as a physical entity, or even a person or idea 
that we treat thing-ing-ly. For if relational thinking, the very notion of “things” is 
rather suspect, and so, rather than step into that mess, it is easier to simply 
address the ways in which we tend to reduce so much of our world thing-ify-ing-
ly, and pursue the issue from there.  
 
It is worth mentioning at this point that the word “thing” enters the English 
language as an Old English term for a gathering or collection, and in particular, a 
gathering of people for the purpose of making social group decisions. The term's 
use was originally somewhat similar in its profusion of meanings to that of 
“assembly” and “assemblage” in contemporary English. The term “assemblage” 
could refer to a grouping of people, the event of such a grouping, the room in 



which they meet, or the action of coming together in this way, as well as the 
coming together of inanimate parts of a whole (ie: “the parts of a chair, once 
assembled, produce the chair”). 
  
Etymology is not destiny, merely traces of the past which writers can tap into, 
often to persuade us in various ways that their arguments have the force of the 
past itself when in fact  such an interpretation of the past tells us as much about 
the present and desires for the future as otherwise, and in this sake, it is 
dangerous to imagine that etymology has any necessity to it. That said, it is one 
thing to think that etymology is what should be, and another to find potentials in it 
in a less restrictive way, not indicating what should be the case but what could be 
the case, and it is in the latter sense that I find the Old English meaning of the 
word “thing” inspiring.  
 
Relationally speaking, every seeming “thing” can be understood as not as solid 
as it may immediately appear, and in fact, more like an assemblage and 
assembling which could be otherwise. From such a perspective, things are 
assemblages of aspects, and these are brought together by the assembling of its 
contexts, inner and outer. These contexts maintain such an assemblage, and 
could transform it, for assemblages of this sort emerge from contexts, change or 
temporarily remain as they are in relation to them, and then eventually dissolve 
into them. All of these may change, of course, even if there maybe relative 
stabilities within this.  
 
For example, if I look at a stone, I see the stone as a relatively discrete thing, and 
this is quite a useful perspective upon this. But closer examination would reveal 
the stone composed of molecules within and forces from without, and the 
balance of these is precisely what the stone is. With myself it is likewise. Were 
the air pressure around me not pressing upon me, that within me would explode 
me outwards, and the revese were the internal pressure not there. When I see a 
stone, two relative stabilities within all these fluxes intertwine rather stably, and so 
it may be easy to imagine there is more fixity here than otherwise. And yet, at 
cosmic scales of time, all our matters were aspects of stars not long ago, and will 
likely be once again.  
 
Things open on to contexts, without and within, and by means of these potentials 
to change beyond whatever it currently is. While something may manifest as 
relatively contained, discrete, limited, or even ultimate within particular limited 
contexts, in regard to more expansive senses of these contexts, there is the 
potential for change. From such a perspective, everything is always more than 
merely what it may seem to be at any particular moment. Things are more than 
themselves in the ways they change into what is different from what they were, 
and they do this in relation to their contexts, inner and outer which, in a sense, 
they are, as obverse to reverse.  
 



In this sense, whenever there seems to be a thing, from a relational perspective, 
this is a limited way of understanding what is happening. All things are relatively 
discrete carvings up of contexts which ground them, and this happens in time, 
which is to say, what are called things are perhaps thingings, processes of 
relating, which are events which only endure so long. A tree is a grown seed as 
much as future-soil, and only a tree in particular sets of circumstances. In this 
sense, while it is often useful to speak of the world as composed of things, this 
should likely be seen as merely this, a shorthand, one which is often over-applied 
beyond such use.  
 

Beyond Reification: Marxist and Buddhist Critiques 

 

From a relational perspective, however, things are more relationally understood 
as graspings, assemblages, thingifications, or reifications. The term reification, 
derived from from Latin term res for “thing,” is simply a more refined way of 
saying something like “thing-fication,” and describes the process of turning 
something into a thing, or dealing with processes as if they are things. According 
to Hungarian Marxist theorist Gyorgy Lukacs, reification describes the manner in 
which capitalism tries to obscure its own workings, presenting its products in 
isolation from the processes of their production. The result is that, when we go to 
store to buy products, we do not see the labor, nor the suffering, nor the 
machines, nor the practices and institutions, merely the result, abstracted from 
these conditioning procedures which brought them about. Lukacs wrote about 
this in the late 1920s, when the advertising industry was in its pre-infancy, and 
yet, he has been considered prescient by many, building in his way upon Marx's 
famed notion that capitalism often leads us to treat “relations between people,” 
including labor practices or political or economic machinations, as “relations 
between things.” 
 

Reification is one of the most powerful ways in which reduction operates in the 
world, and so, relational critique will work to contextualize such gestures, to show 
them for the often ossified  or externally imposed processes they are, and 
attempt to show the ways in which the world could, if such relations to contexts 
are restored, arise differently. While those with vested interests in maintaining the 
status quo in its seeming necessity tend to want to obscure their tracks, with 
reification being a common tool employed to such ends, a relational perspective 
is one which works to show that there is no need for such reductions, and that 
there are strong reasons to think that the world would be able to unleash more 
relational potentials by seeing things otherwise.  
 
None of this is to say, however, that it would be beneficial for there to be a world 
without any sort of reification. Temporary stases and relative enclosures often 
have a wide variety of benefits to them, and without them, there would be little to 
relate. Without things, no intertwining of things, no potentials for new and 
different forms of this. Reification is part of how relation manifests, and part of 
how the world is what it is. The issue is not reification, however, but rather, over-



reification, which is to say, reification which seeks to obscure its relative and 
tentative aspects, its relations of dependance and interconnection with its 
contexts (pratityasamutpada in Sanskrit, a Buddhist notion often translated as 
“dependent origination”), and how these demonstrate that what seems solid, 
necessary, or ultimate need not be.  
 
To return to an earlier exampe, if I did not relate the pen to the paper by drawing 
upon the paper, the point and then network would not manifest as it did. In this, I 
reified the ink within the marker into this point and not others. Those who made 
the marker of course reified a particular bit of ink when they sectioned it off from 
larger masses thereof in the factory by placing this bit and not others within the 
marker. Sometimes I reify aspects of my world by my actions, other times, they 
reify themselves, but we all reify when we network. Even if I am sitting still in my 
room, and I shift the focus of attention from one aspect of my room to another, I 
move patterns of activation within my brain to do this, reifying my experience, if 
mildly, in this manner.  
 
Without relatively discrete forms of manifestation, there would be no way to grasp 
the wider contexts in regard to which they are related and of which they are 
aspects, but if we focus only on reifications, we miss so much about our world, 
and so many philosophies and worldviews of the past focus only on the reified 
aspects of the world. That is, they theorize things as if they were always the way 
they are, or imagined as beyond all contexts, or they assume this or that 
category or idea is somehow ultimate, beyond all contexts or transcendent of 
relations which relative it in various ways, and in doing so, they produce a reified 
image of the world. A relational perspective on the world works to show the 
limitations of such an approach.  
 
From such a perspective, anything which may seem isolated, discrete, absolute, 
ultimate, or without connection to anything else is only apparently so (the famed 
Buddhist notion of “emptiness,” or shunyata, the obverse of 
“interconnectedness”). I have never experienced anything with these extreme, 
ideal, otherwordly attributes, nor met nor heard of anyone that have. I am not 
sure what an ultimate, isolated, discrete, or absolutely immutable thing could 
even be like. Something truly isolated and discrete would not even have empty 
space around it, something absolutely ideal could have no relation to material 
entities such as our brains which theorize them, something absolutely immutable 
could not even be known by something which is not without being related to that 
which is changing, and in this relation, being less than fully immutable. Still, many 
people speak of such entities, what people through the ages have imagined God 
to be, or pure points or numbers, yet they do not seem able to produce such 
objects, merely describe as perfections beyond this world.  
 
The fact that people do this is of course itself quite interesting and worth trying to 
understand, for such thoughts are produced by people and their brains and 
bodies and cultures which they refract in their ways. But as I have yet to see any 



manifestation of such idealities beyond their imaginings, and since not seem to 
feel these are necessary notions, there seems no reason to think these could not 
perhaps be better understood relationally as desires for aspects of a world 
beyond relation, forms of reification, rather than otherwise. Something ultimately 
beyond the world, after all, we could know nothing of it, say nothing of it, it could 
not effect us in any way, and if these are all possible, then we are somehow 
related to it, and hence, it is not as non-relational as it is described to be. From a 
relational perspective, it makes sense to see these as intellectual forms of 
reification rather than otherwise.  
 
None of which is to say it is possible, relationally speaking, to know everything 
and anything or ultimately, far from it, for our brains and bodies are limited. I can 
only see so far into the distance, only hear so far, and if things are too big or 
small, fast or slow, I often do not notice them at all. My brain can only think so 
fast, and I can only be in one place at a time, and so many places and 
perspectives during my life. In this sense, rather than intellectually treat my 
conclusions in an overreified manner, on the model of things, it makes sense to 
see these relationally, in regard to the contexts in which they arise, rather than 
seeking to produces something like support for what is beyond context, 
something I have also never encountered.  
 
Even the manner in which I think about all this, after all, manifests my 
perspectives upon my world, my physical and intellectual perspectives, my 
cultural and historical ones, and even beyond this, all the contexts which made 
these possible. Were the molten core of the planet not where it is doing what it 
does, I would not be able to be sitting simply as I am in my room drawing network 
diagrams on a piece of paper. The molten core of the Earth is part of the ambient 
context which is summed over in its relation upon me, of which my more 
immediate contexts are the result in their ways. Some of these could change with 
little impact upon me, but others far less so. I cannot see the influence of the 
molten core of the Earth upon me, but scientists have shown that were it not 
exerting its effects, I could not do what I am doing. And were the Sun not where it 
is, the molten core would not do what it does in keeping my operative contexts 
workable for me to do what I do. The cosmos can be seen as an interconnected 
fabric of relations.  
 
And in this sense, everything, no matter how thing-like it seems, can be seen as 
an aspect of this relational fabric. Some may object and say that perhaps there 
are powerful forces in other dimensions which have no relation to ours, even if 
discjuntion is a form of relation in its way. Then again, if such hypothesized forces 
are completely not related to us in any way, then we would not be able to know or 
feel anything in relation to these, and if we are, then we can. If a portal opens up 
all of a sudden to another dimension, then there must have been some form of 
connection between this dimension and ours, even if not active and I did not 
know of it.  
 



All of this discussion of the limits of the cosmos may seem absurdly distant from 
the notion of reification, particularly in the socially oriented Marxist context which 
originally inspired Lukacs.  But from a relational perspective, how we interpret 
social relations and physical relations should be seen as, in their way, related. 
Rather than reify, or thing-ify, the distinction between social and physical issues, 
a relational perspective on the world would ask what these might have in 
common, and in this case, this would be an expanded sense of what the notion 
of reification, understood as thingifying reduction, could mean. The reductive 
over-reification of aspects of the world, often in attempts to forestall or control 
various forms of intertwining or change, provide a foil for the relationalism which 
this text is working to describe.   
 
The Costs of Overreification 

 

While the term “reification” was formulated rather recently and in a Marxist 
context in particular, similar notions can be seen arising in a wide variety 
relational traditions around the world through time, and it will be helpful here to 
examine a handful of some of these. For example, Sufi philosophy in the 
classical Islamic world also has a critique of “binding” (taqyid, Michael Sells 
mystical languages pp. 90-1), one which parallels that of contemporary Western 
thinkers such as A.N. Whitehead, in his critique of what he calls “misplaced 
concreteness.” Heraklitus of Miletus famously said that “one cannot step in the 
same river twice,” while the Buddha famously argued that while the water in a 
river constantly changes, we call it a river by convention even if this is not quite 
the case. While the term river describes the phenomenon in a relative and 
pragmatic way, if we deal with it reifyingly, we find ourselves coming up empty 
handed and frustrated.   
 

None of which is to say, however, that one should see the water or the riverbank 
itself as what the river “really.” In many Indic contexts to the present day, it is 
believed that the world is composed of continually reincarnating bits (called 
paramanu-s or atoms in Brahmanic traditions and dharma-s in the Buddhist 
Abhidharmic traditions, translatable as “little truths”), so similar to the event-
particles of contemporary quantum physics which flickeringly dance together in 
balanced patterns to produce what seem like the relatively solid objects of the 
material world, even if these, according to contemporary science, and no matter 
how solid they may feel to us, are composed mostly of empty space. There is no 
need, however, to imagine the similarity between quantum physical and Indic 
perspectives on the world as radically uncanny, however, for they share a 
general relational set of concerns which distinguish both of them from more 
traditional Euro-American dualism.  
 

It is worth noting that Indic traditions often do not feel the need to separate out 
the components of the world in rigid or dualist ways. In the Upanisads, for 
example, there is a passage in which a teacher tells a student to take a fig seed, 
and crush it until it is mere powder with grains too small to see, in order to show 



that the potentials within the seed which are able to bring about the tree are too 
tiny and subtle (suksma, unmanifest, dormant, latent, virtual) to see, able to 
permeate it as its atman, the subtle essence of self which is not a thing as much 
as the potential which makes something able to become as it does. In this, 
potential and actual are aspects of the same plane, one simply grosser than the 
other, such as how water takes the form it does because, as scientists argue, it 
has a particular molecular structure.  
 

From an Indic perspective, the tiny bits of our world of which it is composed are 
reborn in ways such that their pasts impact their futures, and even if they may 
still surprise, they most often act in means similar to humans when they act 
habitually, and as these texts often point out, a river flows in a riverbed such that 
how it flowed in the past impacts how it flows in the future, what Buddhists in the 
Yogachara school tend to refer to as vasana (often translated as “habit-energy”). 
The result are webs of cause-effect (karma in Sanskrit), the interconnectedness 
which the Buddhists refer to as pratityasamutpada (“dependent origination), the 
manner in which everything depends upon everything else in mutual interrelation, 
not least of which in regard to their origination. While the term karma has entered 
colloquial English in its moral sense, it is also how simple physical causality is 
explained in Indic contexts, showing the reductive manner whereby Euro-
American views are so often projected onto other systems as they interact with 
them. 
 

The Buddhists, of course, famously argue that all is anatman, has no “self,” 
attempting to de-reify the situation further, and while they tend to caricature the 
Brahmanic theories a bit in a bit of “anxiety of influence” with what is often more 
like photo to negative than otherwise, they certainly take this approach further in 
this regard. Building upon the network thinking of pratityasamutpada as put forth 
by the Buddha, later Buddhists of the Mahayana school argue that what may 
appear like a thing is in fact “empty” (shunya, Skt.), though it appears and has 
effects, it is a manifestation of the networks of which is an aspect, and attempts 
to grasp (upadana, Skt.) it as a thing lead to attachment (also upadana), for from 
such a perspective, grasping and attachment are aspects of each other. Under 
the influence of upadana, one is roiled by craving (tanha), leading one's mind to 
be like a raging rapids, while when one learns to detach, often by means of 
meditation, one's mind becomes like a settled pool of water, which, unlike the 
rapids, can clearly reflect an image of the moon.  
 

While there are some presuppositions within this which, relationally speaking, 
perhaps are not as relational as they could be, there is much here that has strong 
parallels to not only a quantum physical perspective upon physical intertwining, 
but Marxist perspectives upon social intertwining. From a quantum physical 
perspective, to speak of “particles” is a radical reduction of the physics involved, 
rather, there are what is often more carefully termed events which manifest from 
the interaction of potentials within quantum fields. Scientists in fact have to use a 
form of mathematical reduction (called “normalization”) in order to even get the 



relational processes at hand to mathematically present in anything like a thing-
like, particulate matter. Physically speaking, of course, when when a photon, for 
example, hits a photo-sensitive plate, it produces a flicker able to manifest to 
scientific detection, but it is this collision with the plate which reifies the potential 
of the quantum field in question by interacting with it in such a reifying manner. 
There are of course more reductive ways of reading the data of the experiments, 
but relational ways of interpreting this data are equally as predictive and 
accepted in the scientific community today as of equal explanatory value. From a 
relational perspective, what makes the “flicker” on the plate is not the impact of a 
particle as much as a reification of the quantum field by the apparatus, which is 
itself such a reification produced by the intertwining mutual relative reification of 
many of these, giving rise in the process to the relatively stable stuff of matter in 
the process.  
 

Turning now to Marxism: I see an advertisement for a product, and it has an 
impact on me. I go home, I start to do internet searches to learn more about the 
product, it starts to occupy my thoughts. I know it will not provide all it seems, 
and yet. I go into the store, examine the product, the store environment is 
curated to foster my fantasy production, and the product is the screen upon 
which the advertisements and my own longings find their home. As I return home 
and stare at the screen, I know they are manipulating me again, and yet. I click 
the button to buy, and I feel the rush of pleasure, and I start to imagine life with 
this product, and though I would never frame my fantasies so crassly to myself, 
how much more interesting my life will be with this.  
 

And yet, the raw materials were procured in horrific conditions, which is made 
possible because the company which builds the product is allowed to purchase 
the materials without inquiring about how they are procured, and this is because 
they have spent money lobbying the government to do this, so that watchdog 
organizations cannot easily track this down and give them bad publicity. Each 
day a worker goes to a massive factory to make a single part of my product and 
feed her family, having little gain after a ten hour stretch of work in conditions of 
poor lighting, ventilation, and safety, and she has no health insurance. While she 
works, she thinks about what her daughter is doing at school, if her son will pick 
up her daughter or forget, what she will make for dinner, and back before she 
makes a mistake to the drudgery of her labor. But the advertising merchants 
have chosen the right song, the right colors, the advertisment is ironically tongue 
in cheek, and when I see the product, made form raw materials form twelve 
countries and labor at four points on the globe, shipped by truckers who do not 
speak my language wondering what crap I will buy this time, but will gasoline 
prices go up and cut into their food money for the week?  
 

When I buy the product, I wear it or use it, and I see others who have less 
expensive or fully featured version of the same, the budget version. My product 
looks down on theirs, even though I would never do such a thing. My product 
tells the workers who make it that my leisure time is more important than time 



they could spend with their family raising their kids, though I would never do such 
a thing. I feel the rush when I buy the product, but then forget about it a week 
after it arrives, and I ignore the hours of toil of the trucker who shipped it to me, 
or the conflicts around the world that procure the metals to make it, but I would 
never do such a thing. My brand name looks down on yours, though I would 
never do such a thing.  
 

Marx says that “relations between people become relations between things.” 
There are so many processes here, and so many relations: relations between 
buyers and sellers, between governments and cash, between advertisers and 
consumers, between meanings and values. When I look at the advertisement, or 
enter the store to look at the product, however, I see only what they want me to 
see. The store is gleaming plastic and clean glass, with no detailed essays on its 
process of assembly, the science involved, no pictures of the workers or the 
conditions of their lives, no stories from them, and thank goodness for some of 
that at least, because the corporatized versions of these would likely be worse 
than otherwise. But every effort is made to provide a screen for my fantasies, and 
suggest what those might be.  
 

And so when I purchase the product, I engage in what psychoanalysts refer to as 
disavowal, which is to say, “I know this will not make me feel happy, satisfied, 
exciting, and yet, nevertheless....” As Slavoj Zizek describes this, in a state of 
disavowal, I know what I am doing, and yet I do it anyway. For film theorists, this 
suspension of disbelief is the source of all filmic pleasure: I know there are no 
wizards and elves fighting dragons in the world, I know that the moving patterns 
of light on the screen are not people or places, wizards or dragons, but rather just 
images, and yet, nevertheless, I am there with them, fighting the dragons with the 
wizards and the elves, seeing through their eyes, immersing in the fantasy. So it 
is with the purchase of a product that I long for all week while I work, the reward 
for my first-world boredom and privileged form of employment, but if I let the 
fantasy take me just a bit, I at lest get the rush at purchase only to start the cycle 
again, and the system becomes fantasically wealth, extracting surplus all the way 
for faces unseen.  
 

A relational approach to all of this would work to restore the contexts, de-atomize, 
call into question the seeming isolations, unweave the striations and boundaries 
that seem like they need to be there and yet could be otherwise. The people 
making the product only lack the protections I have, from laws which ensure 
wage rates to norms which provide health care for jobs like mine, because they 
are not citizens of my country. A country, of course, is a reification of the 
territories of the planet, as is citizenship a reification of the processes whereby 
we make sure that some people do not have the benefits of others, so that they 
can be exploited without people having to feel they should be responsible for this. 
When reification dominates, one can assume that certain categories, such as 
citizenship, simply go without saying, and as such, that one does not have to be 
concerned with what lies beyond them, or what would be different if they 



changed. Reification so often does the thinking so that we do not have to, it 
makes the moral quandaries of a situation seemingly cut and dry for us so that 
we do not have to be confronted with our own disavowed ways of doing things.  
 

And so, residents of countries that have the secret parts of their government 
bomb other countries so often seem startled when the people in these countries 
do not love them. And so, people send donations to the poor in other countries 
when a natural disaster ravages them, wondering how people could live that way, 
when their own governments produce trade laws which help make sure this will 
never change, and they vote for these people because they bring “free trade” and 
cheap goods. A relational perspective on the world would, drawing from Marxism, 
work to try to restore some of these contexts, and make it more difficult for the 
voices of those disenfranchised in our world by our current systems in 
dominance to be so easily pushed to the side as “beyond the scope of our 
immediate concern.”  
 

None of which is to say that relationalism can change the world, or that it is 
possible to take everything into account. There is only so much time, and each 
person only has so much impact on the world around them. But if we all work to 
undo over-reification in our own ways in regard to the relations around us, our 
intertwined actions can change the world. No individual atom can do much of 
anything, but networkedly, the world is what actions make it. Our world is far, far 
too over-reified, for this is what maintains the status-quo. And the status quo is 
that the rich have gotten richer, and tilted the playing field in their favor and called 
it justice for as long as there has been fields in play. Some are always allowed to 
jump ahead, hope is the opiate that keeps the rest in line, buying into a system 
which sells dreams like lottery tickets in exchange for toil and oppression. And 
yet, things do not have to be this way, it could all be different.  
 

Relationalism cannot make all of this right, no worldview or theory can. But if 
restoring the contexts allows us to see more of the connections that over-
reification and the centralizing forms of control in our world do not want us to see, 
it will have done its part. Different lenses on the world make it possible to see 
new potentials for action, and new forms of action reveal new lenses, which help 
us reread our pasts in order to give rise to new futures. A relational perspective 
on the world is one which, it is hoped, can help us dream of a less atomized, less 
centralized, less oppressive set of futures which could make it possible for us to 
all relate more fully to the potentials we could unleash into the world as so many 
newly emergent forms of becoming.  
 
Beyond Conceptual Reification 

 

This short excursion is to say that while the term reification arose in a Marxist 
context, this notion, and the critique of it, has a wide history and one with ancient 
and contemporary manifestations. Reification, which is to say, “thingification,” is a 
form of reduction, one which works to obscure the contexts of relational 



processes at work which bring such things into the form they are, which maintain 
it, and which, if they differ, would change the seemingly immutable state of affairs 
in potentially radical ways. Such transformations might not only impact the 
relations between things, but the very fabric out of which such were carved.  
 
And clearly there are pragmatic reasons, in everyday life, to act as if that is all 
there is, especially if one wants to get things done in a particular context or field 
of action. That said, so often we extend practical forms of thinking of this sort 
beyond such terrain, and again, there is good reason to do this in its way. A quick 
read through the work of George Lakoff on language, and his work on 
mathematics with Rafael Nunez, is enough to convince even a hardened skeptic 
that so much of the abstract vocabulary of natural languages, not to mention the 
more specialized notions developed in languages such as mathematics, likely 
find their origins in more concrete forms of expression.  
 
Lakoff details so many examples, but a handful will suffice. An argument is often 
understood as a building, having a foundation, support,  solidity, and so on. I 
extend an argument as I might extend my hand. I make theoretical gestures, and 
I raise objections. I put forth a proposition, and I back up a claim. All of these 
turns of phrase describe intellectual maneuvers, even if all can be seen as most 
likely derived from the basic vocabulary for motion and action. Human languages 
most likely evolved as a way to coordinate actions in collective endeavors, such 
as hunting. It makes sense that vocabulary starts concrete, and that abstract 
vocabulary would arise from this as words were extended beyond their original 
uses to new situations, becoming more abstract in the process, joined with others 
to produce more specialized terms, etc. While this may seem like a relatively 
straightforward argument, Lakoff and Nunez then extend this to show how 
mathematical language and operations can be understood similarly, with some 
fascinating results.  
 
From a relational perspective, there are good pragmatic reasons, when in 
relatively concrete situations with relatively concrete concerns, to deal with things 
in a rather direct manner, or in everyday language, “to treat things as things.” In 
fact, it is often only when things cease to work as we expect them to that we tend 
to question our more concrete ways of dealing with them. These are the 
moments in which we may stop, evaluate, reevaluate, try doing something new, 
or try thinking something new, in order to get our contexts, our actions, and our 
goals to come into sync in some way.  
 
While our abstract vocabulary and operations likely derived from extending our 
more concrete ways of doing and thinking to situations further and further from 
our everyday experience, so often we still treat abstract concepts as if they were 
things or thing-like in various ways. This makes sense, particularly if our more 
abstract modalities likely arose from concrete origins, and yet, as our notions 
become more abstract, they change in some pretty radical ways. For example, 
the notion of a stone seems abstracted from what stones in the world tend to 



have in common, and the word from the notion. In this sense, I say that a stone I 
hold in my hand is “a” stone, and yet, the concept or term “stone” is not a stone. 
If I hold two different stones in my hand, they are both “stones,” and yet, they are 
not each other, nor the concept stone, nor the word. Putting aside for a moment 
what is meant by concept or word, it is worth noting that abstract notions and 
abstract thinking seem to simply operate under different rules than more concrete 
thinking.  
 
Here is another example. A tree is brown, and my dog is brown, and yet brown is 
not a dog, not a tree. Abstract generalities are peculiar things, and different from 
things in the world. It is likely that the reason we are able to develop abstract 
concepts, such as brown or stone, with more forms of freedom and intertwining 
than we see in the physical world is because our brain has forms of freedom to it 
than the simpler matters of the physical world. After all, for a pattern of activation 
in my brain to perform the sort of non-exclusive disjunctions whereby a dog and 
tree can be brown, but brown is neither of these but aspects of both and vice-
versa, is not difficult at all. The brain's networks can intertwine in topologies 
which make even the most labyrinthine subway system seem straightforward, not 
to mention it rewires this, and selectively activates aspect of this in ways which 
can produce exponentially more types of topologies on the fly.  
 
When we try to reduce the complex actions our brains are able to produce, the 
actions we feel from within as thinking, to those we see in the wider physical 
world, we reduce their complexity and potentials. And while the physical world 
tends to give us rather immediate feedback when we do something that does not 
quite fit, when dealing with more abstract concerns, it is far more complex an 
issue to discover when something is not working. After all, I can dream of 
mountains made of ice-cream, covered with giraffes made of green apple licorice 
that lopingly lick the ice-cream as their sustenance, but I have never seen 
anything like this but in my imagination. Imagination is vitally important, of 
course, in that it allows us to imagine what we might want to do or think, and 
when aspects of that do not work, to dream up other forms of these. Imagination 
is our freedom from the concrete, that which liberates us into the possible, and 
sometimes, to dream, even of mountains of ice-cream, delicious ice-cream.  
 
Just as it provides a certain sense of security to imagine the world as composed 
of simple, discrete, knowable things that always do what we expect them to, no 
matter how boring or constraining this also may be, so it often turns out with 
more abstract theorizing. It is easy to see why so many might yearn for anchors 
within the flux of abstraction to which conceptual thinking can give rise when left 
to its own devices. In face, it is often only when we bring our abstractions back 
into interplay with the world that we can tell that there is a lack of sync between 
our often beautiful, thrilling, or security-inducing conceptual edifices and contexts 
which differ in their ways.  
 



While it may seem that abstract systems which treat abstractions on the model of 
things would be one which would find easy sync with the world composed of 
things, this is only the case in rather simple, concrete, pragmatic situations in 
which little changes. Once change arises, however, in order to understand what 
has occurred to be able to respond meaningfully,  it is necessary to attempt to 
theorize what the new and old situations have in common, in order formulate an 
understanding of how and why the change came to be. Putting together such 
models allows for more complex theoretical models to be constructed, including 
the more encompassing forms such as worldviews.  
 
The more the world changes, the less likely it is for relatively concrete and 
atomistic models and worldviews to come into sync with it. Furthermore, the 
more our models are taken to their limits, the more they are likely to encounter 
limit effects. For example, mathematics works just fine so long as one does not 
question its limits, such as its own definitions, which are often deemed “out of 
play,” such as what it means for there to be a number, a notion which either is 
outside of mathematics, or within it, but either way, if one tries to mathematize 
this notion, one finds oneself either swiftly going in circles, contradicting oneself, 
or simply pushing such concerns to the side. Limit effects occur in more concrete 
situations as well, of course, all one has to do is try to see the limit of one's vision 
at the horizon when there are no buildings or tall trees to obstruct one's view. 
One will see, and not see, the limits of one's vision.  
 
As soon as one attempts to extend any abstraction or set of abstractions to cover 
the whole of experience, problems seem to arise. Everything is God, everything 
is one, everything is this or that, the history of thinking is full of such grand 
statements, and each tends to run into issues when it explores precisely what is 
meant by everything, and how that everything tends to run up against contexts 
just like anything else. And so, there is often a shift to dualism, everything is God 
and what is less perfect than God, or everything is one except what is not, or 
everything is either matter or mind, or other such moves. But then issues arise 
with how one deals with that which seems both or neither, or a little bit of each, or 
that which gives rise to such a distinction, or seems indifferent to it, or beyond it, 
or sometimes describable by this or not. In many senses, monisms, such as the 
first set of examples, and dualisms, of the second group, are covert forms of 
each other; Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, in their co-authored works, refer to 
this as “biunivocalism,” though I prefer to see these as twin sides of the simpler 
term “unidualism.” 
 
Terminology aside, from a relational perspective, there is a problem, not with the 
this, or the this or that, but with the notion of “everything.” There is no sensible 
way to account for the whole which keeps changing, and thank goodness, for if 
there were a way to speak, say, think, do, or feel the all, completely, then one 
would have to be this all (and yet can one be something which defies limits?), 
and it would have to stop changing, both of which would be quite problematic in 
various ways. The all, the open, at least from a relational perspective, is that 



which is its own outside, and in this sense is beyond being a thing. What is more, 
everything we have ever encountered seems to have this as its context, and in 
this sense, they are aspect of it. This beyond thing-ness is a characteristic of this 
open, as that which makes it open, and any attempt to fully close any of its 
aspects from it runs up against this in various ways.  
 
That is, the more a system seems to try to close upon itself, the more it seems 
the world resists, conceptually, concretely, or otherwise. Just as the speed of light 
seems to get more impossible to reach the closer one gets to it, just as matter 
seems harder to pin down the closer one gets to this, just as mathematics seems 
every more impossible to ground the closer one gets to this, the fabric of the 
everything seems quite fine with all sorts of relative closures. But absolute 
closure seems to produce limit effects which simply prevent this from happening 
in one form or another. Just as a microphone which comes too close to a speaker 
will give rise to feedback, so it seems with what happens whenever an abstract 
system tries to capture its own limits so as to cut itself all from all connection to 
context, or to otherwise reduce the all in an absolute way. The world will not allow 
itself or any aspect of it to be fully frozen, fully petrified, or at least, it seems that 
every conceptual and physical aspect of this world, an in fact, any aspect 
whatsoever, or any system thereof, seems to manifest this way when an attempt 
is made to have it somehow close itself off absolute or otherwise encompass its 
own limits.  
 
Relationalism and Grounding 
 
Relationalism, to the extent that it seeks to relate to the contexts beyond it, the 
“there is more,” and hence, to avoid being reductionist, necessarily sees itself as 
a form of interpretation, and hence, as limited and perspectival. What is more, it 
sees this form of interpretation as a biased manifestation of what it values. This 
can only be justified, however, by explaining why these values are worthwhile, 
itself a form of interpretation, and why this form of interpretation is itself valuable.  
 
There is something of a sleight of hand at work here, if of an obverse sort as that 
which occurs with reductionism. Reductionists, when they are being consistent, 
tend to justify themselves circularly. “Absolute Truth is worth valuing because if 
we let this go, then nothing will be certain, and then there will be pure chaos,” 
they say. While such justifications may play with the consistency of their terms, 
they nevertheless circle back upon themselves when they do this, giving rise to 
the appearance of grounding beyond themselves, when they instead ground 
themselves by turning the outside into a reflection of its self.  
 
Relationalism does something of the same, but in a manner whose difference 
makes a radical difference. The lack of Absolute Truth is worth valuing, because 
if we let this go, then we will need to ground ourselves in our understanding of 
the world and what we think could make it better,” the relationalist, here a stand-
in of course for my own perspective, says. Rather than project its image out into 



the world to try to turn the world into a reflection of its own image, the relationalist 
refracts its grounding outside of itself, bringing the outside world in all its 
multiplicity within, finding its grounding outside of itself, and perpetually so.  
 
In this sense, a relational perspective is one which continually must re-ground 
and in fact re-invent itself. It must continually reinterpret the world in which it finds 
itself, and continually justify why relationalism is better than other approaches in 
regard to its hopes for a better world. It must continually reinterpret its place in 
the world, and continually question whether this reading of the world is in line 
with its values, and question if its values are worth keeping, and whether each 
can justify the other in regard to the way the world manifests relationally to it.  
 
Rather than close up upon itself, a relational perspective is one which values 
opening and the open, which is to say, the “there is more.” Rather than search for 
ultimate foundations, relationalism feels that there are always more contexts, 
always more perspectives, always more viewpoints, and this is a very good thing, 
for they enrich the world. Pragmatically and relativistically speaking, relationalism 
does not seek to shut down absolutisms, even absolutist relativists, but rather, to 
relativize these.  
 
The reason for this is that relationalism values the type of world to which such a 
practice generally leads, and it values this because of its interpretation of the 
world. This interpretation is biased, as all interpretations are, in that its categories 
and forms of interpreting are sedimentations of its values, and these values are 
justified by its intepretations of the world in which it finds itself, and what it feels, 
based on this reading, is likely to bring about more of what is good about this 
world.  
 
What is described here is circular in its way, or at least, as with various absolutist 
forms of self-justification, at least spiral. The difference, however, is that while the 
absolutist justifies themselves by trying to turn the world into its image of its 
already assumed valuable values, a relational perspective refracts this process, 
pragmatically and relativistically, out into the world. While the absolutist pretends 
that their practice is justified by their sleight of hand, the relationalist readily 
admits they are not justified, certainly not in any absolute or proven sense. 
Rather, they are practically, locally, and pragmatically doing what seems best in 
relation to the worlds in which they find themselves. Rather than find grounding in 
some transcendental assurance, such as the word of the divine, some self-
justifying aspect of the world who's value is seen as self-evident, whether 
admitted or otherwise, such as the case of absolutist Scientism or Logicism, 
relationalism is quite open about its lack of justification.  
 
For rather than justify itself, relationalism seeks to ground itself. From a relational 
perspective, nothing is ever proven or justified, not in an ultimate sense, at least. 
Rather, proof and justification are ultimately forms of persuasion. Often they seek 
to mystify with their complexity, or impress with their arrays of symbols or difficult 



to master procedures, but these are often smoke and mirrors to obscure what it 
is hoped will not occupy the center of the concerns at hand, namely, that 
justification is ultimately about values, not certainty.  
 
Once this is admitted, however, justification goes outside of the system in 
question. Rather than the issue of whether or not a system can prove itself as 
necessary, the issue becomes one of what do you value? What in the world is 
worth valuing, beyond all other values, and what sort of world do you hope will 
come to be? How do you think we should value, and how should we ground 
these values in the world? What sorts of practices are likely to bring about better 
worlds, and what modes of interpretation can help us best determine this? What 
are the meanings of our values, and the values of our practices of making 
meaning? How might we even begin to work through these issues, and how do 
we know that we are doing so well, or in ways which can help to bring better 
worlds about? Are we questioning and thinking through these issues well, and if 
so, how could we tell? What is thinking, and how does it relate to evaluating, 
interpreting, acting, or experiencing, and how do these influence each other?  
 
It is precisely this sort of abyss of questions that reductionisms seek to keep at 
bay. This is the chaos, this is the quandary of seemingly unanswerable 
questions. This is a manifestation of the “more,” the opening that the relationalist 
values, and the reductionist fears. Reductionists tend to want to keep the 
seeming groundlessness of such questions far away less it rip the seeming 
foundations out from underneath it, while the relationalist believes there never 
was a foundation, we have no need of one, and things are better once we 
discard the search for these. 
  
The Abyss of the Relational “More,” and Beyond 
 
What this seemingly circular abyss of questions which seem all but 
unanswerable represents to the reductionist is nothing less than the terror of the 
death of all meaning and value. Nothing is certain, true is the same as false, 
good and evil are exchangeable, the so-called “dark night of the soul” and the 
“night of the world.” This is madness, it is chaos and aporia, it is the dissolution of 
catachresis, apocalypse and the end of the world, non-sense and the absurd, 
Babel and babble, cruelty and crisis, it is psychotic break and the breakdown of 
society.  
 
Or, it is none of these. For to a relationalist, there is no need to fear. In fact, as 
the saying goes, “things are darkest before the dawn.” The loss of ideals, the 
twilight of the idols, the realization that our childhood heroes are not what they 
seem, none of this is easy or fun. Or as the song goes: “How are you going to 
feel? / If Superman, and Sonic Youth, are fairy tales? / Its time to face the truth … 
But now there's a sinking look in your eyes / Like black holes in the sky.” While 
poetic, of course, this goes a little far, because rather than face the truth, the 
relationalist wants the reductionist to come to terms that perhaps the truth is a 



problem. As the saying goes, “the perfect is often the enemy of the good,” or in 
this case, the truth can be the enemy of the better.  
 
Rather than see the abyss of relativism and meaninglessness, of the need to 
ground interpretation and evaluation in each other as they ground thinking and 
practice in turn and vice-versa and all these in the world, as an abyss and 
maelstorm best kept at bay, relationalism does not seek to reduce the world to 
not having such an abyss, but sees this as an aspect of the world itself. And if it 
is to be relational, it should do what it can to relate to this. The death of certainty 
and truth, for an individual or society, for a paradigm or a worldview, need not be 
catastrophic. It can, in fact, be transformational, and radically for the better.  
 
The question is how one deals, collectively or individually, with such a crisis. 
When all certainty dissolves, there are few standard reactions. Some return to 
absolutist reductionism, with the same or shifted content, from God to Science for 
example, often with renewed vigor and convert's zeal, and with the fear of God 
put in them, to use such a turn of phrase, they rigidly work to strangle any hint of 
such a re-emergence of the abyss in any shape and form. This is the reaction of 
fanaticism. This is to react to the abyss and the angst which it raises in the face 
of the void with a word that should strike fear into the heart of any and all: 
Entschlossenheit.  
 
Another is to embrace skepticism with the convert's zeal, which is essentially 
more of the same. Yet another approach is to take skepticism as reason to stay 
circling around the abyss, to embrace relativism as a meaninglessness and 
truthlessness of the world, a fatalist sort of depression which tends to only find a 
glimmer of glee in the destruction of the certainties of others because misery 
loves company. Yet another response is to take a cynical approach to 
meaninglessness and truthelessness, to pragmatically do whatever works, but 
only for one's own benefit, a sort of “might makes right” and “for me and mine” 
which fatalistically sees the world as a terrible place, so get what you can while 
you can.  
 
As with fanaticism and skepticism, cynicism likes converting others, because if all 
treat each other brutally, if  as Hobbes famously argued, hominii hominus lupi, 
then there is at least strength in numbers and, from such a perspective, might is 
the only right there is. And once you have numbers, it is not that difficult to 
convince those who disagree that it is in their benefits to agree with you, and in 
fact, why not call your brutal way of life that of the True and the Good and the 
Beautiful and clothe it in the rainment of the absolute while at it?  
 
Fanaticism, Depressive Skepticism, and Cynical Opportunism, these are three 
differing reductionist approaches to the unraveling of all certainty and value. And 
yet, there is another path, and relationalism presents this. Perhaps surprisingly, a 
relational approach in fact synthesizes aspects of these. It takes in the belief of 
the fanatic without the rigidity and absolutism, the relativism and deconstruction 



of the skeptic without the fatalism, and the pragmatism of the cynic without the 
opportunism or the overvaluation of me and mine. The result is what, according 
to Gilles Deleuze, might be understood as the ability to “believe in the world once 
again.”REF But what might this mean?   
 
To believe in the world again is precisely what this text has been calling belief in 
the notion that “there is more.” This is a belief in the open and opening, a belief 
that lack of reduction, closure, and attempts at hyper-control are essential to the 
endeavor to help bring about a better world. As will become clear, it is also not an 
embrace of chaos for its own sake, however, but rather, of an embrace of the 
opening of the more in a much more radical sense, and how this more can help 
bring about the better.  
 
But what, from a relational perspective, could the better mean? What is a 
relational system of values? How can it justify these? How can it know these are 
better than reductionist values? If the reductionist goes inward to answer these 
questions, the relationalist goes outwards. That is, it looks to the world. What are 
the best aspects of the world, and what do they have in common, and what 
tends, in practice, to make these increase? To ask such questions requires the 
production of an interpretation of the world, and what is best within it, and what 
tends to make these increase, and then hypotheses, based on these, regarding 
what sort of practices tend to increase these, then a looping back into the world 
of practice, then re-assessment. Relativism and pragmatism, certainly. But how 
can it ground its determinations of what it feels makes the world better, and how 
could such interpretations ground themselves in the world in a relational manner? 
And what could any of this have to do with the opening of the more?  
 
These are of course highly complex questions, and it will be helpful to have more 
aspects of a relational worldview articulated before addressing these directly. 
Needless to say, there are other ways, and it will be helpful to look at another 
model, beyond those which overreify, which can help indicate potential alteratives 
to overreifying. 
 
From Reification to Emergence 
 
There are ways of dealing with the world which do not do away with reification, 
but rather, recontextualize it. One such approach is that of networking. According 
to the science and mathematics of networks, a network is anything that can be 
understood as connecting anything else. What is connected is a node, what 
connects is a link, and all of this is only sensible in relation to backgrounds, and 
often manifest in layered, or nested, levels of scale. In other works, I have 
spoken about nodes, links, grounds, and levels of networks can produce a 
relational lens on the world, and while what follows here will recap some of these 
notions, it will do so briefly.  
 



For the science and mathematics of networks to be able to become a worldview 
or philosophy, however, it must be able to speak beyond the often limited and 
rigid concerns of these notions as they are commonly practiced. Reworked and 
expanded in this way, the notions of node, link, ground, and level of networking 
emergence become abstractly relational notions of which those used in science 
and mathematics can be seen as more limited and rigid forms thereof. From such 
a perspective, nodes can be seen as describing the relative immediacy of 
reification, links the more mediated relations within systems, grounds the more 
dispersed contexts and processes of which these are aspects, and levels of 
networks the even more encompassing networkings of which these are aspects 
in turn. Networking is of course simply a device, an interpretive model to help 
articulate relation in regard to our hyperconnected, networked age.  
 
Networks all emerge from the contexts and processes of which they are aspects, 
and if nodes represent relative concretions of these, often manifesting as they do 
in systems of experience and action, interpretation and evaluation, all of these 
are aspects of the emergence of which these are all aspects. Emergence is 
relation as it changes, and changes in ways which often go beyond how it has 
changed in the past. Emergence is the term used by complex systems science to 
describe that from which systems, understood as relational formations, emerge in 
a wide variety of ways that cross the boundaries of physical, living, and cultural 
systems so often separated out by many prior models.  
 
Complex systems science provides much of the theoretical frame for how the 
relational perspective articulated finds no need to bifurcate the world into physical 
and non-physical formations. This occurs in relation to artificial neural networks 
and contemporary neuroscience, both of which show in their way that there is no 
need to separate out mind and matter, mind and body, but rather, that is possible 
to see life and feeling, up to and including that likely possessed by readers of this 
text, as the result of the complex networking of matter and how this feels from 
inside. From such a perspective, all the traditional philosophical binaries, and in 
fact, all binaries themselves, can be seen as aspects of the more encompassing 
relational contexts in regard to which these emerged.  
 
In complex systems science, emergence describes the manner in which aspects 
of systems often intertwine in ways which give rise to new systems within these 
which are “more than the sum of their parts.” Complexity is described within this 
field as that which is more than the mere sum of its parts, and emergence as how 
this comes to be. Emergence is potentiated by particular conditions in regard to 
inner and outer contexts. In a physical system, for example, such as a pool of 
water, a whirlpool can emerge within this when certain conditions come to be. 
When a drain is opened in the pool of water, if the drain produces enough pull, if 
the boundaries of the pool have particular shapes, if gravity pulls strongly 
enough, etc., then a whirlpool forms.  
 



The form of the whirlpool, its relatively circular shape and the relatively cone-like 
manner in which this tapers towards the drain, do not resemble the structure of 
the water or the pool itself, and even a square drain will produce a relatively 
circular whirlpool. In this sense, the form of the whirlpool presents something 
new, above and beyond there mere additive contributions of individual parts, but 
not possible without them. For the whirlpool emerges from how these individual 
contributions balance and modulate each other in patterns of dynamic feed-
forward and feedback, amplification and inhibition. As each intermodulates its 
actions with those around them, larger patterns of intermodulation occur, until 
eventually one emerges for the whole, such that the whole and its parts 
intermodulate each other, and the whirlpool is the result. Without the 
contributions of inner and outer contexts, this would not be possible, but by 
means of these, a conjunction is able to arise with its own relative consistency 
and in a way which differs from the various aspects which give rise to it.  
 
Emergence is the term used to describe such a process. The type of system is 
referred to as a complex system, and this is differentiated from merely 
complicated systems, such as computers or car engines, which are simply the 
sums of their parts, do not themselves relatively spontaneously from their 
contexts but are produced by systems, such as humans, that do, and otherwise 
serve particular functions within cultural economies rather than being their own 
source of value and valuation, deriving these instead from those other systems 
which brought them about.  
 
There are various accounts of which factors tend to potentiate the emergence of 
complexity, even if the variance is more one of emphasis than anything else. 
From a relational account of these issues, systems which manifest diversity, 
intertwining, meta-stability, and multiform-feedback tend to be those which 
emerge in the way described here. As complex systems science has worked to 
show, the model provided here, and the tools this science provides, cn be used 
to describe how emergence manifests in physical systems such as whirlpools, 
living systems such as organisms, and between living systems in social systems. 
Complex systems science has been used to describe and predict behaviors in 
everything from how magnets cool to how financial economies change, from how 
traffic patterns mutate to how basic organisms reproduce.  
 
One field related to this is the study of neural networks. Neural networks may be 
living ones, such as those in human brains, or those in artificial neural networks, 
such as those seen in machine learning algorithms, such as those employed by 
Facebook's facial recognition software or Apples Siri personal assistant. Artificial 
neural networks use traditional, non-neural computers, to produce simulated 
neural networks, virtual realities of sorts, and by means of these, allow 
computers to function in more organic, life-like, and less limited, binary ways. 
While traditional computers are incredibly fast and accurate, far beyond anything 
most living organisms can do, they are also incredibly rigid and brittle, in that they 
cannot learn or adapt, grow or rework their own programming. Artificial neural 



networks show that when woven together in more relational ways, computing 
technologies can begin to approximate life-like behaviors.  
 
The startling successes of this approach also show that there is no need any 
longer to imagine that brains could not give rise to something like mind, including 
the human mind. While the technology is still in its infancy, and is far from 
anything like an attempt to produce an artificial brain, the brain-lets produced by 
these programs show well enough that if you network previously less networked 
processes, the results can be shockingly human-like. Facebook's facial 
recognition algorithm, for example, can recognize faces with human level 
accuracy. Even more astoundingly, it was not programmed to do so. Rather, like 
a human, it was taught. That is, once the very basic programming of the 
simulation, which set of up networks of virtual neurons, was established, no more 
coding was produced. But within this coding was a learning algorithm based on 
those used by nerve cells, or neurons, in living brains. This is a very simple 
procedure, but one with powerful implications.  
 
Called backpropagation, the idea at work is quite basic. One produces a 
relatively random set of connections within a basic network architecture which is 
known to be able to abstract patterns from incoming stimuli. Each simulated 
neuron within this is nevertheless set up so as to, in a manner similar to living 
neurons, strengthen connections when it is seemed to be sucessful by its 
environment. The facial recognition networks trained by Facebook therefore 
showed series of faces and names to its relatively random networks, and 
whenever even one tiny aspect of these was a match, this was deemed a 
success by the environment, in this case, a relatively traditional computer 
program that acted in places of a human teacher or trainer. Each tiny success, 
and a message rippled throughout the system to “grow” stronger connections in 
regard to the neural pathway within the system which gave rise to it.  
 
Living neural networks do something similar. When a child is praised by a parent, 
or senses that one of its endeavors lead to the desired result, the child deems 
this a success, and a message is sent backwards down the pathway that 
produced the actions which gave rise to this to grow these connections more 
strongly. Due to how they are wired, the networks within the child's brain extract 
the patterns of whatever is shown to them. Networks connected to the eyes 
become visual cortexes, those connected to muscles become motor cortexes, 
and those which connect these become associational cortexes or perform other 
meta-functions which produce much of what tends to be called thinking.  
 
Just as a whirlpool emerges relatively spontaneously in a pool of water when a 
drain is opened in the right conditions, so it is with the brain. When patterns of 
activation feel various aspects of the living wires of the brain as they pulse in 
various ways, we think and feel in various ways. Our brains feel our bodies, our 
bodies feel the world, and what was previously understood as the semi-
transcendent notion of mind no longer needs to be seen as anything 



otherworldly, metaphysical, or anything like this. What was previously understood 
as mind can be seen as simply how our complex brains, the most complex 
networkings the planet has ever seen, feels themselves feeling their bodies 
feeling their worlds from the inside. 
 
Complex systems scienctists present a more holistic and relational approach to 
science, and the term “reductionism” is taken from the term used by complex 
systems scientists to describe how they see more rigid and traditional 
approaches to the sciences which are more atomistic, reifying, and pay less 
attention to systems, connections, contexts, and ultimately, emergence and what 
potentiates it. Complex systems scientists generally do not concern themselves 
with philosophy, and most such scientists I have known tend to see the notion of 
extrapolating their findings into a more relational approach to the world in general 
as a curious enterprise, one which goes beyond the realm of their concerns in 
science, and this is true. That said, I do believe that not only is this possible, but 
beneficial. Furthermore, I believe that complex systems science has an implicit 
value system at work within it, namely, a valuation of emergence and what 
potentiates this, one which philosophy can help to develop beyond the concerns 
of the sciences, link up to related paradigms in other fields, and develop in and 
beyond these contexts of formation into a more general relational worldview. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Relation Beyond Absolutes: Some Excurses in Histories of Philosophies 
 
In order to flesh out some of the stakes of what was articulated in the preceding 
sections, it may be helpful to now work to articulate how some of what has been 



described can be understood in regard to particular aspects of the histories of 
world modeling, when understood relationally.  
 
Paradox at the Limits: A Brief Excursus in Euro-American Set Theory 
 
To say that relation is a way of looking at the world is a curious formulation, and 
one that needs more explanation. In the early twentieth century, Kurt Godel wrote 
a series of ingenious papers. In these, he showed that if you try to turn 
something in the world into an ultimate, non-relational thing, a series of options 
arise.  
 
A thing is always relative in relation to contexts, and yet, a thing in an ultimate 
sense would be beyond any such context, it would be the only thing, beyond all 
relation. But at such a moment, it would also cease to be a thing, and in this 
sense, something which becomes the ultimate thing ceases to be a thing, for 
things are only things set against backgrounds as they unfold. If that thing were 
to absorb its contexts into itself, thy would cease to be context, it would cease to 
be a thing, and there would be nothing, or everything, or non-sense, or 
indistinction, or indeterminacy, or maybe existing would cease. Either way, a 
thing is only what it is in relation to what is beyond it internally, externally, and 
temporally, with these aspects of the ways in which things are aspects of relation. 
In this sense, things are incomplete, and hence relative.  
 
Godel's famous papers are an attempt to show how this notion plays out in 
regard to the attempt to turn mathematics into a thing. Various theorists before 
him had tried to justify mathematics as true for all times and places, regardless of 
any recourse to its usefulness in the physical world, for the physical world is 
beyond math. Trying to ground mathematics purely by mathematics, these 
theorists worked to show that math could justify its universal truthfulness in any 
and all possible worlds by grounding itself by pure mathematical means.  
 
David Hilbert, the mathematician who had set the task for mathematics to prove 
itself complete and consistent by purely mathematical means, for all times and all 
places, felt that the encoding of the rules of mathematics in the form of the hyper-
consistent logic of set theory would eventually help make this a reality. If 
possible, it would show, or so Hilbert hoped, that mathematics would be valid for 
all times and places, beyond culture and history, humans or the Earth.  
 
A major blow to this was brought about when Bertrand Russell alerted him to 
what today is commonly described as Russell's paradox. From the perspective of 
set theory, and building on the insights of Gotlob Frege, all numbers can be seen 
as sets. The number five is the set of which all things of which there are five, 
such as five horses, five dogs, five stones, or five words, are elements. All 
mathematical operations and other notions were reducible to sets, and this 
produced a code which made it possible to dream up the idea that the logics of 
the rules of set theory could, if correctly worked with, could produce a grounding 



for mathematics, of which set theory was seen as an aspect, without a need for 
any worldly stuff such as utility, contingency, matter, or the like.  
 
But Russell, who hoped along with Hilbert that this may be possible, noticed a 
problem. The problem is that of the outside, namely, the set of all sets. Is this 
also a set, and if so, how might this be determined? Russell famously explained 
the issue in an accessible manner by means of the popular riddle often known as 
“the parable of the barber.” As the story goes, the barber in a particular village 
shaves all the people who do not shave themselves, and none who do shave 
themselves. The question then is whether or not the barber shaves himself. The 
parable ignores women, children, dogs and cats, and all other aspects of the 
village, and hence is quite limited in scope, as set theory tends to be.  
 
But returning more directly to the parable, it reveals some limits to set theory. If 
the barber shaves himself, then he is not shaved by the barber, but seeing as he 
is himself the barber, he cannot shave himself without also being shaved by the 
barber, namely, himself. But if he does not shave himself, then he must be 
shaved by the barber, which is himself, but he cannot not be the barber while 
shaving himself. Returning to set theory, is the set of all sets itself a set? Would 
there not be always a larger, more encompassing set? Would this seeming 
infinite regress itself be a set? Is it possible to even speak of a set of all sets? 
And if so, would the set of all sets contain itself as a set as well? Or, in terms of 
the barber, does the barber shave himself?  
 
That is, if the set of all sets contains itself, it is not the set of all sets, but if it does 
not contain itself, then there must be another, more encompassing set of all sets 
which does. How could one determine which one was dealing with, or even 
develop a procedure for this? If the barber shaves himself or does not shave 
himself, the result is the same, a contradiction. So it is with the set of all sets, if it 
is the set of all sets, it is not the set of all sets, and if it is not the set of all sets, 
then there is a set of all sets that it is not. Neither is quite useful for an attempt to 
localize the set of all sets, nor know if one is dealing with it or not, or how one 
could determine which one is dealing with, or what to do about any of this.  
 
This may all seem hopeless abstract to non-logicians, but what is at stake here is 
the very need for everything to have something beyond it. Russell's paradox is a 
rephrasing of some very old paradoxes. If any moment in time has another 
before it, then is there an earliest moment in time, and if so, is it a moment in 
time, or something else entirely? To put a more contemporary spin upon this, if all 
spacetime arose from the singularity which quantum cosmologists belief gave 
rise to all matter and energy, space and time during the Big Bang, was this 
singularity before all time or the time at which time began, the before before all 
befores, but if so, is that still time? Is it outside of all space, yet also that of which 
all current spaces, and all times as well, are aspects? Is the singularity 
something which, despite all the spaces and times in the universe, all the matters 
and energies which we experience, are nevertheless aspects? That is, might nit 



not be possible that we have never left the singularity, but rather, that it is the 
relational opening excessing of which any and all aspects of our cosmos, 
including the unfolding of time itself are aspects?  
 
Russell and Hilbert were not quantum cosmologists, even if physics would 
encounter similar issues to mathematical logic around the same time as 
mathematics did. But the question here is one of what to make of limits. Can a 
system of rules, such as a system of logic, ground its own rules according to 
these rules without either producing a circular infinite regress, or relying on 
something outside of itself, or producing a situation such as that in which one 
cannot quite tell the difference? If math tries to ground itself with what is not 
math, such as its usefulness, then math does not justify itself mathematicall, but 
if it justifies itself with only math, then that math either is outside of math and can 
ground it, or it is within it and cannot, but if it is outside of math, is this not 
violating the notion that math must ground itself mathematically by itself?  
 
But what if math grounds itself using math but is not quite sure whether or not it 
is still math when doing this? That is, if the barber does or does not shave 
himself, is he still the barber when he does this, or can he be a simple villager at 
one minute and the barber the next? Attempts were made, in this vein, to define 
a set as that which does not contain itself. But this did little to solve the problem 
as much as push it elsewhere. Whether or not one defines a set this way or that, 
whatever is the set of all sets must have itself as a member and yet in doing so it 
it becomes a very unusual type of set. If one calls this a set, then the very 
meaning of a set changes, and if you do not, that which ground set theory by 
means of set theory is itself not a set. The problem is what to do with the outside, 
the context, and how it relates to attempts to ultimately ground a system of 
thinking and acting, in this case, that of abstract mathematics.  
 
Similar concerns arose in physics around this time as well. According to the 
theory of general relativity, two observers may observe the same set of 
spacetime events in different ways, and any attempt to adjudicate between these 
with a third perspective produces yet a third take on things without resolving 
anything but simply multiplying the problem. One finds an infinite regress, but no 
ultimate, no outside which could ground certainty beyond all relative 
manifestation, and if there were, we could not have access to it and still be 
related to the world in which we find ourselves. There is no spacetime outside 
and beyond all spacetime in regard to which those which manifest within our 
spacetime universe manifest which is also within this. The barber paradox, which 
is to say, that of set theory, recurs here in a new form. Likewise with that of the 
singularity before the Big Bang and that of the origins of spacetime.  
 
Such paradoxes are similar in their way to many produced by quantum physics. 
While it is near impossible to summarize these as briefly as the others, it can be 
stated in deeply simplified form that quantum phenomenon deconstruct 
traditional notions of location in spacetime, and this is sometimes described as 



smearing spacetime, or as giving rise to infinite regresses of subjects and objects 
and the cuts of observation between these, or between worlds themselves, the 
so-called Copenhagen and Many-Worlds perspective, respectively. The more 
relational perspective, that which views spacetime as able to be smeared by 
quantum phenomenon, with space and time, matter and energy, and observer 
and observed as merely aspects of the relational wholes of which these are 
aspects, has much in common with the relational perspective described here.  
 
With this in mind, let us return to mathematical logic. When Godel approached 
the problem of Russell's paradox, he worked to radicalize it. He devised a special 
numerical code, and translated the terms and relations from the logic of set 
theory in which the most basic notions of mathematics had been framed. He then 
used this numerical code to try to prove the necessity of the rules of math using 
nothing but itself. What he ended up showing is that attempts to do this will 
always require a meta-code which allows one to distinguish the terms from the 
relations, and yet, since these would also be based in numbers, these too would 
need a meta-code in turn. An ultimate meta-code could only be found if the 
decision to halt this was produced outside of the mathematical situation, but 
without this, one would not be able to tell if one were dealing with an utterance or 
rule, and in fact, it could be either. And yet, if something both is and is not the 
case, it is not math, certainly not in any sense of the word that has any meaning 
in its traditional senses.  
 
In this sense, Godel showed that mathematics could approach its own limits in 
various ways. If it kept its rules completely consistent, they would be unable to 
prove themselves by their own means without either contradiction (ie: the set of 
all sets is/is not a set), or inconsistency (the set of all sets both is and is not a set, 
or is neither a set or not a set), while if it refuses to have either of these issues 
arise, it is incomplete. That is, it can only ground itself by non-mathematical 
means, such as how useful it is to people in the world. There is a choice: 
incompletion, incoherence, or inconsistency. What is more, since Godel used the 
logic of set theory to show this, he showed in the process that any system which 
was structured as set theory was would necessarily encounter the same issues. 
That is, for Godel, such issues are not incidental, they are constitutional: any 
math or logic, or in his terms, any “formal system,” 
to the extent that it functions consistently, cannot ground itself absolutely by its 
own means without contradiction or inconsistency of this sort, and that these 
results are inherent to mathematics, and cannot be worked around or disproven.  
 
No mathematicians since Godel have found proofs to the contrary, and they have 
largely stopped trying. Math has been trying to either ignore or reformulate itself 
ever since. While new, post-foundational attempts to ground mathematics have 
formed, such as category theory, or Fernando Zalamea's recent synthetic 
philosophy of mathematics, all these post-foundational approaches have had far 
more limited aims, and as such, they do not produce the sort of limit effects as 
those produced by the early twentieth century “foundations crisis” as it is now 



called. Category theories, for example, look at various mathematical practices as 
processural games whose objects and practices co-determine each other in 
relational and relative ways and with varying potentials for linkage with the world 
beyond. For Zalamea, mathematics is a human practice which makes sense in 
particular contexts by teasing out local invariances or “relative universals” which 
can help understand how abstractions from the world can fold or unfold in various 
ways through differing sorts of transformations or levels of abstraction or 
concretion.  
 
While I feel these are more relational approaches to mathematics, they are by far 
the minority of working mathematicians, the large majority of which, including 
philosophers of mathematics, describing themselves as some form of “Platonist,” 
which is to say, taking the position that, in some way or another, numbers and 
math must in some way be ultimate, absolute, or “real” beyond the physical 
world. Since Godel, however, the search for ultimate foundations to “prove” this 
by mathematical means has been abandoned, and it is generally yet grudgingly 
admitted that there seems no way around his proof that it is not ultimately 
possible for mathematics to ground itself by itself on its own rigid terms). Various 
vocal minorities believe that post-foundational problems obviate the need for this, 
but as most mathematicians today concern themselves with local problems within 
the field rather than its grounds itself in the mode of Hilbert and his followers, 
these issues have largely receded in the background.  
 
In this sense, most working mathematicians seem ultimately agnostic to these 
concerns, even if they know that Godel essentially “broke mathematics” as it had 
dreamed itself during this time, which is to say, as an enterprise, perhaps one of 
the most abstract in human history, in its attempt to close itself upon itself 
ultimately. Likewise, in its way, with physics, which in the early twentieth century 
sought for the ultimate foundations to finish Newton's dream of a completely 
finished physics based on atomistic absolutes, and what resulted was that matter 
and energy themselves  seemed to resist the attempt to reify it in an ultimate 
sense, and time and space with this. Taken on their own and to their limits, 
extreme materialist science and extreme idealist mathematics were unable to 
fully close themselves off from the world, or conversely, to fully reduce the world 
to its own image. Put in terms more in sync with what has been described here, it 
seems not quite possible to ever fully turn mathematics or science, or their 
objects or anything else, fully into a thing, at least not in any ultimate sense. That 
is, in the world as we have come to know it, it seems not only that there is no 
ultimate thing, but likely that there cannot be. Rather, there are only things which 
are aspects of relating, and relation which is more.  
 
Essence and Beyond: A Brief Excursus in Indic Philosophies Beyond 
Essence 
 
There are many similarities between what is argued here and notions put forth by 
Buddhist philosophers millennia before Godel, and so, it will be helpful now to 



return to some of the concerns from Indic philosophy sketched earlier. The 
Buddha argued that there is no self, a notion which in Sanskrit is anatman. The 
word atman has many meanings in Sansrkit, and is the term used by the sages 
who composed the Upanisads to describe the self or essence of things and 
people. All things have an essence, and the essence of essence is essence, or 
translated differently, everything has a self, and the self of self is self. The 
Upanisadic sages had two famous ways of teaching this, one of which was to 
show disciples various things outside them in the world and say “neti, neti” or, 
“not this, not that.” That is, the self is neither this nor that. But they would also 
point to this or that and then say “tat tvam asi,” or “you are that.” You are 
everything, yet also nothing, which is to say, the notion of things does not quite 
apply. What is needed is a shift in perspective, which is to say, the realization that 
atman is brahman. Brahman, or the creative power of the cosmos, is also the 
truth in words. To realize that essence is truth is the world is to realize that all is 
one, and to truly realize this, not merely intellectually, was believed to make one 
divine.  
 
The Buddha argued against this. For the Buddha, when I examine my experience 
of the world, I see many sights, hear many sounds, feel many feelings, will and 
desire many things, and so on. And yet, whenever I try to grasp my self, I get 
only more sights, sounds, willings, feelings, etc. Rather than a self in any ultimate 
sense, I find heaps, piles, or aggregates (skhandas, Skt.). Everything can be 
broken down further, and seemingly beyond end, and yet, if there is a self, it is 
not anything like what so many have imagined it to be, and so, the Buddha 
argued that rather than imagine that all is self in an expanded sense, like the 
Upanisadic sages, rather, that there is no self, anatman. This distinction is often 
made by Buddhists and Hindus today to explain the difference between their 
traditions, but over the nearly fifteen hundred years of their co-existence in India, 
after which Buddhism largely died out in the domains of its birth even as it 
continued elsewhere, there was a strong co-evolution, and for many periods of 
time in Indian history many Buddhist and Brahmanic traditions were more like 
photo and negative than opposites.  
 

For to say that everything is self in the sense intended by the Upanisads is to 
speak of self in a way quite different from it is often done in Euro-American 
contexts. “Self” is a poor translation of the many uses the term atman came to be 
understood as entailing in these contexts, for while it came to mean the personal 
self, and while it clearly was also used in reflexive verbal formations in everyday 
speech (such as those in English whereby I might say something like “I did this 
myself”), in the specialized usages in the Upanisads, a text whose very names 
means secret teaching, meaning, or correspondence, terms are often used in 
unusual ways which extend their meaning. Self is used here to mean something 
like essence normally does in much Euro-American philosophy.  
 

Thus it is said in the Upanisads that when one knows the atman of clay, one is 
able to make nearly anything from it. Everything has an atman, and is seen as a 



manifestation of it, similar to how essences were seen, in many traditions which 
evolved from Plato, as emanating what we experience in our world by means of 
the essences within them not being static abstractions, but rather, productive 
forces. All living things, from such a perspective, draw from the life-force within 
the world which gave rise to them. This lead to the question of whether or not 
there is an atman of atman, and this is seen as in some sense the essence of 
essence, which lead many Euro-American theorists, particularly when the 
Upanisads were just being translated into European languages to speak of this 
as something like the “world soul.”  
 

While there is much to criticize in these early understandings of Indic 
philosophies, this is not completely off, in that, for the Upanisads, all atman are 
an aspect of atman (no capitalizations exist in Sanskrit, so Euro-American 
differentiations between Atman and atman are problematic at best). The atman of 
atman is that from which all atman arise, and that of which all atman are aspects, 
and this atman is brahman, the force that gives rise to all that comes to be, as 
well as the truth, particularly in words, and how these are aspects of each other. 
While there is much here that is not in sync with a relational perspective, this is a 
brief summary of the Upanisadic perspective.  
 

The Buddhists differentiated themselves against these notions. If the Upanisadic 
Brahman argued that all is atman, then Buddhists argued for anatman. As these 
traditions matured and changed, some of this deepened and shifted. For 
Mahayana Buddhists, the anatman, or no-self, of persons was extended to 
things, and became called shunyata, Sanskrit for hollowness, voidness, or more 
commonly, emptiness. Emptiness was commonly defined as the notion that there 
is with svabhava, which is to say, “own being/becoming.” This notion is 
understand as having its being/becoming completely in itself, such that it is 
beyond time and change, and beyond all relations which could indicate 
dependence on anything beyond itself. This is how atman was understood by the 
Mahayana Buddhists, and other schools of Buddhism are more similar than 
different in regard to this issue.REF 

 

For the Mahayanists, such as the famed Nagarjuna, if there were anything in the 
world that had its own being, that had its being on its side, it would make all 
change impossible. If there were anything truly independent of all others, this is 
because it has absorbed them all in a sense into its eternal unchageability. While 
many of the details of this are not explicated as I am here, what was seen in 
these texts as the most common proof that there is nothing eternal, 
unchangeable, and independent of all relations is the simple fact that things 
change. Were there to be even one thing eternal, immutable, and beyond 
relation, so the argument goes, nothing would be able to change, but since 
everything changes, there can be no atman, for persons or things.  
 

In this sense, the lack of essence to persons and things, the fact that they appear 
relatively yet are ultimately empty of anything like an essence, is a manifestation 



of one of the earliest and most commonly accepted of Buddhist notions, that of 
pratityasamutpada. This term, most literally translated as “dependent origination,” 
sums up the notion that everything in the cosmos depends on others and arises, 
changes, and disperses in regard to relations of dependence beyond itself. That 
is, things have their being/becoming to some extent beyond themselves, in the 
webs of interconnection. This has lead some to translate this notion as inter-
being, others as relativity, though I prefer interconnectedness. 
  
For Nagarjuna and his followers, this describes what came to be understood as 
the doctrine of the two truths, that of truth which is relative or provisional 
(samvrti), and that which is ultimate (paramatha). Relatively speaking, things 
appear, yet ultimately, there are only webs of interconnection, networks of causes 
and conditions which give rise to the the appearance that there are firm things in 
the world. But as the Buddha argued, we speak of a river as a matter of 
convention, and yet, the water flows and is never the same. Likewise with all 
things we encounter, they are ways of speaking, conventions, and yet, ultimately 
there are networks of networks of relations. Grasp anything, and more networks 
reveal themselves, and try to grasp these, and the same thing happens.  
 
From a Buddhist perspective, this means that while things appear, ultimately, 
they are hollow or void, they do not manifest, as Buddhist teachers are fond of 
saying, “as they appear.” This is seen as an argument for the Buddhist notion 
that craving (tanha, literally thirst), is the origin of suffering, for craving leads to 
upadana, often translated as grasping or attachment. Things appear, but if we try 
to treat them as if they they had svabhava or an atman, as if they are eternal, 
immutable, and beyond context, the result is suffering.  
 
The Buddhists presented their own interpretation of the Upanisadic notion of 
atman, which is nowhere near this simple, but arguing against a caricature of 
one's theoretical opponents is a time-honored tradition, particularly when one is 
more similar to one's opponents than one might like it to seem. After all, if all 
atman is atman, then atman is necessarily changing, self-differing, relational, and 
temporally unfolding. That said, there is no question that the differing valence at 
work here was not without import. After all, the Upanisadic tradition, with its 
emphasis on fulness and unification with an essence beyond appearance easily 
melded with various theological traditions, as is seen in regard to how such 
notions were harmonized in texts such as the Bhagavad Gita.  
 
The Buddhists nevertheless emphasized the constant deconstruction of any 
reifies appearances or essences which could anchor these to this or that form in 
anything like an absolute way. The pitfall of such an approach, to reify emptiness 
itself and turn this into a thing, would be what Nagarjuna famously referred to as 
anihilationism, a parallel danger to the Brahmanic pitfall of eternalism. For 
Nagarjuna, the Buddhist approach is that of emptiness and interconnectedness, 
which he sees as meaning the same, an approach which sees the relative and 



absolute truth as aspects of each other, the path of the Buddha's famed “middle 
way.” 
 
What is presented here is a critique of reification, whether in simple material 
forms, but also in regard to theories of essences. While there are dualisms at 
work here, they are non-symmetrical and in such a manner that they continually 
unravel those to which they are connected. This is not to say that terms can do 
this in themselves, for from a relational perspective, terms do not have ultimate 
meanings beyond use.REF Rather, what matter is how terms are used. If one 
treats emptiness as something like nothingness or pure void, then one reifies it; 
likewise, if one treats relation as a thing, one could easily end up with something 
closer to more theological forms of Brahmanic atman-ism. But when appearance 
and emptiness keep unraveling each other, reification itself is what is critiqued, 
bringing this in sync with the overall Buddhist notions of the middle way and the 
critique of craving.  
 
It is worth saying that Buddhism does not argue that one should do nothing, for 
the intention (chanda, Skt) to achieve englightnement (awakening, bodhi, Skt.) is 
not seen as a form of craving, even if craving for enlightenment leads to its 
opposite. The critique here is not of action or things, but becoming bound and 
petrified by them. It is for this reason that anatman was seen as liberating, and 
emptiness as that which made it possible for change to happen. Things manifest 
relatively, if always in relation, and in particular, to change and radical change at 
that, not merely change in a simple sense, but as radical as waking up to the 
potentials to relate to the world in ways which go beyond the temptations of 
grasping, whether in the form of attachment to people, things, or even certainties, 
what the Buddhists refer to as attachment to views.  
 
Once these notions were developed, Mahayana Buddhist philosophy split into 
two main tendencies, those which saw emptiness as the ultimate truth, and those 
which saw the ultimate truth as the union of emptiness and appearance, with 
emptiness being a sort of relative ultimate compared to a more encompassing 
ultimate, often termed suchness (tathata), the unity of emptiness and 
appearance. It is this which is able to able to become, beyond subject and object 
in rigid dualist senses, the seed, the embryo, the womb of our awakening 
(tathagathagarbha, literally “the womb/embryo/nature/essence/matrix of one who 
has thus come/gone,” the latter being a common title for the Buddha, one who 
has become enlightened, bodhi, literally, “awakened.”) In regard to this, this 
approach, that espoused by many Yogachara Buddhist theorists, as well as that 
of nineteenth century Tibetan Rime theorists such as the famed Ju Mipham, are 
in many senses in sync with many of the concerns of these this text, even if not 
in all senses.  
 
From such a perspective, the potential for seeing the world differently and for 
acting differently within it is nondual (advaita), for the potential to wake up is 
within and without, and when truly understood, shifts these very notions and in 



fact all dual notions to an ultimately non-dual frame in regard to which 
attachments (upadana) and dualities (dvaita) are only ever aspects, relative 
truths (samvritisatya, Skt.) which lack “own being” (svabhava) or whoelenss, or 
ultimacy (paramarthasatya, Skt.). There are of course related notions at work in 
the Advaita Vedanta of Adi Shankara, the founder of non-dual Brahmanic thinking 
and a branch of contemporary Hindu thinking and practice.  
 
In both Advaita Vedanta and most Mahayana Buddhist schools of thought (and to 
some extent Theravada Buddhist thinking as well), ultimate truth is fundamentally 
nondual. All dualities between a thing and its contexts, or between this type of 
thing and that, are relative, provisional, tentative in relation to more 
encompassing non-duality. None of which is to say that locally, it may be useful to 
speak of things or categories in relatively fixed ways. After all, if I ask my friend to 
hand me an object on my left, in regard to the contexts in question, there is only 
one way for my friend to fulfill my request without frustrating me, and so, locally 
and relatively, dualist reifications of aspects of the world into things and 
categories of this and not-this, or this and that, are quite sensible, helpful, and 
useful. Relatively and locally, one could even say that there are correct and 
incorrect, true and false, good and bad, at least, within particular contexts. It is 
only when one attempts to extend that context beyond itself that one either must 
deal with relation and context beyond the things and categories within any 
system, including any rigid dualities, or paradox. Whether in terms of Ancient 
Indic philosophies or contemporary Euro-American mathematics, the basic set of 
notions presented here are resonant with each other, with a wide variety of 
implications.  
 
Deconstructing the Kantian “Thing-In-Itself” 
 
The excursus into Indic philosophy presented above may seem a digression, but 
it is anything but. On the contrary, it brings home precisely why the relational 
perspective described here, and I believe relational philosophy in a more general 
sense, is one which is against the notion of fixed essence. The excursus into 
mathematics may seem a digression as well, but it too shows, obversely, what 
the exploration of Buddhist notions worked to show. Buddhism works to show the 
emptiness within any thing, those of mathematics show the emptiness of the 
ideal in relation to the outside, bringing its inside with is, while that of physics 
shows, through relativity and quantum phenomenon, the emptiness of 
subjectivity and objectivity in their ways. According to such perspective, there are 
no things, no ideal essences, no absolute perspectives, no absolute foundations.  
 
Let us now bring this all together, and return to an example of experiencing a 
simple physical object. I am with a friend, walking in the park, and we see 
something in the distance. Many philosophers of the past would see this as a 
simple situation. The example of the perspective of Immanuel Kant, so influential 
in Euro-American philosophy, can be helpful here. For Kant, both my friend and I 
are subjects, the book is an object. We both experience the book as a series of 



sense impressions which comprise phenomenal manifestations of the book “in 
itself,” the book beyond all our perspectival and limited relations with it. This is 
the book in its essence, the real or true book. While we cannot experience this 
book directly, we experience its manifestations. As later phenomenologists would 
argue, we experience the book “for us.” Subjects are the for-itself, objects the in-
itself, and the world of appearance links the for-itself and in-itself.  
 
That said, how do we know that any of our sense impressions and appearances 
line up with the way the in-itself? How can a for-itself have a body which is in-
itself? Is the body of a for-itself in-itself, or something more than that, and if there 
is no for-itself in the in-itself, how can the for-itself link up to a body, or be certain 
of anything? Most often God was invoked to solve such concerns, even if as a 
sort of sublime excess, for example, in the case of Kant. Later 
phenomenologists, such as Husserl, who writing around the same time as 
Hilbert, Goedel, and Einstein, attempted to make Kant's project truly, as he saw 
it, both scientific and certain, found their own issues. Without getting too much 
into the details of how Husserl dealt with these concerns, nor how the difficulties 
at work in these were extensively problematized later, REF, it is worth addressing 
the sorts of issues that arise in ways which resonate with issues already 
discussed in this essay.  
 
The notion of an essence is often described as the sine qua non of what 
appears, which is to say, that “without which” that which appears would not be 
what it is. Let us return now to the situation of walking with my friend and seeing 
something in the distance in the park. It moves and approaches us, and I 
recognize this as a dog. My friend, however, says they do not see this, and so, I 
decide to determine what my friend sees by asking him a series of questions. 
Does he see something approaching us? Yes. Does it seem alive? Yes. Does it 
move around? Yes. Does it seem intelligent? Yes. Does it bark? No. But I clearly 
heard it bark. When my friend says no to the question “does it bark,” I realize that 
whatever he sees, it is not a dog, or at least, not like most dogs I have 
encountered.  
 
Aristotle famously argued that the definition of a thing is that which is necessary 
and sufficient. I can imagine dogs that cannot or do not bark, and so, I keep 
going. Does it have fur? No. Still, I can imagine a dog which does not have fur. 
Does it have legs? Yes. Does it have four? Unclear. How many legs do you see? 
Perhaps ten or twenty. At this point, I realize it cannot be a dog, because dogs 
generally have four legs, and while some may lose a leg, I have never seen 
anything like a dog have ten or twenty legs. Either my friend is seeing an insect, 
like a milipede, or a group of things. So I ask whether or not it is one thing or 
many, and my friend responds many. Barking might be sufficient to indicate what 
I see might be a dog, but being a single thing is necessary to distinguish a single 
dog from, at least, a pack of dogs. Do these things move around on the ground, 
or in the air? Air. At this point, I know that my friend cannot be seeing a dog or 



even a pack of dogs, and I start to imagine bees or birds. Does what you see 
make honey? No. Do they chirp? Yes.  
 
When I realize that there is no one thing here but many, a threshold is crossed, 
from one essence to many, but these essences may still be a group of dogs, 
while another threshold is crossed when I realize that dogs cannot be at stake. 
Another is crossed when my friend says that that which he sees chirps. A single 
dog cannot have ten or twenty legs, and birds cannot bark and dogs cannot 
chirp. The presence of legs is sufficient for each definition, but not sufficient, but 
with the right combination of questions, I am able to determine the necessary and 
sufficient conditions which describe the differing essence at play in the 
appearance of a single dog and a flock of birds. \ 
 
My friend may tell me after that he was joking. Or he may simply experience 
reality differently than I do for a variety of reasons. While some psychiatrists tend 
to refer to this as something like psychosis, there are many potential reasons at 
play. Artists and seers in various traditions which in Europe and American have 
been called religious or devotional traditions often see the world quite differently 
than those do who are raised in contexts such as my own. Moses the Hebrew 
famously saw a bush as burning with divine messages to him, and while today he 
might be given anti-psychotic drugs to make this “go away,” he was deemed a 
prophet. When Van Gogh painted the way the world, it looked quite different than 
how it looks to me. Who are we to say they experience the world incorrectly, or 
less well than we do? Bees, after all, can see ultraviolet light, while I cannot. I 
might imagine that bees are reacting to stimuli that are not there, but with the 
right scientific equipment, I can see what they see and react to it as well, or I can 
react to how the bees react and indirectly react to this stimuli thereby.  
 
All of this is to pose the question of whether or not it makes sense to imagine that 
there things “in themselves” in the world. There are several issues involved in 
regard to this. When my friend sees what I see as a dog as a flock of birds, it is 
possible that we see the same things, and simply are describing this differently, 
or interpreting the same data differently. It may take a bit of probing to tell if my 
friend experiences the same micro-experiences I do, and is simply naming these 
differently, or if the data itself is different. If I had asked my friend at first what he 
sees if not a dog, and he responds a “flock of birds,” I would need to ask 
something like such as whether or not the flock barks or does not to pick apart 
whether or not this were simply an issue of naming. Since I asked this sort of 
question first, however, I already ruled out whether or not it is simply an issue of 
a different form of labeling.  
 
It is more difficult to tell if we are misinterpreting. After all, we are unable to stand 
in the same position at the same time, so our location is slightly different. We 
cannot see what we see from within the same body, including the same brain, 
and so we may experience the same outer occurrences differently. Furthermore, 
we could simply mean different things by the words involved, and so, I could ask 



my friend if they define these notions the same way I do. But once we conclude 
that we have the same understanding about what our words mean, and that both 
micro- and macro- experiences are different, there arises the issue of whether or 
not we experience something different due to differences in our physical bodies, 
our perspectives, or what links us together.  
 
This all might seem a bit a game with words, and it has been, but let me provide 
a concrete example. My dog seems to gather a massive amount of information 
about the world by means of his nose. He detects odors I do not even smell, and 
based on external evidence, such as how he reacts to these odors, it seems he 
finds a great degree of detail and information where I detect nothing whatsoever. 
Nevertheless, dogs have been used to help track animals that are unable to be 
detected by humans, or to sniff out the presence of living humans buried under 
rubble in earthquakes, or the presence of various substances such as particular 
drugs or explosives. When a dog smells something, and humans learn to read 
their reactions well, what they smell invariably turns out to be there, so it does not 
seem they are simply fantasizing. Humans can in this way react to what they 
cannot sense.  
 
When my dog reacts to an odor that I cannot see, is what he smells there “in 
itself”? We do not disagree about what we experience, but whether or not there is 
anything there at all. I cannot say if my dog smells one thing or many, of one type 
or many. I only know my dog wants to follow that odor, and if I follow my dog, I 
can only determine after the fact, based on how he acts, what he likely smelled. 
My dog is able to do all of this because his body differs from mine. This is not 
only a difference in his body beyond his brain, but his brain as well. All humans, 
no matter how much they differ in their bodies, differ greatly in regard to their 
brains, and how these mold to aspects of their histories, and in ways which 
influence how we experience and act.  
 
For example, humans who were born with eyes that were unable to see and had 
sight restored as adults need to train their brains to interpret the incoming visual 
data. The brain abstracts patterns, and thereby trains the visual cortex to abstract 
patterns from the incoming stimulus. These patterns are then sent “down” the 
visual cortex to meet up with incoming sensation, and when they match, the brain 
feels it has recognized the data, and the pattern in question is then sent up to 
meta-levels. Lower levels of the visual cortex recognize fine grained patterns, 
such as continuity of lines versus the discontinuity of edges, while higher levels 
recognize shapes, assemblies of shapes, and so on. Projected predictions ripple 
down the visual cortex, incoming patterns from the eyes and patterns abstracted 
therefrom ripple upwards, and when micro- and macro- come into sync across 
many levels, I feel that I have recognized what I see. Memory infuses this 
process at multiple levels of scale, and scientists have shown that much of what 
we think we experience is memory rather than raw sensation from the outside 
world. For example, the human blind spot at the center of our eyes is not seen 



unless we trick the brain into showing it to us; normally, the center of what we see 
is memory projection into our vision, and hence, is not what it seems.  
 
Just as Einstein showed that differing observers in spacetime may experience 
aspects of what they experience differently and both could be equally right or 
wrong, which is to say, they can experience differently and both be right in their 
ways, so it is with experience. When my dog and I inhale air around the same tuft 
of grass, he smells the presence of a dog and runs in that direction, sniffing as he 
goes, and if I follow him down the street and around a corner, I am likely to see 
the dog he was trying to locate. But the entire way, even if I tried to smell what he 
smells, I would smell not something different, but in fact, nothing to indicate 
anything other than a set of odors that I consider normal and not indicating the 
presence or absence of a dog or in fact anything specific at all.  
 
Anywhere in the triangle traced out in the trajectory from the source of the odors 
and the pathways which travel to myself and my dog, respectively, whatever 
differences arise, there may be differing experiences. If a firm breeze blows 
odors away from me and towards my dog, if they are odors of food, I am likely to 
smell these as much as my dog does if they were to reach me as they reach him. 
But if they are odors that I cannot recognize, these are likely due to difference in 
our bodies and brains. Retroactively speaking, I can say that my dog was not 
making something up or hallucinating, and in fact, he was simply sensing what I, 
due to the limitations of my body and brain, could not.  
 
From the perspective of a Kantian, the odors are really there, and I simply cannot 
smell them, but once I see the dog towards which my dog was pulling, I realize 
this. And I have learned from long practice that my dog has olfactory capacities in 
excess of my own. But when my friend says that see a flock of birds in the 
distance, and I say I see a dog, unless a third person arrives and agrees with one 
of us or the other, we do not know which of us is joking, or misinterpreting, or 
hallucinating, or something else entirely. Perhaps a rift opened in the spacetime 
continuum, or something else which, while far from ordinary, can explain this. Or 
perhaps one of us is just being difficult, joking around, or something like this.  
 
But even if I bring another person along, and they agree with my friend that there 
is a flock of birds there, or vice-versa, all we have done is taken a vote about 
what we think is “really there.” We cannot prove that that majority is right, only 
that they agree. We cannot ultimately know what the other really experiences, 
because we cannot experience how their body experiences. We can examine the 
structure of our respective bodies, we can examine the ways we intertwine with 
what we are describing, but we cannot be certain which of us is ultimately 
correct.  
 
The reason for this, from a relational perspective, is that there is no such thing. 
That is, from a relational perspective, there are neither things nor essences in 
anything but relative sense. Rather, there are relative abilities to come into sync 



or not. My dog and I live in worlds which differ, in that my world lacks so much of 
the olfactory detail of his, and his world lacks much of mine in turn. But we are 
able to coordinate and come into sync in various ways. We do not need to 
assume there is some eternal, immutable, independent “thing in itself” which 
serves as an essence to anchor our common and shared experiencing as being 
differing yet ultimately of the same thing or things. Such ultimate things are likely 
fictions, and rigid and limiting ones at that.  
 
The same can be said with subjects. From a Kantian perspective, and those who 
have been inspired him and Descartes before him, I am a self in an ultimate sort 
of sense. This theological remnant of the Christian notion of the soul, secularized 
into something like a transcendent subject, has served to anchor the notion that 
there is something like a unified self that experiences. And yet, I have never 
experienced anything quite like this. This is not to say there are not various forms 
of relative unity that center my experience of my world. My body is certainly a 
relative invariance in my experience, even as it ages and changes in its way, as 
is the narrative I have of myself in my memory, even if this seems to shift and 
mutate in its ways as well.  
 
But if I look for myself in a detailed way, I find many experiencers and agencies I 
consider mine, such as my body, the unconscious parts of the brain that 
preprocess so much that I experience, myself as an agent, myself as locus of 
sensations, myself as the image I have of myself, myself as the story I tell of 
myself, myself as my body, and likely many more. All of these when more closely 
examined reveal themselves to be self-ings of various sorts which tend to overlap 
in many ways, but separate off at others. None of them seem the “core” self-ing 
any more than the others, and if I look for something like a core self, I find only 
processes and attempts to grasp these, as the core of myself seems to always 
be somehow elsewhere. One could even argue that, in the manner in which I 
project myself out into the world I experience and the world projects itself into me 
by means of altering how my brains filters what my body experiences, that my 
world is as much myself as the reverse.  
 
All of which is to say that, as the Buddhists say, there is no self, only heaps of 
sights and sounds, memories and thoughts, feelings and impressions, willings 
and actions, bodies and sensations, but nothing like a single, immutable, 
unchanging, independent entity. Put in terms used in the rest of this essay, there 
is nothing like an essence here, certainly not one that is immutable or 
unchanging, one nor many, necessary and sufficient to explain me, nor anything 
like a simple thing. There are, rather, so many things, so many cells, so many 
organs, so many parts and sub-parts, and likewise, so many seeming essences, 
potential ways of interpreting and reading these, and so many ways of potentially 
evaluating these.  
 
If we attempt to treat the self as a thing, we thingify it, yet when we attempt to 
look for the self understood as a thing, we find that it is empty, and not found. 



When we try to look for the self as an essence, as something like an eternal soul 
or transcendental ego, that which any self must have in order to be a self, we find 
only many processes of selfing in various forms of relation to a brain feeling its 
body feeling its world from within. There is no reason to imagine that the self is a 
thing or an essence in any ultimate sense, nor that mind and body, subject and 
object, are ultimately radically different in kind. Rather, my self can be seen as 
how I feel my brain feeling my body feeling its world from within, and my world 
how I experience what is beyond the relative limits of my body from within my 
body.  
 
What then of the world, that of which my world seems an aspect? There seems 
every reason to think there is something like this, after all, in that I experience 
other experiencers in my world, such as dogs and friends, and I experience them 
reporting to me and acting in ways which indicate that they have experiences 
within their bodies as well, analagously to myself, and that they have worlds 
similar enough to mine that we can coordinate. This make it reasonable to think 
that our bodies reveal worlds to us that are similar, and this similarity indicates 
that similar bodies reveal relatively similar worlds, and that the varied worlds are 
manifestations of a world of which worlds are aspects.  
 
This is not to reinstall a notion of the world “as it really is,” simply that it is helpful 
to our ability to coordinate to act as if our worlds are manifestations of the same 
world manifested differently. Likewise, it is useful to refer to myself as a self, such 
as when I say to my friend that I made the meal myself. My friend understands 
me, and we can coordinate from there. Likewise, I can ask my friend to hand me 
the green book, and if I get the green book I intended, I can assume our 
experiences are similar enough without any need to imagine that we expeirence 
exactly the same experiences, nor that there are pure subjects or objects 
involved.  
 
Taking a page from Buddhist ways of describing this, there is no need to stop 
speaking of selves or objects, for these are useful notions in relative and limited 
way. But we should not imagine that there are ultimately selves or objects, or that 
these manifest ultimate essences, or that there is anything like pure matter or 
pure mind, or in fact, pure anything. Truth and reality are notions which seek, like 
svabhava or “own-being/becoming” which is seen as eternal, immutable, and 
independent, or the set of all sets which is imagined as being able to ground the 
necessity of the existence of the categories and rules, the things and ways of 
acting, no matter the context and, as Leibniz would have it, in “all possible 
worlds.  
 
We have no need of such otherworldly ideal notions, such rigid and limiting forms 
of imagining, and in fact, when we look for them, they “are not found,” and when 
we try to force the world to conform to such notions, the result are often limiting, 
unpleasant, and even dangerous limit-effects. The search for absolutes, the rage 
which often emerges when the stuff of the world seems to resist such reductions, 



and the often violent attempts to make the world conform to these dangerous 
dreams, often results in paranoia or short-sighted thinking at best, and highly 
destructive behavior when this is not checked.  
 
There is no need to imagine that ideal and otherworldly absolutes really exist in 
our world. We can navigate our world fine seeing our reifications, such as how 
our hands pick up objects easier with handles, as limited and relative graspings 
and not anything ultimate of final. For it is the final and ultimate that seems to be 
the source of so many difficulties. Mathematicians, after all, had been doing math 
just fine before the foundations crisis, and while this crisis revealed much that, in 
the long run, has been beneficial, it mostly did so by showing the dangers of 
looking for absolutes. Likewise with so many attempts to search for absolute 
foundations.  
 
Such an approach nevertheless should also be seen as applying to a relational 
approach to the world as well. There is no way to prove that a relational 
approach to the world is ultimately better than others. There is no absolute 
grounding, nor any need thereof. In fact, the only relatively firm foundation 
needed is that there is no absolute foundation. This is not proven, nor does it 
need to be, for this would be an absolute foundation. Rather, it is an 
interpretation and evaluation. From a relational perspective, everything is related, 
and hence, relative. Rather than prove itself, a relational perspective sees this as 
a better way of relating to the world, and this is because this fits into its relational 
form of evaluation.  
 
From Essence to Value 
 
It is worth noting that the doctrines of shunyata and anatman in a Buddhist 
context (emptiness and no-self, Skt., respectively) are not merely presented as a 
sort of disinterested critique. Such a notion of disinterested objectivity, after all, is 
quite the Euro-American invention. Not only do many cultures around the world 
hardly see the need for a firm subject-object binary, nor the subjective-objective 
one, but the precurssors to European theorizing hardly separated these out this 
way either. As should be expected when one moves beyond more dualist forms 
of Euro-American theorizing, those domains which are so often separated out 
Euro-Americn philosophy into domains such as ethics, aesthetics, ontology, 
epistemology, and metaphyscs, are in fact seen as an intertwined weaving, and 
in ways which can help inform attempts to develop a more relational form of 
thinking for our increasingly globalized networked age.  
 
But what could the attempt to think beyond over-reifying have to do with ethics, 
politics, or anything of the like? It is worth examining here how various strands of 
Buddhist thinking present this set of concerns, how the notions of the no-self of 
persons and things can be related to the Buddhist project of the relief of 
suffering, not only individual suffering, but collective.  
 



The critique of the reified self can be found in some of the more ancient strands 
of Buddhist scripture, and is always more than merely a critique of how the self 
appears, or what it is, how it can know what it does. These concerns are in fact 
intertwined with the primary project of Buddhism, which, in the words of the 
Buddha, in the famed story of the Buddha, concern “only suffering, the the relief 
of suffering” REF.  
 
In the famed story of the man with the raft from the Ancient Pali cannon, the 
Buddha in fact argues that if any of his teachings get in the way of the project of 
relieving suffering, they should in fact be discarded, just as it often makes sense 
to discard a raft once it is used to cross a river. This the notion that formed the 
famed Zen teaching paradox (koan, Jpn.), “If you see the Buddha in the road, kill 
him!” That is, if the Buddha himself becomes an obstacle to the path of the 
dharma (truth, teaching, devotional path, Skt.), particularly by becoming an idol of 
reverence or worship, or taking the form of a teacher of charismatic personality, 
then it too must be removed. In this sense, even the person of the Buddha can 
be an obstacle, even if often it can also help us in the form of upaya (skillfullness, 
Skt.), often by providing an aspirational model. But this too can become an 
obstacle if it is more than merely that, and leads to a reification of the path 
beyond the needs of skillfull explanation, which in later Mahayana Buddhism 
becomes the endeavor to use relative truth to describe that which is more than 
merely this.  
 
Even in earlier strata of Buddhism, the critique of the reified self was a core 
Buddhist doctrine. The self “is not found,” or to put this in later Mahayana terms 
derived from these earlier ones, it is empty, void, like a gourd that appears full, 
but when one looks inside, one finds it hollow, like what in the present we might 
think of as a balloon, and yet, it is also like the zero that spaces out the digits, 
holds a place, it is empty and yet appears, and this does matter. For when we 
deal with the world as if the self were not empty, we operate in the mode of 
upadana (attachment/grasping, Skt.). We see the world in terms of things to be 
possessed by a self, and in the process, turn ourselves into a thing which is 
possessed by such possessions. This can by physical possessions, or people 
treated like things, or ideas treated like things, all in the mode of upadana. We 
become attached to them, and we fear losing them.  
 
The result is that we lock away our physical possessions in our houses, we 
protect our houses with walls and gates. It is difficult to do this with people, of 
course, but we often try to treat people like things by trying to reduce them to the 
static idealized images we have of them. We try to do this with the world and its 
processes of change as well, even if people and processes in the world tend to 
resist such moves much more than inert physical posessions. People change, 
the world changes, and impermanence (anicca/anitya, Pali/Skt.), manifests in this 
way. To help us deal with a changing world, we often try to develop concepts to 
help us understand the processes of change, and forms of thinking to justify 
these, and we become attached to the certainties we think these bring us, and 



this is upadana, attachment/grasping in relation to views (ditthi, drsti, Pali/Skt.). 
Later Buddhist texts refer to these as vikalpa (Skt.), mental constructions, 
fabrications, or projections, the result of how our habit energy REF, produced by 
our actions, impacts how we create conceptual lenses which influence how we 
interpret our world.  
 
The self is such a view or projection. From such a perspective, when grasp at the 
world, we carve it into things, and become attached to way in which things, or 
people, ideas, or processes treated like things, can for a while seem to be 
beyond impermanence. Our projected ideas help us graspingly carve the world 
into things, and we become attached to these, or often instead the ideas of 
these. We may fall in love with someone when they are young, but then when 
they age, become angry or sad that they are no longer like the image we may 
have in our head which is beyond change, for example. Or we may become 
angry or sad when the world fails to live up to how we think it should or must be, 
and while from the perspective of Engaged Buddhism or Marxism this is not 
necessarily a bad thing, in that it can lead to organizing for social change, in 
many more traditional forms of Buddhism, the problem is the reifying idea which 
seeks to freeze some aspect of the world into a static image, to reduce the 
shifting complexity of the world into the sort unchanging idealities we often have 
in our minds.  
 
Grasping/attachment are the same word in Pali and Sanskrit, and in this sense, 
there is no distinction between the action of carving the world into things and the 
craving to keep it this way. One is attached because one grasps, and vice-versa. 
This is similar to karma, which is both cause and effect. Actions are the cause of 
other actions which are their effects, in webs of interconnectedness, some 
actions more immediates causes of others, other actions more distantly the 
conditions of others. From such a perspective, the self is such a 
grasping/attachment, view, or projection. It is an image in which we try to freeze 
or petrify ourselves. Intellectually we may say we know there is no self, and yet, 
the goal from a Buddhist perspective is to realize there is no self, to make it real 
(sat REF), and this means going beyond the intellect. Only when we act 
selflessly do we realize that we have no self.  
 
From a later Mahayana perspective, relatively speaking, there is of course a self, 
someone who receives mail and makes statements and answers to a name, 
including the Buddha. This is relatively the case, but in terms of shunyata, there 
is no self. There are only interconnections of actions, of cause-effects, each of 
which reifies in its way, and this makes it possible to show that there is more than 
merely this, if by means of such reifications. The skillfulness of the Buddha and 
many of his followers, it is said, lies in their ability to use the relative truth to point 
beyond its limitations.  
 
What would it mean to navigate in the world as if there were no self? One would 
of course answer when called, speak and act, eat and sleep. But there would 



also be what Mahayana thinker Shantideva calls an “exchange of self and other.” 
If one does not crave things, people, ideas, certainty, and all such graspings, 
seeing these only as attempts to fix the world to static images which deny 
change and connection, one will not be attached to them, including one's self. 
When one realizes anatman, for Shantideva, compassion (karuna, Skt) arises 
spontaneously in its place, and there is an “exchange of self and other.” One 
becomes naturally giving to others, one tries in fact to help others to see this path 
as well, and in the process, it is thought, all can become liberated from the 
suffering which arises from trying to fix the world into the images of petrified static 
things, of things that can be possesed by selves, and selves which can be 
possesed by things. For the grasping which produces the things of our 
attachment is the reification of the self, and our craving which anchors to these 
reifications is a craving which fixes us in place as well. We become prisoners in 
cages of our own making.  
 
It is for this reason that some recent Buddhist theorists have argued that what is 
criticized here is what psychoanalysis refers to as an ego, what D.W. Winnicott 
would call a “false self,” or what Jacques Lacan might call the moi (“me,” French), 
the self as image, which pulls us away from other forms of selfing which are often 
less destructive for us, such as, in his earlier theorizing, the je (“I,” Fr.) of the self 
as process. Later, Lacan would take this further, arguing that we cannot quite get 
beyond reifying ourselves, but we should resist getting stuck in a particular 
reification, modifying it as we go, what he would call “identifying with the object a” 
of the “sinthome” in the mode of a never ending open-ended desire to never be 
quite caught by this reification, Lacan's famed “encore!,” the excessive more of 
the “again!” or “yet more!”REF.  
 
Gilles Deleuze can be seen as taking this further, arguing for something like a 
becoming-virtual in which any determinate actuality we concretize in our 
becoming should not be seen as ending the process of becoming, the process of 
“believing in the world again,” of becoming-virtual in and through the actual. In 
this, we continually free the world of its continual capture in repetition, what Jean-
Paul Satre would refer to as the seriality of the practico-inert, the making petrified 
of the world by our habitual ways of acting and thinking. Rather, we produce what 
Deleuze, writing with Guattari, would call “lines of flight,” “novel becomings,” we 
are becoming-virtual.  
 
From a Buddhist perspective, the realization of no-self is seen as a critique of a 
somewhat caricaturized notions of the Brahmanic atman. The atman is seen, in 
the Buddhist tradition, as being immutable, eternal, and independent, and 
emptiness as in many senses the obverse of this. In the Upansads and the 
Brahmanic doctrines of the atman related to this, atman or self is essence, and 
there is no distinction between the atman or an atman, or atman and Atman, as is 
often done in English explications of this notion. The atman of a stone is the 
atman of stone is the atman of atman is atman, which is to say, the essence of a 
stone is the essence of all stones and hence stone as such, and the essence of 



all essences, or the essence of essence, is essence, which is to say, essence as 
such. Similar arguments have been made in various Euro-American contexts (for 
example, Michel Henry in The Essence of Manifestation, or Fichte and then 
Hegel).  
 
Neuroscientists also speak of such notions in their ways. We do not store 
concrete memories in our neo-cortex, such that our recollections are recreations, 
composed on the fly as needed from maps and meta-maps in our brains, maps 
of colors and shapes and textures, composites of these into things, categories of 
things, and so on. This helps explain why when I think of “dog,” I get a vague 
feeling of a concept, and a fuzzy superimposition of various pictures in my head 
related to dogs, for I am activating many differing overlapping networks in maps 
and meta-maps, visual and auditory and abstract and more, some of which inhibit 
or amplify aspects of each other.  
 
But when I see a dog and recognize it, the abstract notion of dogness in my 
animal concept maps projects downward from the more abstract segments of my 
cortex, and the sensory data projects upwards from my sensory cortexes, 
predictions reaching down and sensations reaching upwards, and when they 
come into sync, I say I recognize what I am seeing as a dog. The abstract 
aspects stored in memory become filled out with concrete detail. When I think of 
a dog in the abstract, the concrete fullness and detail fades, because the multi-
level sync is missing, and the determinateness of, for example, the brownness of 
the dog I am currently seeing, is not canceling out the blackness or greyness of 
other dogs I have seen. I can remember a specific dog, but again, never with the 
fullness and detail, because such vividness and power in my experience only 
occurs when there is multi-level sync between sensory and more abstract 
aspects of my cortex in this manner, the sort which can push the fuzzy and 
superpositioned webs of associations to the side and foreground the linkage of 
the abstract and concrete in a particular moment of sensory recognition.  
 
When I am not seeing a particular dog, however, the notion of dog, even aside 
from the all the webs of associations between colors of dogs and sounds of their 
barkings and other associations, remains. These are what some theorists refer to 
as proto-types or invariant representations (REF). When I recall how a particular 
brown dog looked, I do this by activating particular assemblages of aspects of 
these maps. My particular memory is produced from a tissue of generalizations.  
 
But I can also, when I theorize, try to isolate one such abstraction, a 
generalization such as “dog.” This notion is in fact abstracted from all the dogs I 
have ever seen, yet it fully describes none. Plato spoke of this as his ideal forms 
(eidos, Anct. Greek), and yet, they exist quite materially in our brains. We need 
these to relate to our world, to recognize, to understand, to speak, to think. And 
yet, we can turn these isolated abstractions into ideals, and rage when the world 
does not match our idealities. When we do this, from a Buddhist perspective, we 
suffer, for this is simply not the way the world is, rather, it is how our abstractions, 



when treated like isolated and abstract things, over-grasps the world, over-
grasping us in the process.  
 
It in such moments that we imagine that some aspect of the world is eternal, 
unchanging, an independent. The term independent here is in reference to the 
core Buddhist notion, going back to the origins of Buddhism, of 
interconnectedness, more literally “dependent origination” (pratityasamutpada, 
Skt.). It is often argued in Buddhist texts, perhaps most famously in the 
elaborately fractal and holographic relationlism presented in Chinese Flower 
Garland (Hua-Yen) Buddhist Fa-Tsang's highly complex and intricately argued 
Discourse on the Golden Lion, that were there even one entity in the world that 
had a self, change in the entire world would not be possible. Emptiness and no-
self are in fact precisely what make change possible, for they show that 
everything is relative. Were there a single ultimate absolute in the world, anything 
eternal, immutable, or beyond relation, the world as we know it could not be, or it 
would have no relation to the world as we know it, and hence, be beyond our 
concerns. Since our world changes in webs of relational process, however, there 
can be no such impossible entity. From a Buddhis perspective, 
interconnectedness is the obverse of anatman and/or emptiness.  
 
For everything depends on what is beyond it, not only now, but in and through its 
origination. This is the web of karma, of causes and conditions, which, is 
“propelled by endless habit-energy” to cycle, the cycle of samsara, the repetition 
of going in circles but getting nowhere but hurt. Awakening, or bodhi 
(“engligtenment” Skt.) is seeing the futility of this, and nirvana is gaining peace 
from this by means of extinguishing the cycling of suffering along with the self 
that suffers, which is to say, the things it thingifies to thingify itself and its world 
and the self which is an aspect of this.  
 
One cannot not reify or grasp the self to some extent, of course. The Buddha 
himself at first did not want to teach, for how can one speak about the limits of 
words to describe the world, the limits of things to be the world, the limits of any 
aspect of the world to do justice to its open relational emergence beyond? And 
yet, the story goes, his skillfulness is what allowed him to put his teaching into 
words by working through them without getting caught by them, using concepts 
without getting caught by them, by using stories and without getting caught by 
them, for there is always more and it is here and now for those who can see this. 
The process of meditation in its shamatha form, after all, is a practice of 
detachment, of anti-upadana. One sees a thought or feeling, sensation or feeling, 
and one lets it pass. This is practice for everyday life, the goal being that 
eventually, there is no difference between the practice of meditation, literally, the 
remembrance/awareness (smrti, Skt.) of this perspective on the world,  and what 
is beyond this remembrance/awareness, the post-meditation of the rest of life.  
 
In this sense, there is much to the notion that Buddhism is a practice of de-
reification, even if there is the reification of this all to taking place within the mind 



of a particular meditator. Buddhists tend to believe that the physical world can 
eventually be changed, because the physical world only appears through mind, 
or experience, and while some Buddhists say they have experienced other 
dimensions which are reworked versions of our own when one no longer grasps, 
they seem unable to share these dimensions with ours. It is also often thought 
that the best way to help others is not by changing the physical world, but 
changing the inner world and how it perpetuates suffering, and hence, that even 
more compassionate than providing food, schools, teachers, or hospitals, is 
teaching the dharma, particularly in that food will soon lead you hungry, but the 
dharma will remove suffering across many lives.  
 
That said, if everything is continually being reborn, not only the selves which we 
continually rebirth by our grasping, but the rivers which are reborn each moment 
by flowing, the result of the actions of water and soil, the cause and effect of 
molecules interacting, each of which is itself the result of the intertwing of actions 
and reactions which, in their cycles of habit lead to relatively self-reproducing and 
static forms of recreation, then so it is with everything. Notions of karma and 
rebirth, it should be stressed, are seen as not only moral notions, but physical as 
well. Causes lead to effect, and this is often, in Indic contexts, used as much to 
describe the fact that heavy objects fall, and good actions lead to good actions. 
Karma, cause and effect, a notion which, as Europe and America are wont to do, 
has been excised and warped into being only a moral notion in the process of 
translation.  
 
There are nevertheless neuroscientific ways to understand the “moral” aspects of 
karma, beyond the physical, and in ways which accord with a relational 
perspective on the world. Neuroplasticity is the scientific term for how our brains 
“soft-sculpt” themselves. To quote a set of neuroscientific commonplace, “the 
brain is what it eats,” and “what fires together wires together.” In other words, by 
means of long-term potentiation via backpropagation, the neural networks in our 
brains perform reinforcement learning. That is, they strengthen the connections 
they think have lead to successful outcomes, making us more likely to do these 
actions again. And so, if we steal and think we got away with it, we will be more 
likely to think about stealing in the future, and more likely to do this as well. The 
more we think or do something and we think is sucessfull, the more our brains 
project these notions into our world in thought and action.  
 
Such a notion of karma does not require anything otherwordly to be understood, 
it is simply pretty standard neuroscience. The moral sides of the Indic notion of 
karma describe the self-reinforcing aspects of our brains whereby they “take 
habits,” and the physical sides of this notion the manner in which the the physical 
world “takes habits.” Rebirth in such habitual cycles, likewise, can be understood 
simply as the way in which quantum phenomenon flash in out and out of 
existence in webs whose habits we call matter, and the meta-habits of the rest of 
our world build from there.  
 



Such would be a manner of intertwining Indic philosophical notions with those of 
contemporary Euro-American materialist science within a more relational frame. 
While some such notions have been advanced by certain contemporary followers 
of Brahmanic/Hindu and /or Buddhist notions, both of these traditions emphasize 
that the pathway to transforming the self and world is through a process of going 
inward and, to use a term common to many Euro-Americans, by meditating. 
There is no question that there are benefits of such notions, not the least of 
which are neuroscientific. There are also powerful limits to such notions, as 
evidences in the ways in which Buddhist and Brahmanic notions have often lead 
to the construction of social worlds which are often rife with various forms of 
inequality and hierarchy which can in fact be seen to be the result of over-reifying 
approaches to the world realized, which is to say, made real, in only some ways 
rather than others.   
 
That said, there are other ways of transforming the world in which we find 
ourselves, ways which are more social and easy access. We can remake the 
world by acting together, differently, within it. When we see the world in less over-
reifying ways, we can remake it in less over-reifying ways, and each can 
potentiate the other. From such a perspective, this would be something like trying 
to wake up from how we make ourselves suffer more than we need to by over-
reifying.  
 
Such a notion has much in common with aspects not only of Buddhism but 
Marxism, psychoanalysis and the science of complex systems. As will become 
clear, in what follows, it also has much to do with a relational perspective on the 
world, one which aims to reduce the over-reification of the world.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
LINK TO VALUES, implicaton of 'no atman.' 
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7. Relation, Ethics, and Emergence, Or the Question of Value 
 
 
(Relation and Emergence) 
 
Experience and action, interpretation, value, and networking, these are four 
lenses on the world which come into sync in their way with those of node, link, 
ground, network/level structure of networks, also lenses in their ways. None of 
this should be seen as necessary, even if it may be beneficial in relation to prior 
models in regard to the situations in which such theories find themselves.  
 
Relational Interpretation and Evaluation  
 
If the preceding sections have addressed experience from a relational 
perspective, if in relation to issues of meaning and value, it is worth saying more 
about these more directly. A relational perspective on the world is a form of 
interpretation, but then again, so is nearly anything. When I walk across the 
street, it may seem I am only doing something and not interpreting, and yet, this 
action is an interpretation. By walking, I show that I believe that extending one 
foot in front of the other will get me closer to where I would like to go. By walking, 
I show that I predict that the world around me will be similar enough to how it was 
in the past that I do not need to test this further, I can just walk as I have in the 
past. I may think about this first, and yet, often I do not, for the world has a 
certain consistency to it, even if I do look both ways before crossing the street, 
for while the street has consistently been there when I have gone to look for it, 
sometimes cars cross the street and sometimes they do not.  
 
When I interpret, I do this or that in regard to a context that I deem meaningful, 
and how these all hang together produce a system of meaning. The world of my 
experience is a language, one I read continually as I write my actions back upon 
it. My actions are forms of interpretation, and my interpretations, such as those I 
frame in speech or action, are also aspects of my experience. There is no 
experience I have which is not always already meaningful to me, for there I have 
never had an experience which is not related to the webs of memory of my past 
which I extend into my future as so many projections, anticipations, and 
imaginations which help me craft potential actions which I then often enact. 
Languages are composed of actions, such as when a person says this or that, or 
reads this or that. We may think of languages as composed of things, such as 
words whose meanings rest in some ether, or are written fixedly on a page, or 
some other such reificatory notions. And yet, language can also be seen as a 
weaving of actions which are interpretory in their ways.  
 
Some actions, of course, leaves traces in the world, traces which can modify how 
future actions unfold, and this is how memories arise. My brain is full of traces of 
past experience which, when reactivated, feedback into the actions of incoming 
sensations, trigger off other actions within my brain, and when these intertwine 



as they do, I may say or do something which is an interpretation of whatever I 
experienced, enriched by the memory which is part of this. Matters are simply 
sedimentations of physical memories, which when they dynamically intertwine 
can produce systems of varying complexity, which when they record their ways of 
building and rebuilding themselves and use these recordings to perpeuate 
themselves we call living, and when these develop meta-memory systems within 
them we speak of a brain, all of which can produce meta-actions and meta-
interpretations in systems of impressive complexity.  
 
A language such as English is an organism of sorts, a collective intelligence 
whose aspects are actions and habits of these, and whose life of sorts is derived 
from that of the organisms which recreate it anew at each moment. English 
evolves and changes, as do all systems of interpretation, and the codes we 
abstract from these to describe the habits and patterns within these. Just as 
languages have habits, so do living systems, such as their habits of eating and 
breathing, as do physical systems, such as the habit of water to flow 
downstream, or of water near a drain to make a whirlpool. When habits intertwine 
and come into sync, such as when throw a ball to my friend and they jump to 
catch it, they are coherent, and when they do not, such as when I throw a pie at 
my friend and they are simply confused, they are not. Sync between physical 
systems produce coherent matters whose habits become their physical forms, in 
living systems are stored in DNA and become their organs and behaviors, and in 
brains become the patterns in the living wires whose firing produce feedbacks 
between incoming actions with those occuring within such a brain in ways which 
extend aspects of the past into the future in the external actions of the organism. 
While we may imagine that interpretations are thoughts and thoughts occur in 
some otherworldly domain of mind, if the brain is seen as a material system 
which acts, then the interpretations produced by brains are simply complex forms 
of these produced in the most complex type of system known to us, namely, the 
human brain.  
 
The world is a great text of meanings, and human meanings are outgrowths of 
this. Water writes upon the ground, and a river is what it writes, with the riverbed 
presenting a trace in the memory of the ground which feedsback into future 
action in a manner which impacts it. Actions are only meaningful in relation to 
contexts, and when these are organized due to habits, it is possible to speak of a 
code, and such codes may be stored in relatively stable systems of such habits 
which give rise to memory traces which can be used to interpret new actions. 
When I say something to a friend, the patterns I make in sound are only 
meaningful to them because they compare these to traces of prior patterns 
stored in memory, and the relation between these codify the sounds I make for 
my friend. Useful patterns are reinforced by neural circuits which rewire their 
brain by doing just that.  
 
Living systems work to retain traces of the past which allow them to survive and 
grow and develop, and yet, so do physical systems, if more simply in their way. A 



whirlpool, for example, will adapt to changes in its surroundings and perpetuate 
itself as long as it can as the flows of water powering it permit. Whatever allows it 
to retain its structure is retained, and whatever breaks this apart is discarded, or 
the whirlpool dissolves. While brains and genetic materials store memory for the 
organism, a non-living physical system, such as a whirlpool or a stone, simply is 
the memory which it is, and it does not read its memory, rather, its context read 
the memory it writes upon them, for they are the utterances of their contexts, 
meaningful only in relation to them for those which can read them by means of 
meta-memory systems, such as genetic materials or nervous systems and 
brains.  
 
To do this or that is to interpret. So it is with a stone which interprets the 
influences upon it by breaking in one direction rather than another, knotting the 
forces impacting it from without and within by means of the memory stored in its 
physical form and the feedbacks this produces thereby. So it is with an organism 
which does this or that, and if it survives, it passes on its genetic material to its 
offspring, and so writes its traits upon its offspring, an aspect of the manner in 
which the world writes upon organisms in the form of the language of evolution. 
So it is within my brain when I interpret, for actions ripple from my contexts to my 
brain and I call this perception, and this triggers all sorts of other actions within 
the living wires of my brain, and the feedbacks this produce gives rise to neural 
actions which are neural forms of interpretation. To recognize is an action of this 
sort, as is to produce a response. In both cases, various patterns of activation 
within my brain compete for my attention, and beyond this, for amplification by 
my body to the outside world. And so, when I see something and react to it, my 
recognition produces inner actions which call up potential responses, and when I 
perform one of these, the result is a series of ripple effects going outwards from 
my brain to my muscles and back out into the world.  
 
Relations of Value 
 
Experiences are actions and vice-versa, for there is no experience which is not a 
form of action in turn. Likewise, all these are interpretations, whether of contexts, 
such as an ecosystem, or of moving contexts, such as those within an organism 
or brain. And yet, all actions and experiences, while also interpretations, are also 
evaluations of economies of value. After all, to do this or that requires energy, 
and when I choose to think or do this or that rather than something else, I am 
spending some of the energy I have acquired and carefully portioned out through 
my day. I may speak of will or desire, aversion or motivation, but what keeps all 
of these systems of evaluation going are the unfoldings of economies of value 
and evaluation within me, and how I intertwine these with systems of 
interpretation to give rise to actions that I think will maintain and increase what I 
value, first and foremost, my ability to value as such, which is to say, my life and 
that which allows me to grow and develop this life in various ways.  
 



Organisms seem to value life and its emergence into greater complexity by 
means of growth, evolution, and learning, in part because this is what evolution 
values and has value evolving them to value, and yet, evolution only does this 
because of what formed it to value in this way. Complex physical systems seem 
to value their own maintenance, such as how a whirlpool seems to adapt to 
continue itself, carefully apportioning its resources to maximize its actions so as 
to take the fewest, and even relatively static physical systems seem to operate 
as economies according to the principle of least action. Matter itself can be seen 
as an economy, one which spends the least action possible in regard to the 
original impetus of the Big Bang.  
 
My forms of intepretation are what they are because I was taught to interpret as I 
do by my parents and society, culture and history, and evolved to interpret all this 
by means of a body which interpets in turn due to the ways in which evolution 
has evolved it to value. My culture and society has of course evolved as it has 
due to how evolution evolved it, in regard to what it values, and the economies of 
evaluation in the physical world which brought it about. All the interpretations at 
work within these are due to economies which unfold potential this way and not 
that, interpreting this as valuable and not that. In this way it becomes possible to 
see how all interpretations are evaluations and vice-versa, each in their way.  
 
To be an economy, in a general sense, is be a system of value. Physical systems 
are ordered by means of energy, and when they lose energy, they lose their 
order. When these systems become ordered to a high degree, either they are 
destroyed by the influx of more energy, or they manage to work with this by 
folding this energy within themselves, and rather than merely binding it into 
matter, create dynamic systems within them that channel and dissipate the 
excess energy. Whirlpools, for example, are dissipative structures of this sort, 
often called complex adaptive systems, for these systems often dynamically 
adjust to influences upon them because they are not fully stable, but rather, 
meta-stable. Meta-stable conditions tend to spur the involution of energy, holding 
at bay both a state of being overwhelmed by energy and that of simply binding it 
into matter, and the result is ever more complex systems and intertwining of 
these. From this process of complexification, life can be the result.  
 
Life is a sort of ordering which perpetuates itself. Living organisms repair 
themselves and make copies of themselves, and they do this by producing relays 
within themselves, genetic relays, which can lead to their self-repair and 
reproduction. What a reduction to imagine that memory is a static repository, for 
without practices of recording writing and reading enactment, that which is 
“stored” in memory is nothing but matter. But in relation to dynamic systems of 
the right sort, matter becomes more than merely itself, it becomes meaningful in 
relation to processes which are able to repeat aspects of how they did things in 
the past by means of these traces which prolong aspects of these actions from 
past into the future by means of writings in the past which are able to produce 
readings in the present.  



 
There is, of course, meaning in simpler forms, as there is matter in simpler forms. 
There are patterns of memory in matter beyond life, ways in which patterns in 
matter prolong certain actions into the future. A riverbed, for example, is carved 
by flowing water, and creates a pathway for flowing water in the future, extending 
the action of the past water in such a way that this influences future pathways. A 
whirlpool does this more complexly, of course, in that the action of water 
molecules spinning towards a drain dynamically intermodulate, each modulating 
those around them and in such a balanced way that a whole whirlpool emerges 
which distributedly allows each to modulate all and vice-versa in and through the 
whole which emerges in this process. The form of the whirlpool, its cone-like 
shape, perpetuates itself, past action influencing the form of future action, like a 
riverbed but by far a more dynamic and adaptible form of memory, one which 
only lasts, like the river, as long as there is water flowing downhill to power it.  
 
Living organisms maintain their form over time because cycles of chemical 
reactions intertwine with enclosures and become self-sustaining. Some chemical 
processes give rise to circular enclosures, such as air-bubbles, due to the 
balances of forces at play within the substances and processes involved. 
Likewise, certain chemical cycles, binding and dissipating energy in various ways 
not unlike those of whirlpools, tend to release certain types of energy from certain 
chemicals to bind them and release tension in various other ways, while others 
release tension provided by excess energy by producing chain reactions which 
leave traces of themselves which, like the bed of a river, help channel its efforts 
to release tension in the future.  
 
When all these intertwine in the same place, and in a manner which is able, like a 
whirlpool, to hit just the right balance to become self-sustaining, the ingredients 
of life are all present. Some chemical reactions release and package energy into 
usable forms, others leave traces which allow them to record various other 
processes and read these back to recall these, and others still create boundaries. 
A stable boundary, a means of recording, and a way to process energy such that 
the recording surface can be used to record the structure of the boundary and 
channel processes which produce and reproduce these boundary conditions, and 
the basic ingredients of life are there. While this oversimplifies, these are at least 
the basics.  
 
According to physicists, every physical system can be understood as an 
economy, one which works to function according to the principle of least 
action.REF Water flows down hill, after all, by the path of least resistance, and so 
it is with all physical systems, which is to say, they work to conserve the energy 
they have, spend the least they have to, and spend as little energy as needed. 
When too much energy arrives, systems work to package that energy so as to 
retain that form, and if they cannot do this, they either break apart from the 
tension, or they change, sometimes dynamically, to do so.  
 



Living systems complexify this, but as whirlpools emerge relatively 
spontaneously in the right conditions, so it is with life. And all living organisms 
can be seen as economies. They do not value the principle of least action as 
physical system do, but their economics derive from this in their way. Living 
systems value their own life. It is unclear why, and yet, every living organism acts 
in a manner which indicates that it values its own continuance. Just as physical 
systems have momentum, just as water flowing downhill seems to “want” to 
continue to do so, just as a whirlpool “attempts” to adapt and adjust to whatever 
arises to disrupt its form so long as it has enough water pressure flowing down 
the drain in relation to gravity to keep it going, so all complex adaptive systems 
dissipate energy in ways which follow the principle of least action while also 
presenting life-like aspects.  
 
From the perspective of complex systems science, complex adaptive systems as 
those which are more than the sum of their parts. A whirlpool is a complex 
system, for the shape of its molecules do not resemble those of a whirlpool, and 
yet a whirlpool arises from their interaction with their surroundings. They do this 
because they intermodulate their actions with those around them to such a 
degree that a whole emerges which intermodultes this intermodultion. Inner 
contexts and outer contexts, wholes and parts, micro and macro, all these 
intertwine and a whirlpool is the result. Energy is dissipated more rapidly this 
way, new form is produced.  
 
One of the primary reasons for this is because the situation is meta-stable. If the 
drain in question is too big, the water will all just drain very quickly, and no 
whirlpool results, while if the drain is too small, the molecules will drain slowly, 
such that flows do not get powerful enough to swirl, all the flows trying to nudge 
each other out of the way to get down the drain first to maximize the principle of 
least action, the varying forces acting on each molecules and flow producing 
balances which some down the drain more quickly and others further away, each 
modulating the other to maximize the balance of forces, until ultimately, a 
whirlpool results. To large a drain or too small, and there is no whirlpool, but 
between everything falls out of the bottom at once and one molecule or flow at a 
time, there is neither complete stasis nor complete order, but the meta-stasis 
which provides the behaviors which are not chaos itself but, as complex system 
scientists argue, the “edge of chaos,” and it is in such conditions that the 
emergence of complexity tends to be able to emerge.  
 
According to this science, there are several conditions which tend to potentiate 
the relatively spontaneous emergence of complexity, at least in systems yet 
encountered. These include diversity, intertwining, metastability, and 
intermodulatory feedback between individuals leading to that between parts and 
emergent wholes. The emergence of complexity is the result of valuation in 
physical systems, produces all ordered physical systems, is likely the origin of life 
as we know it and all that leads up to it, and in fact, it is what potentiates the 
growth of form and meaning of any sort yet known. As the origin of life, it is the 



origin of evolution, and the ability of evolution to complexify life in turn. 
Organisms with brains evolved from this, as did organisms with capacities for 
what are generally understood as coordination, cooperation, and even empathy 
and relative altruism.  
 
If life and love are often considered the best aspects of the world, whether 
human or otherwise, these seem to arise, relationally considered, from the 
emergence of complexity. Complexity, or dormant emergence, provides the raw 
materials, and as these complexify under conditions which potentiate 
emergence, emergence most often occurs, and with this, more of what tends to 
lead to life and love, growth and development, creativity and forms of the new 
which potentiate further creativity and growth in turn, and in this sense, yet more 
potential for emergence in turn.  
 
From the relational perspective described here, emergence is a strong candidate 
for the source of value and valuation as we know it, that towards which they tend, 
and that which is likely to potentiate the growth of any and all of these in the 
future. If one were to wonder what, from a relational perspective, it makes sense 
to value, it would seem that emergence, and its sustainability over time, often 
called robustness, would be a strong candidate for what a relational worldview 
values as the source of value, and the value of all values which would make 
sense as the basis of a relational ethics.  
 
Relational Valuation 
 
From a relational perspective on the world, to imagine that action and 
experience, interpretation and value, thinking and doing, are all distinct domains 
is a mistake. Rather, they are intertwined. When I do this or that, I do it because I 
believe it will help me achieve my goals, which is to say, my nested series of 
values, from minor goals such as my desire to have my dog walked for the day, 
to more long terms or bigger picture goals, such as a desire to have a productive 
and happy semester as a teacher. What intertwines my actions with my values 
are practices of interpretations, for I know what I want to accomplish, such as 
having a productive semester, and I do this or that in order to help bring this 
about because I interpret the circumstances as most likely to lead to the desired 
outcome if I do this or that, and then I interpret the results to see if this is what 
happened, and then adjust accordingly. Interpretation also intertwines action with 
experiencing, for I act as I do because I interpret my experiences as meaning this 
or that, and then attempt to select actions in relation to my goals accordingly.  
 
There are times, of course, in which I assess my modes of interpretation, 
interpreting them, and seeing if I value particular ways of interpreting aspects of 
my world, and whether they accord with my values in a wider sense. I may also, 
of course, question my values, whether or not immediate goals accord with my 
sub-values, whether my sub-values really help me achieve my more 
encompassing values, but to do so is an interpretive process as well. I only know 



what I value because I pull back from acting, literally or figuratively, and think 
about these, which is to say, I question my values. There are my consciously held 
values, and I may even say I value this or that, even to others, or write this down 
as a statement of principle or the like. But these are interpretations which may 
not line up with what my actions, as the result of what I value, indicate I value in 
and beyond what I say.  
 
I may, for example, say that I value all life. But if I still eat meat, clearly I do not 
value it enough to not eat meat. Perhaps I value saying that I value all life, and 
hence, value people thinking I am the type of person who is nice to animals, but I 
do not value consistency between this and the fact that I eat meat. I may attempt 
to justify these seemingly contradictory practices, or I may not, depending on 
whether or not I value doing so.  
 
From a relational perspective, it is a mistake to see value as simply what 
happens in finance, in regard to money or capital, or in the restricted terms 
employed by economists. There are so many forms of value and evaluation, so 
many differing types of economies, and it is reductive to imagine that money is 
the end all and be all of what it could mean to be an economy. An organism, for 
example, takes in a certain amount of energy per day by means of eating and 
digesting food, and then it uses this energy to do particular actions during that 
day that it feels will best help it live and grow. There is an economics here, in that 
the animal must eat to pursue what it values, and then it spends some of what it 
has, namely, the ability to do this or that, in actions that it believes will get it 
closer to its goals. This may or may not be conscious, of course, but whether 
instinctual or otherwise, organisms are clearly sorts of economies, as are 
systems of meaning and interpretation, including human language.  
 
If we are to pose the question of whether or not our values are well placed, as 
well as which actions and modes of intepretation are likely to potentiate the 
increase of what we value, we need to intepret the world around us in relation to 
our place within it in relation to the question of value itself. That is, rather than 
merely ask the question of what I should value, I need to ask, in a relational 
mode, this question in context. Rather than what I should value and why, then, 
the question of what we should value and why. And from here, to the question of 
the meaning of value, and why we do it, as a culture, as a species, as living 
organisms, or even as physical systems.  
 
This may seem a huge expansion of the terrain at stake, but this is what happens 
when values come into play. The question of “what should I value?” is the 
question of ethics. Or at least, it can be. Many of us answer the question of “what 
should I do?,” the question of action,by recourse to habit, following tradition, 
asking others, consulting books, or the like. Often we use moral codes, such as 
those in various religious traditions, that tell us to do this and not that, or value 
this or value that, and these handle needing to think through these issues for us, 
even if this merely moves matters elsewhere.  



 
Ethics, however, is the question of “what should I do?” taken in a much more 
encompassing sense. It is related to the void described earlier. There is an 
aspect of this void that touches on meaning, but also one which touches on 
value. Any action I take in the world is meaningful for me, all actions I experience 
in the world beyond me having meaning or potential for meaning to me, and in 
this sense, actions are meaningful in a more general sense to me. Likewise, all 
my interpretations are forms of action, and all my actions forms of interpretation 
of my world. Likewise, each action expresses how I interpret the stakes of my 
action in relation to what value, and each action is an interpretive evaluation. All 
these are related aspects of each other, and in this sense, experience, action, 
interpretation of meaning, and evaluation of value, these are aspects of each 
other, lenses upon the world. Each, in their way, can be seen as ways of moving 
from concrete to abstract and abstract to concrete, which is to say, as forms of 
thinking, and vice-versa.  
 
All of these, however, touch on the void in their way. “What should I do?” is how 
this manifests in relation to action, but it has analogs, such as “what does this 
mean?” and “how should I understand this?.” When I ask the question of “what 
should I do?” in relation to the question of “what does this mean?” and “what 
should I value?,” and all these in relation to the question of “why?,” the meta-
question which produces in its feedback the emergence of new level, up to and 
including the questions of “what does it mean to think?,” “what sort of thinking is 
better than others?,” “why is thinking this or that, and why are these types of 
thinking better than others?,” and even “what types of thinking do I think will lead 
me to the sorts of actions I think will make what I value more likely to happen by 
means of my actions?.” 
 
Experience and action, meaning and value, and the why of thinking. Everything I 
have ever experienced can be seen as a feeling experiencer, an acting agent, a 
meaningful utterance and language, an economy of value and valuation, and a 
brain which thinks and is thought, and each aspects of brains which think, 
economies which value, languages which interpret, and actions which feel and 
act in response in turn. Each of these is a lens on the world, each related to the 
others, each partial, each able to reveal aspects of the worlds in which we find 
ourselves in ways which potentiate the others.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. Relationalism and Thinking 
 
Experience and Action, Meaning and Value, and yet, there is more. From a 
relational perspective on the world, the world can be seen as composed of 
actions and things which are felt when one is one of those from within and more 
complexly the more complex one is. And yet, the world is also composed of 
utterances and readings and writings of languages of meaning, and evaluations 
of economies of value. All of these are nested in each other at practically infinite 
levels of scale, and none of these ways of understanding the world are exclusive 
of each other. When I see a stone, it is composed of actions which knot together 
at atomic and molecular levels, repeating themselves in place so as to appear 
stone-like to me. Photons bounce off the stone and impact my eyes, I hold the 
stone in my hand, I can even taste it if I like, and the stone's molecules impact 
those of my sense organs, which impact those of my nerves, which impact those 
of my brain. I experience all these as so many feelings from within though they 
are actions from without.  
 



I ascribe meanings to all of these by means of the meta-systems and layerings at 
work within these. I recognize the stone as a stone, I call it a “stone,” and I toss it 
back in the woods, all actions which are interpretations which I experience in 
turn. I do all these because of the economies of value within me, which unfold 
according to the economies of value which provide the internal and external 
contexts of which I am their result. I am an evaluation based on their economies, 
a writing based on their readings, an action and experience in relation to wider 
networks of these, even as I am a network of actions and experiences, 
interpretation and evaluation, and produce more of these in turn, all in their ways.  
 
Experience and Action, Meaning and Evaluation, these are lenses on the world. 
Everything in the world can be seen through the lens of experience, action, 
meaning, or value. And yet, these are aspects, relationally speaking of that which 
gave rise to them as well, the contexts of which these are themselves 
sedimentations and reifications. This is what has been termed opening, oneand, 
and emergence in this text, for it would make little sense to give such a notion 
only one name. Such a name would only be meaningful and valuable in regard to 
particular contexts, with such names representing that within particular systems 
which describes that which more reifying approaches tend to try to reify. The 
name for this excess, of course, would necessarily only be relative and 
pragmatically nameable within a particular context, a grasping of this opening 
onto its contexts, including that which unfolded to give rise to these and their 
intertwining.  
 
Gilbert Simondon is the philosopher of relation who has argued that no matter 
what individuates in the world, there is always a context beyond this, a sort of 
relative context, as well as a more radical sense of context, the pre-individuated 
potential from which such an individual emerged, and in regard to which it is 
maintained, transforms, and perhaps dissolves. What is pre-individual in this 
sense is different from relations between already constituted individuals, or 
between such individuals and their intertwinings and their contexts in the present, 
but that from which all these emerged in the past. Rather than see relation as 
merely between pre-constituted entities, the more radical sense of relation, for 
Simondon, is that between the system of individuals and the pre-individual 
contexts from which they emerged.  
 
Gilles Deleuze builds upon this in regard to the philosophy of the virtual and 
actual in the work of Henri Bergson. For Bergson, the potentials within an entity 
are virtual, while what is currently manifest is actual. And so, for example, and 
building slightly upon the structures provided by Bergson, when I look at a 
sample of water, for example, it is virtual ice and virtual steam, even if it is 
actually liquid here and now. The potential to become ice and steam is virtual, or 
latent, within the water. If I freeze the water, I individuate it from the pre-individual 
contexts which gave rise to it, including the liquid water and the potentials within 
this, as well as within the refrigerator I use to freeze the water, unfolding the 
potentials within the electricity with those of the memory stored in the physical 



form of the metal parts of the refrigerator, and the energy stored within the water 
and the knotted patterns of memory within this which are commonly called matter 
and which channel the unfolding of its energetic potentials in the manner 
characteristic of water in turn.  
 
Matters are congealed potentials, energy moving matter unfolding the potentials 
within others, and the knots produced by these are forms of memory which 
channel the unfolding of potentials by means of energetic moving matters as they 
intertwine actions at micro- and macro-levels of scale, which is to say, within and 
without a matter, to give rise to the meso-level of scale of the matter in the 
process. Some matters are relatively discrete, such as a chunk of metal in regard 
to its contexts, even if it has the potential to be carved into practically infinite 
differing smaller chunks of metal in regard to the contextual shifts within and 
without it as these unfold.  
 
Deleuze synthesizes Bergson and Simondon, seeing all actuals in the world as 
segmentations of the virtual which is the potential of the world. This may sound 
radically abstract and general, and yet, it provides a general relational 
perspective on the world with wide potential scope, providing perhaps the single 
most important influence upon this work. That said, Deleuze operates at a high 
level of abstraction, and mostly writes in regard to his own restricted sense of the 
history of “Western philosophy.” There is little that is relational about either of 
these limitations, and so, this text has worked to show how more than 
Deleuzianism is needed to give rise to something like relationalism today.  
 
A.N. Whitehead is another relational thinker who is often associated with the 
notion of “process thinking,” and while he produces a highly relational 
perspective on the world in an abstract sense, one which deals with physical 
science more extensively than Deleuze, he also speaks to a highly restricted set 
of concerns, with a sense of the “history of philosophy” more restricted than 
Deleuze, and rarely engaging with wide swaths of human experience, culture, or 
much else except in a highly abstract manner, far more abstract than Deleuze.  
 
Abstraction has its uses, and the term derives from the Latin term abstrahere, to 
“separate off.” What is separated can be quite useful, particularly when used to 
produce generalizations which make more abstract forms of theorizing possible. 
But what abstract concepts gain in generality they lose in richness and precision, 
particularity and concrete detail. A Great Dane and a Chihuahua and a Terrier are 
all dogs, and yet, to simply speak of the abstract notion of “dog” without speaking 
of the incredible differences which dogs manifest would be to miss so much of 
what is at stake with this notion, and so it is with generalities which often are 
used in reifyingly reductive ways.  
 
Generalizations occur when we think in particular ways, using concepts and 
words in particular ways. When we intertwine concepts in particularly general 
ways, we are able to produce lenses on the world, and worldviews which are 



meta-lenses on the world, such as those produced in a text such as this. It would 
of course not be quite relational for a text like this not to attempt to relate to the 
contexts of its own production in order to interpret and evaluate its own practices. 
In order to do this, and to situate this text and its methods in regard to those 
which provide many of its contexts, however, it will be helpful to first speak a bit 
more about what a relational approach to the question of what it means to think 
might be.  
 
Relational Memory  
 
Earlier sections of this book spoke about interpretation, and the role that memory 
plays within this, and a relational account of thinking can find a point of entry 
here. Without memory, there is no thinking, at least not of the sort which this term 
is generally seen as meaning, and yet memory, understood as the manner in 
which aspects of the past endure in the present, takes many forms. Human-style 
memory, for example, is generally understood by neuroscientists as being 
produced by several relatively discrete aspects of our nervous systems, and it is 
worth looking at these briefly.  
 
If I look at the sun for a moment and then close my eyes, I see an after-image, 
and this is what neuro-scientists usually refer to as short term memory. I may 
also use working memory to hold certain items in my brain's desktop, so to 
speak, when I try to remember a phone number before I find a pen to write the 
number down, even if it vanishes when I no longer actively try to pay attention to 
it, and often before, in proportion to the number and complexity of the items I am 
trying to hold in working memory at once. Medium term memory, such as what I 
did five minutes ago, or even what I ate for breakfast yesterday, tends to fade 
more slowly, but in different ways. I can remember what I was doing five minutes 
ago, but with each such interval, my recollection of specifics gets quite fuzzy, 
hazy, and blurs together. I can remember what I ate for breakfast yesterday, but 
usually not the breakfast before this, unless there was something unique about 
that particular breakfast that leads my brain to mark that event as significant from 
the series of breakfasts in my past. When I try to recollect a scene form my long 
term memory, I find it is often hazy, lacking detail or vividness, like my medium 
term memory in this sense, and yet, long term memory seems not to store what 
happened recently, but what seemed important for some reason or another that 
often escapes me.  
 
Some memories seem outside my conscious awareness. For example, a friend 
reminds me of something we did together which I forgot, and I am able to 
recognize that I did this, but did not remember this until just then. All sorts of 
experiences can call memories to mind that seem to have vanished from even 
something like a passive accessibility to my awareness before then. This can be 
seen in more dramatic sense in regard to motor habits. When I walk, I do not 
need to think about all the details, and yet, some part of my brain must remember 
all of these, for babies spend a great deal of time learning this complex skill. I 



remember learning how to write with a pen, and yet, when I write, I do not 
consciously call the details of how to do this to mind, I just do this, and some 
unconscious part of my brain does this for me. Likewise, scientists tell me that 
my visual cortex pre-processes so much of what I see, if in ways which is outside 
my awareness or immediate control. Even more radically, my brain remembers to 
breathe even when I am not paying attention to this. Beyond this still, my cells 
remember how to reproduce themselves by means of their genetic code, memory 
which is outside of my brain itself, even if without this, my body would not 
remember how to rebuild itself from food and related materials every few months.  
 
Gilbert Simondon, philosopher of biology and technology, argues that to examine 
something in the present here and now as a way of trying to understand it is an 
incredibly limiting approach. For Simondon, if one does not know how something 
came to be, understanding it, to use his term, “genetically,” rather than merely 
constitutively, one only understands it superficially. This helps to explain why, in 
his work, he attempts to understand the supra-individual tendencies which 
individuate as this or that entity, species of entities, and how these conflict and 
intertwine with others in various ways. What Simondon presents in this sense is a 
more relational approach to understanding something. Anything and everything, 
for Simondon, to the extent that it is this concrete and determinate individual, is 
the result of processes of individuation, of processes which move from pre-
individuated potentials to determinate individuation in regard to particular 
environmental circumstances. And so, he traces the path of individuations back 
to pre-individuated states. He also traces series of individuating processes as 
they change over time, and how they might take different paths at a particular 
juncture in time and location within their environments.  
 
Darwin, for example, did this with living species, and the result was a more 
relational perspective on life which made it possible to search for the systems 
which guide heredity and evolution, and eventually, isolate genetic material such 
as DNA, RNA, etc. Each individual animal individuates in regard to its 
environment from the pre-individuated state of the newly fertilized ovum, and 
simpler organisms more simply. And yet, the fertizilized ovum, its genetic 
material, is itself an individuation from the gene-pool from whose potentials, in 
relation to their environments, it emerged. The individuation of an organism, a 
genus of organisms, a society of organisms, for Simondon, there are layers and 
layers of such individuating processes. We are, in a sense, individuations within 
individuations, each unfolding according to their own durations and dynamics, 
potentials and tendencies, rhythms and resonances, circumstances and 
concretions.  
 
Not only living systems individuate in such a form for Simondon. In one classic 
passage, he examines the evolution of the diesel automobile engine. He 
examines in painstaking detail how the tendency to differentiate out parts by their 
function conflicts with that which seeks to make everything work together as a 
coherent, seamless, simple, and economic whole. If every part had a different 



function, the engine would be impossibly impractical, clumsy, expensive, difficult 
to operate or repair, and yet, if some are not differentiated out, the engine will be 
radically limited in function. Between the tendency towards differentiation and 
that towards unification, arises a synthetic tendency towards concretion, towards 
an overdetermintion of functions. And so, when the shape of the structural parts 
of the engine make them also able to dissipate heat, they are able to fulfill two 
functions at once by allowing their form to be modulated by multiple such 
tendencies and functional determinants.  
 
Eventually, Simondon shows that the modern diesel engine reaches a point of 
evolution at which there is a maximal concretion between the competing 
tendencies, the function of most parts is overdetermined, and the evolution stops 
evolving. This is not to say that the engine could not have been made better, for it 
could get stuck in an evolutionary “dead end” of sorts, often by continuing down 
path that may have seemed promising until issues arose only later which would 
have required making one return to a much simpler state, redesign other parts, 
etc. Biological evolutionary theorists refer to this as the problem of “hill climbing” 
when one's line of sight is limited, and the issues are similar here. When 
individuation comes to a halt, this is a temporary stasis in regard to a particular 
evolutionary pathway, one which could have gone differently, and which, if the 
environment changes, within or without the entity, could re-start again.  
 
While automobile engines are clearly not living organisms, Simondon shows that 
technological devices evolve within cultures in ways that are uncannily similar to 
how evolution gives rise to organisms. Tools derive their life-like evolutionary 
processes from living organisms, and in this sense, can be thought of as forms of 
what I tend to think of as quasi- or indirectly living entities. The animacy of an 
automobile engine, the search capabilities of the Internet, the mutating 
development of the webs of appendages and prostheses that we weave around 
ourselves, these have life-like abilities because they indirectly live through us, 
and us through them.  
 
Cognitive scientists often refer to all of our external memory storage devices as 
forms of “wideware.” When I write a phone number down on a piece of paper 
because it is difficult for it me to accurately hold it in my working memory over 
time, I put that phone number into my external memory storage, in this case, the 
scribbles of ink on a piece of paper. From such a perspective, so much of our 
world is scaffolded, as is often said, with wideware. When I write my thoughts 
down in book, this is in part because this helps me concretize my thoughts and 
make it possible to share them, but also so that I can remember them in detail 
later. If I take a photograph, this can also help me remember things. If I try to 
solve an algebraic equation, I do not simply write once, but I interact dynamically 
with the memory storage on the page, I play a dynamic game with the symbols, 
and the paper “holds my place” in this game, keeping the parts where they are 
until I figure out the next move, with each symbol storing a bit of my memory on 
the page, as well as that of the culture which originally learned how to do this, 



passed it down to me, and taught me from the collective memory banks stored in 
such symbols and practices done with these what it had learned how to do.  
 
Let us say that I watch a woodworker at her craft. I see her carve the wood with a 
knife. I see her look at her dog, and put her memory of what the dog looks like 
into the shape of the wood by her work. She gives the toy to her son, who plays 
with it, calls it “doggie,” and each time she sees it, she remembers the original 
dog that served as inspiration. Learning from her technique, I imitate her ways. I 
carve my own wooden dog toy. Picking up a different piece of wood, I vary my 
memory of these techniques. I carve this block of wood into the shape of a ladle, 
which I polish, and then use to serve soup at dinner.  
 
The wood in this example remembers what I did when I carved it, and serves as 
a form of storage for my memory. So it is with all objects we make. I can store my 
individual memory in an object I create, or I can store a memory I learned from 
my culture's repository of memories, stored in books, habits, and oral lore, that 
making an object of this sort can be used later for various purposes, in this case, 
serving soup. Over time, the culture may learn how to make better such tools, 
and the tools evolve in various ways, and these new discoveries are stored in 
memory as well, perhaps in manuals for manufacturing, or the shape of tools, 
such as knives or machine equipment, used to make these tools, which is to say, 
meta-tools of a sort, and in this sense, meta-memories stored in meta-wideware.  
 
Language, of course, is perhaps the most powerful form of human wideware. 
Languge is not composed of things, but actions and habits of action. When I 
learn to speak, I learn by imitating habits, and only differentiate these over time, 
retroactively. Later I learn to write, and I learn habits of making certain types of 
diagrams on paper, associating these with certain sounds and the habits of 
making them. I bring these all into sync, and store them in my memory in ways 
that allow me to reproduce those habits, and I say that I have “learned” my 
language when I no longer need to consciously recall these memories to use 
them, for they have simply become a part of me.  
 
While spoken and written languages are some of the most powerful tools 
humans have developed, we are also surrounded by images and gestures along 
side our tools, linguistic or  and otherwise. All of these are forms of wideware. 
Some are restricted in usage, such as the tightly controlled way in which the term 
oxygen is applied only to particular substances, while others, such as a term like 
“love,” are allowed to float widely and mean many things in different 
circumstances. A tool such as a screwdriver has many uses, while if one uses a 
Catholic communion wafer in any but a highly specified way, one is said to be 
breaking many rules of propriety.  
 
Wideware is part of how humans export their meanings out into the world, 
produce a world which is full of meaningful structures that make the world 
human-like in various ways, and thereby produce a world full of handles, literal 



and more metaphorical, which allow us to rather easily manipulate aspects of the 
world around us. We do this of course because this is part of what we value. I 
value a piece of metal more when it is shaped in such a way that I can use it to 
screw and unscrew screws, for this is useful to me, which is to say, valuable in 
various ways. I may even expend some of my valuable time, produced in part by 
the valuable food I eat, to make a tool, such as a screwdriver or philosophy book, 
because it may increase the value of other aspects of my life later. I invest in the 
production of meanings in this way, and store these in memory in my wideware.  
 
Such an extended approach to memory as wideware is relational, in that it seems 
memory as not merely limited to its forms in the here and now, or even, merely 
for humans. It is also genetic, in the sense used by Simondon, in that it looks for 
simpler forms of memory to understand the tendencies at work in the complex, 
linking them up by means of these tendencies towards individuation, with what 
may seem disconnected from it in time or space, even if there is are 
commonalities due to the tendencies operative in them, whether due to having 
evolved from common sources, or even convergently, for tendencies often 
branch off only to recombine later in regard to how they often pursue resonant 
aims.  
 
In his writings on memory, Henri Bergson, one of the most famous philosophers 
of memory, takes a genetic approach as well. He sees the endurance of the past 
in the present, as seen in human-style memory, as something which can also be 
seen, if in much simpler forms, in certain physical systems. When a lump of 
sugar dissolves in a glass of water, it is possible to see the patterns of dissolving 
sugar-water make ripples, and the earlier ripples impact the later ones, producing 
echoes of a sort. One sees this, of course, wherever there are ripples, but the 
effect is more apparent in situations such as this. As earlier ripples impact later 
ones, they change as they do this, and it is possible to see the unfolding of a 
ripple over time in the patterns in the water as it unfolds a certain energetic set of 
potentials which interact with its environment and mutate in relation to this until 
its energy is spent, and the ripple fades.  
 
While the ripple is midway through, however, if one were to take a snapshot of 
such rippling mid-course, one can see past and future intertwining in an artificially 
frozen present. Earlier ripples spread out, pushed by newer ones out of the way, 
and how these newer ones push determines how the earlier ripples spread out, 
while the way they spread out determines what pushes and pulls are felt by the 
ripples newer still which emerge from the sugar. In such a situation, the 
intertwining of past and future as present in its dynamic unfolding is how time 
manifests in such a circumstance, and we read the traces it produces in space to 
help grasp this process indirectly by how it manifests. We do similar things with 
clocks, of course, even if these reduce time to homogenous units, repetitions of 
identical locations by the same pendulum, or the equivalent in other types of 
clock. With the dissolving sugar cube, however, there is nothing homogeneous, 
each moment looks different from what preceded it, and in fact, there are no 



clear cut moments, only unfolding in which the whole and aspects shift in relation 
to each other, qualitatively.  
 
For Bergson, when past endures into future to produce an unfolding present in 
this manner, this is time, beyond the reductive time of clocks. Newer ripples are 
formed in part in regard to the pushes and pulls produced by the spaces left by 
the shape of the ripples which came before, and the later ripples shift in relation 
to the pushes and pulls produced by these newer ones. Past and future 
intertwine dynamically, such that the past endures in the the present, not being 
quite done, and the future unfolds from the past, not quite here yet, with the 
present being simply the “cutting edge” between these.  
 
At some points in his work, Bergson hypothesizes that this would mean that the 
entire universe can be understood as having memory of a sort, if much simpler in 
its way than that possessed by humans. Many contemporary scientists today feel 
that time unfolds as it does because it follows the mostly unidirectional flow of 
energy from the Big Bang as it unfolds from high to low energy, and since energy 
is needed to produce order in our cosmos, our universe largely moves with this 
from high potential for order to low potential, from low entropy to high entropy. 
There are small pockets which work against this, such as the Sun near our Earth, 
which does not go from high energy to low, but provides a relatively steady 
source of energy. Time unfolds in general, and the potential for order decreases 
in general, but on a planet such as Earth, the conditions for the emergence of 
increasing order are present, a highly unusual state of affairs in our Solar 
System.  
 
At high energy states, matter simply is not possible, any more than at low energy 
states. It is only in the middle where relatively stable order can come to be. 
Excess energy tends to break down chemical bonds, such as how water boils 
into steam, unless it can be captured in chemical bonds which give rise to new 
forms of order by binding this energy as part of its form. All matter seems to be 
bound energy of this sort, even if energy seems only forces of moving matters 
and ultimately quantum torsions at lower levels of scale.  
 
From such a perspective, and going far beyond Bergson at this point, all matter is 
a form of memory. When rock forms from sediment at the bottom of a river, it 
stores in the memory of its very physical form the traces of the forces which 
acted upon it, their varied qualities which made it possible for them to impact it in 
various ways, and the various magnitudes of these. One can even read, as 
geologists often do, information about what conditions gave rise to such rock 
from the form it takes. This is similar to how anthrolopogists study ancient 
cultures by examining the tools they made in order to understand their habits of 
action.  
 
Human memory, genetically speaking, did not arise from nowhere. In fact, there 
is no reason to think that anything can arise from nowhere. Everything arose, or 



so contemporary physicists believe, from the singularity which preceded the Big 
Bang. Everything we have ever experienced and can imagine experiencing and 
will experience is an aspect of this as it unfolds. This is not to say everything is 
predetermined, for the fabric of the world never ceases to surprise. Rather, it has 
the potential to differentiate and reintertwine, both in ways which can produce 
substantial novelty. Not long after the Big Bang, scientists believe that the cooling 
made it possible for various potentials to congeal into semi-stable reifications, 
and as these began to aggregate in yet cooler temperatures, the basic materials 
for atoms and mocules of matter came to be. Matters are simply knots within the 
quantum torsions which give rise to them, and when these knot together, we get 
the various substances of our world with their varied qualities and magnitudes.  
 
When enough matter clumps together, the density and heat can lead to nuclear 
reactions which give rise to a star like our Sun, and when stars explode at the 
end of their lives, they tend to produce enough energy that the detritus gives rise 
to matters which powerfully bind these powerful energies within them in complex 
ways. When this detritus collects due to gravitational attractions and such, it can 
begin to clump in ways which begin to circle other gravitational pulls, and planets 
can result, planets rich in elements which orbit a source of energy like the Sun.  
 
As stars explode, they differentiate, and the patterns produced by these are 
stored in the form of various matters as the endurance of traces in this way of the 
contexts of their formations. These contexts remain due to the continued power 
of the attractive forces of the quantum torsions within these. As time goes by, 
however, if these matters end up in empty space where ambient energy is low 
and temperatures drop, the pulls upon them from without will exceed the pulls 
from within, and the matters will start to decompose much like the Sun does so 
much more vividly. Matter is simply formed bound energy, even as energy is 
nothing but unfolding moving potential, often in the form of moving matter, and 
both, when surrounded by lack of energetic potentials to bolster their own will 
eventually unfold. This is the so-called “Big Freeze” which many scientists now 
feel could be the end of our universe once all potentials from the Big Bang as we 
know it unfold billions of years from now.  
 
That said, within the cosmos as we know it, everything was once the singularity 
before the Big Bang, and seems to be an aspect of its unfolding. The singularity 
is precisely that, unique, in that it is the context beyond which there is no context, 
at least, that we know. And so, it is oneand, which is to say, all and opening and 
beyond any one. There may be larger contexts, of course, and yet, we have no 
experience of these, perhaps one of these would be oneand to this seeming 
oneand, but either way, the singularity before the Big Bang seems our most 
relative oneand, and it is enough at that for us to use this notion to help us 
navigate the ones in regard to which we find ourselves, and the andic aspect of 
these which are so often kept from sight.  
 
 



Memory as Complexity 
 
Returning to the issue of memory, there seems no reason to think of memory as 
merely a human faculty. The Earth stores in its form the trace of the contexts of 
its creation and maintenance. Not all matters store all types of memory well, of 
course: liquid water has a very well defined molecular form, but if I try to write on 
it with my finger, it will not remember for me, but if I freeze the water, I can then 
carve writing upon it. In the right conditions, memories are stored, and can build 
upon each other, and this is what scientists tend to refer to as order, with 
negentropy as the tendency to give rise to order which is what is stored as order.  
 
In the field of complex systems science, such order is known as complexity, and 
complex systems science is a field which studies self-organizing systems across 
aspects of our world. A classic example of a complex system is a whirlpool. While 
a static pool of water cannot hold the form of the letters I trace upon it, it can 
hold, for a period of time, the manner in which the balance of forces within and 
without shape it for a period of time, and this is what a whirlpool is. A whirlpool 
stores memory in a form different from the manner in which a block of ice stores 
the shape of the container in which it froze. For the form of a whirlpool is not 
static, like a block of ice, but rather, dynamic. But like all memory, it is a trace of 
the past which impacts how aspects of the future unfolds by extending those 
aspects of the past into that future through the present, such that these traces 
can be said to endure.  
 
It may seem strange to think of a whirlpool as a form of memory, or what makes it 
complex, but these are intertwined notions. Firstly, a static pool of water lacks an 
energy source, but if a drain opens up beneath a static pool, the pull of gravity 
will pull the water towards it, giving rise to the potential to do work. If the hole is 
too big, all the water will simply fall, and no whirlpool will develop, and if the hole 
is too small, a few small eddies may develop, but they will not be powerful 
enough to combine with others to give rise to the classic “eye” in the center of the 
whirlpool where an opening occurs in which the water is pulled to the sides. 
Energy cannot pull upon the system too much, or too little, in this sense, for a 
whirlpool to form.  
 
When conditions are right, the whirlpool forms on its own. There is no central 
coordinator of this action, nor need of it. Rather, each molecule does what it 
normally does, but is influenced by what is around it in ways which come into 
sync in ways which manage to balance and produce symmetries, and this is what 
a whirlpool is. There are several factors which complex systems scientists have 
observed tend to give rise to such systems. One is an energy source, in this case 
a drain, but that is not all that scientists have observed in regard to how complex 
systems relate to energy. Water drains faster when a vortex is employed, for if a 
strain is used, it prevents a vortex from forming, and in this case, even when the 
drain is slightly enlarged to compensate for the grate, the water drains more 
slowly. Complex systems scientists have observed that all complex systems they 



have been able to study and observe in this regard allow energy to flow through 
them more rapidly than otherwise. In this sense, they often refer to such systems 
as dissipative systems, for what they do is dissipate energy.  
 
By dissipating energy in an environment, complex systems relieve tension within 
them, and in this sense, they can be seen as lowering the tension of the entire 
system. In this sense, the form which occurs, in this case, a whirlpool, arises as a 
way of binding energy in order to channel it to dissipate more rapidly. Put 
differently, the form of the whirlpool binds the tension in order to relieve it. This 
not done purposefully or consciously, of course, as whirlpools have no organizers 
or anything like a brain. Rather, it is a result of how the forces and matters 
involved follow the principle of least action in regard to the forces at work in 
regard to them. The principle of least action is one which scientists use to 
describe how systems deal with issues of conserving energy, with the term action 
here a more precise and general way of describing how this issue plays out in 
various situations REF. These molecules do not have to think about following 
such a principle, any more than they do of following the “law” of gravity. Rather, 
following such principles and laws is part of what makes them what they are, 
which is to say, this principle simply attempts to describe what molecules in 
situations of tension tend to do.  
 
As the whole mass of water attempts to dissipate tension by moving towards the 
drain at once, they begin to push each other out of the way, each impacting those 
around them. The pushes and pulls at work, impacted by issues such as the 
particular form of water molecules, their differing orientation in regard to each 
other in terms of directional flow or spin, the differences between the molecules, 
such as their charged sides, their weight and how this impacts how gravity 
impacts them, the influence of impurities, all these modulate the flows towards 
the drain.  
 
What is more, each molecule is itself a balance of forces, such as 
electromagnetic and nuclear forces, a knot of pushes and pulls which refract the 
forces within them into forces which then radiate outwards to intertwine with 
those of others. Infra-molecular forces give rise to inter-molecular forces, but 
modulated by the form of the molecule and how it configures these. For example, 
a square molecule of methane (CH4), balances out its electromagnetic charges, 
and so, is non-polar, while a molecule of liquid water, because it is not balanced 
this way, has two charged poles. This impacts how these molecules react: sugar 
will dissolve, for example, in water, but not in liquid methane or oil, and this is 
because it shares the dipolar structure of water, rather than the non-polar 
structure of liquid methane or oil.  
 
In this manner, the form of a matter describes the way its infra-relational forces 
come to balance, influencing how they impact what is outside of them. Likewise 
in reverse, for when forces impact a matter in particular ways, it may transform. 
Remove aspects of the ambient environment of a matter, and it may decay, such 



that scientists believe that nearly any matter will decay into constituent elements 
until little remains in conditions which approach no energy REF. 
 
In this sense, any matter is, like a whirlpool, a temporary dance, no matter how 
stable appearing it may be, between inner and outer forces. Forces, of course, 
are as scientists would say, “mediated” by matters. Electromagnetic waves are 
transmitted by photons and electrons, for example, even if many scientists would 
argue that these are not so much particles as event-interactions which are so 
many tiny flickerings of changes in how electromagnetic fields interact with 
changes in each other. They are, in a sense, not all that unlike vortexes are to 
pools of water themselves. From such a perspective, all matters can be seen as 
knots within plays of forces, and all forces as the impacts of flows of material 
impacts at lower levels of scale, down to quantum phenomenon which complexify 
these terms by frustrating any attempt to reify these from the fields which they 
manifest in any but a temporary event-like way. Material forms can in this sense 
be seen as twists within energy fields, and energy the potentials produced by 
flows of moving matters within these.  
 
All the principles which complex systems scientists have isolated as tending to 
produce a complex system such as a whirlpool can be seen at work in simpler 
and more complex forms as well. A whirlpool forms when energy needs 
dissipating, and there is a meta-stable play of energetic forces at work. Too much 
energy and too little energy lead to the swift resumption of stable states. Another 
factor comes into play, however, in regard to the type of matter and forces at play. 
As with energy, too much sameness in terms of the matter, and a complex 
system will not form, and the same if there is too much difference. Too much 
difference, for example, could be if there were a mixture of water, marbles, 
stones, dirt, and so many other substances which could prevent whirlpool 
formation. The differences are perhaps more subtle to see at first, in that while 
the pool needs to be composed of liquids that are similar in various ways for a 
whirlpool to form, the differences arise in the varied directions in which the 
shapes of the molecules are pointed, the varying ways the are flowing when the 
drain opens, and how these interact.  
 
At such in-between conditions, the system will be on the verge of order and 
disorder, and sometimes a situation occurs in which the system enters what is 
called a chaotic state, in which no discernible pattern manifests, and it makes 
little sense to speak of a system as such. Complex systems science emerged 
from chaos studies, the study of such chaotic systems. But between stability and 
chaos, there is a sweet spot, a spot between order and disorder, or as the 
Buddhists say, a middle path. This is a state which complex systems scientists 
refer to as “the edge of chaos,” a situation in which complex systems tend to 
emerge. This does not happen, however, unless there is metastability not only 
between energetic currents, but also between the sameness and differences of 
the matters, even if these are this in their own ways at lower levels of scale.  
 



When all the influences come into balance, however, the influence of local agents 
begin to modulate each other, and in ways which give rise to communities of 
intermodulation. In such situations, the agents sync up their behavior, similar to 
how an audience of clapping people can, under the right conditions, come into 
sync, such that the chaos of distinct claps enters a temporary coordinated 
rhythm, or how a wave sometimes spontaneously emerges at sports stadiums. In 
such situations, there is no central planner, and even if there were, it is nearly 
impossible to coordinate so many diverse agents. Each tends to react only to 
their local environment in ways which can be studied as following some often 
quite simple rules. But when the forces at work come into balance, each 
influences those around them in ways which are able to align, and under the right 
conditions, smaller communities can come into sync with each other to produce 
larger ones, until this gives rise to a new form which is distinct from those around 
it.  
 
For example, different birds flying in different directions does not give rise to a 
flock. Birds of a group tend to swerve towards each other when they get too far 
apart, and swerve away when they get too close. They can only see so far, and 
turn so quickly and sharply. But under the right condition, each bird's reaction to 
what is immediately around it gives rise to intermodulation between them which 
makes a leap in level, such that each not only modulates its behavior in relation 
to what is around it, but this modulation is modulated by that of a new meta-
agent, namely, the flock as a whole. In a whirlpool, each individual water 
molecule only reacts in regard to immediate pushes and pulls upon it. But when 
the factors come into balance, a whirlpool forms, and when this happens, it will 
adapt to shift form if, for example, a stone is placed near it. In this case, the form 
of the vortex shifts so as to reach a new balance point, and in this way, the 
system as a whole acts in a manner not unlike the molecules which are its 
aspects, which is to say, as an agent.  
 
Complex systems are those which are sensitive to early developments and 
conditions which often trigger them and impact their development and the paths 
they take. An avalanche, for example, can be started by the fall of tiny stone 
which leads to a cascade that brings down half a mountainside of snow, and in a 
way which radically amplifies the falling stone in a manner which bears the trace 
of its action upon its context in the form of the avalanche's path and the pileup 
once it has settled.  
 
Complex systems can also arise in social situations. One which is similar to an 
avalanche, for example, is a stock market crash. People do not only buy or sell 
based on their sense of what a company is worth, but expectations of this, and if 
they see a stock plummet, they may sell based on fear of this getting worse, and 
fear may feed on itself. Fear in regard to a particular stock can trigger more 
general fear of a market run, and under the right circumstances, each only 
reacting to whatever indicators they may have, can lead to a market crash. Or 
the reverse, such as a bubble.  



 
Such circumstances show the manner in which feedback is also essential to the 
formation of complex systems. Each modulates their behavior in regard to the 
influences of their local environment, and each has limited ability to discern 
aspects of what is distant in regard to them or to react to them except in a 
summed over manner. When a complex system emerges, however, the situation 
becomes quite unique. When everything is poised in balance  yet in situations of 
increasing tension, they can reach a point referred to as criticality, for example, 
as seen in the case of a mountain of snow right before an avalanche.  
 
In such conditions, the modulations of each in relation to their environs reaches a 
sync and balance, not only between those at the same level of scale, but across 
these. That is, the forces within the individual crystals of snow, their components, 
and the entire mountainside, begin to modulate each other in complex feedback 
relations. The movement of a single crystal of snow, in just the right way, can 
bring down the entire mountain because it triggers more on which it depends, 
each amplifying the impact of the next, until the whole mountainside falls.  
Such a situation can be seen in political elections. When there is a so-called 
landslide election, no individual vote will have much impact, because the margin 
of victory is not even close. But when the election is razor thin, a single vote in 
just the right location can have massive impact and change the entire future of 
the country by determining an election, not because it is so important or different 
than the others, but because it happened in the place and time in which the 
balance of forces were at such a point of balance, that they would amplify 
whatever influenced that nexus from micro to macro levels of scale.  
 
Complex systems in this sense can be seen to happen under particular 
circumstances: diverse enough materials, dynamic intertwining, metastable 
conditions, and feedback between levels of scale. When this happens, 
complexity arises on its own spontaneously. The form it takes may be predicted, 
but never precisely, even if retroactively, the path it took can be explained. The 
spontaneous and self-organized change whereby a form emerges which is 
distinct from those of which it is composed, in which a system arises which is 
“more than the sum of its parts,” binding energetic dissipation into form, is what 
complex systems scientists refer to as a phase change, or more simply put, as 
emergence.  
 
Complexity understood in this way can be seen as a type of order which emerges 
in the right conditions. The emergence of order from chaos, something which 
requires energy and is improbable in a universe in which things tend to flow in 
the opposite direction, which is to say, from order to disorder, from low entropy to 
high entropy. Each material form in the universe is, from this perspective, 
information, and to the science of information, there are mathematical formula for 
calculating the amount of information, which is to say, order, is present in a given 
matter or material system, a quantity computed in regard to factors such as 
energetic potential to do work and the probability of such a formation. None of 



which is to say that such equations make this more than merely that, and there is 
far more than mere quantity at stake.   That said, there are powerful insights 
there, not the least of which is that the term information derives from the Latin 
word formare, to give shape or form, and in this sense, information is simply 
another term for that which is becomes ordered by taking on a form.  
 
Or, to use the words of information theorist and scientist Gregory Bateson, 
information is a “difference that makes a difference.” In relation to such notions, it 
is possible to calculate the quantity of complexity that an item or system has, 
according to formula developed by Andrei Kolmogorov. These equations describe 
the degree of order within a system, essentially, the degree of number of 
differences which make a difference within that system. From such a perspective, 
a human brain has a massive number of such meaningful differences, the body 
of a horse less so, a whirlpool less, and a stone less still.  
 
The notion that equations can capture everything at stake here, or show why 
something is of value, of course, is clearly reductionism, a term which I must 
admit I have borrowed and adapted from the manner in which complex systems 
scientists describe the forms of science they criticize, namely, science which 
emphasizes atoms but fails to take relational system effects into account REF. 
Moving beyond the more concrete concerns of science, however, and entering 
on the more encompassing concerns often described as those of philosophy, at 
least in Europe and America, a more encompassing notion makes sense.  
 
Complexity and Emergence 
 
From a relational perspective, complexity will be described as the potential for 
emergence, which is to say, the potential for differing intertwining. One cannot 
know beforehand, of course, that which has potential, although one may predict 
this, based on the past emergences of similar potentials, but potential only 
manifests by ceasing to be potential by becoming concrete, determinate, or 
actual. Potential is, in this sense, virtual, inchoate, general, and abstract, while 
concretion is actual, developed, particular, and determinate. Emergence is the 
formation of complexity, and complexity is that which has emerged by intertwining 
differings or differing intertwinings or both. In this sense, an embryo emerges 
from a single cell by differentiating it and then intertwining these differentiations, 
just as a whirlpool emerges by intertwining water molecules and flows and 
currents within these, differentiating itself from the rest of the pool in the process. 
Such determinations are of course relative.  
 
Complexity is a temporary stasis in the emergence of the potentials within it and 
its contexts, and in this sense, can be understood as dormant emergence which 
could be reactivated into emergence in the right conditions. Likewise, emergence 
can be seen as congealed complexity. Complexity emerges by complexifiying its 
aspects, and in this sense, a whirlpool only emerges by intertwining the 
complexity within the water molecules at play. Complexity in this sense is self-



potentiating. The more complex something is, the more potential it has for 
emergence. This can be understood not only quantitatively, in terms such as 
quantities of energy or information, but also, qualitatively. For example, a living 
system, which is more complex than a non-living one, can emerge in so many 
different ways, while a non-living system in very few.  
 
Emergence takes many forms. Physical emergence can be seen in the case of a 
whirlpool, in which a physical system gives rise to complexification within it. All 
matters are the result of physical emergence. Life is itself a form of physical 
emergence, one which gives rise to the emergences referred to as growith, 
development, and evolution. Evolution can be in regard to the complexification of 
organisms and types and groups of these, but also the complexification of 
cultural formations within these. The evolution of communication by dancing 
between bees, for example, would be a form of cultural evolution, as would the 
evolution of language or other social and physical technologies by humans.  
 
Evolution should not be understood in this sense as implying anything survivial of 
the fittest individual organism, or ultimate standards of value, for the only value 
being evolved is that of the potential for emergence, which is to say, emergence, 
for that which potentiates emergence is the emergence of complexity, for 
complexity potentiates the emergence of more intense forms of itself, greater 
potential for differencing which can potentiate more intertwining which can 
potentiate more differencing, but in ways which are able to differ qualitatively as 
well as quantitatively from themselves, and in ways which are cumulative.  
 
The cumulative aspect here is crucial. All matter is a form of recording, which is 
to say, its physical form records the manner in which the conditions which formed 
it brought into sync the forces within it and without in formative ways. Physical 
form tends to continue so long as the energy of its contexts, internal and 
external, do not become too low or too high. All systems have conditions of 
tolerance which, once exceeded, lead them to change. Liquid water, for example, 
only remains water between certain temperature and pressures, and will shift 
form beyond these. So it is with all matters known. And just as water that freezes 
will carry the trace of the container which formed it, so it is with all matters, if 
most often far more simply.  
 
A matter, in this sense, is a weaving of the potentials within it in particular ways 
with apsects of their environments in ways which trace the manner in which 
those contexts were able to write this form upon them. When water boils, it 
breaks bonds holding the water in liquid form, and in this sense, the liberated 
molecules of steam intertwine the potentials within them with those contributed 
by the heat around it which lead it to boil. Their liberation, and the trajectory of 
their movement, bears the trace of all these influences which write by means of 
their action upon the stuff of the world.  
 



Steam, of course, forms when the bonds between liquid molecules are broken, 
and while the potential for complexification has increased in regard to this in that 
the energy of the water molecules has increased, they have nevertheless lost 
concrete complexity in their physical form, in this case, chemical bonds, in the 
process. When a vortex forms, however, new form is created, and this allows the 
system to adapt to influences upon it. Energy does not overpower the bonds and 
break them, but rather, leads to new form. When an embryo emerges from a 
single cell, this happens by means of differentiation, but new form is also the 
result, new form which is intertwined after differentiated in waves and waves of 
complexification which is not merely increase in energetic potential.  
 
It is also not merely the continuance or growth of the same. While this is a very 
mild form of emergence, it is mostly dormancy. At times, of course, growth can 
occur but only of the same, another relatively dormant form of emergence, if one 
which is less so than mere continuance or even growth. When growth of the 
same becomes a run-away process, however, and threatens the complexification 
of a system and what is around it, this is what is known as cancer, an emergence 
which may be a limited form of emergence in the short term, but which leads to a 
crash of longer term potential for emergence because it dissipates energy far too 
quickly to be able to bind this into form which can potentiate yet more emergence 
in turn.  
 
All matter can be seen in this sense as emergence. And in this sense, if all matter 
is complexity, a trace of a form produced by emergence, then all matter is a form 
of memory, which is to say, a trace of the processes and conditions which 
produced and maintain it. A mountain, for example, only remembers the 
conditions which gave rise to it, and it does experience this memory as humans 
do, such as when I experience myself remembering traces of what I did 
yesterday. In such cases, there is a sort of meta-memory, for the matter in some 
aspects of my brain stored in traces in others. The notion of storage and reading, 
however, requires systems able to do this. A trace of memory in matter cannot 
read itself, however, it merely is this trace. A mountain cannot read the trace of 
mountain forming conditions of which it is a trace, rather, it is this trace. It 
requires a system able to make sense of this to read this trace, a system such as 
a human, for example.  
 
All physical systems of course read all the time, and what they read is their 
environments. They do not understand that they read, like humans do, rather, 
they dynamically are this reading. Most reading does not leave traces, for it must 
bring the potentials stored in forms of memory within a matter to a point of 
transition in regard to those around them. A mountain is always reading the 
forces which impact it from within and without, but most of the time, its reading is 
its own form, one which maintains itself as it is, storing in memory the conditions 
which formed it as a trace stored in memory. Only when there is a change in the 
mountain, such as if an earthquake happens that brings the mountain down, is 



this memory stored in the physical form of the memory rewritten, and in such a 
moment, the earthquake writes a new memory upon the mountain.  
 
Most physical systems only have the memory of their physical forms, the manner 
in which the conditions of its formation endure from the past to future in ways 
which influence the present. The sub-molecular forces within a water molecules 
atoms only manifest to the world beyond it in a manner mediated by the form of 
the molecule as such. In this way, the conditions of the formation of the molecule 
endure in the present by modulating how that present unfolds. Hydrogen and 
oxygen, after all, have very different qualities and potentials than the water 
molecules to which they give rise, and this manifests the endurance stored in the 
memory of the physical form of the process of transition from hydrogen and 
oxygen to water whose trace in memory a water molecule dynamically is.  
 
A water molecule, of course, is a very simple and relatively static form of memory, 
but whirlpool is a form of memory which changes. The form of the whirlpool is a 
trace of the forces upon it, and while a whirlpool lasts, the push of the molecules 
flowing in a direction on those they press and pull upon impacts how they next 
flow, and in this way, the molecule is a dynamic dance of action which endures 
through time, and its form is what endures by means of this process. A molecule 
is in this sense like a whirlpool, but one whose trace has become rigid. A 
whirlpool, composed of relatively rigid molecules, however, regains a degree of 
fluidity.  
 
Life, of course, jumps beyond this, combining dynamic and more rigid forms of 
memory, to produce meta-memory systems, such as seen in genetic material. 
Genetic material is a form of physical memory which can serve as a mechanism 
of storage and retrieval. While all memory systems read and write upon their 
aspects, such as how an environment writes upon a mountain's physical form, 
living organisms combine the storage of rigid physical memory with the 
dynamicism of dynamic physical memory, such as a whirlpool, and the result is 
memory that can be not only written or overwritten, but used to potentiate the 
complexity of a system of processes which build a form which is relatively rigid 
like a molecule yet also dynamic like a whirlpool. The result is life.  
 
Life is able to complexify by means of this. Just as physical systems record 
complexification in their form, so it is with life, but what emerges with life is the 
ability to store not only complexity, but the ways to bring it about in particular 
ways. Genetic materials are able to produce forms of behavior, such as the repair 
of parts of the body of an organism. Just as physical systems complexify their 
potentials for comlexification by means of complexifying, so it is with life. Living 
systems retain what works by reinforcing these and passing them down to newer 
forms, storing these in memory, and making copies of these, including passing 
this on to copies of entire living systems, or offspring.  
 



Evolution describes the way in which life complexifies itself by storing in memory 
not only complexity but those processes which potentiate this further. One 
particularly complex evolution is that of a nervous system. As living systems 
complexify, they tend to differentiate specialize parts to react to their 
environments in specific ways to potentiate their further emergence, which is to 
say, in living systems, their maintenance, growth, reproduction, learning, and 
evolution. Living systems, of course, only seem to complexify, but evolution 
seeks to make this sustainable, for it works to complexify the group which makes 
individuals possible as aspects. This is not to say evolution is conscious, but it is 
an emergent system which is life-like in many ways, for it is the process whereby 
life complexifies by writing its complexifications in memory in ways which 
potentiates this and the potential for more. That is, it tends towards the 
emergence of emergence from its current forms, and in this sense, it is 
emergence of life from its current forms. Sustainable emergence, that which is 
pursued by evolution considered in a relational and contextual sense, one which 
does not cancerously seek to destroy its environments, is one which complex 
systems scientists refer to as robustness.  
 
A nervous system makes it possible to coordinate a body grown too complex, 
and in need of specialized channels for coordination. Nerve cells are, like any 
cells, complexities which arise as they do because of the genetic material, or 
meta-memory systems, within the memory system or complexity they are. By 
means of intertwining, however, nerve cells have particular qualities, such as 
those of liquid molecules, which are able to intertwine, as water molecules can to 
form whirlpools, in ways which have had powerful potentials for emergence, and 
the result are what scientists calls a brain.  
 
A brain is a meta-meta-memory system within a living organism. A brain is a form 
of rewritable memory storage device which, like genetic systems, make it 
possible to reproduce behaviors which are recorded and reinforced because they 
make it possible for the organism to maintain or grow increase in complexity. 
While genetic material only is formed at the start of a life, and is only read in 
different ways as that organism lives, a brain can rewrite not only once at the 
start of a life, but throughout the entire life-span.  
 
The result of memory is new potentials for action. A rigid physical system only 
gives rise to one new form, that of the qualities of the matter which that system 
dynamically is, similar to that manner in which all a whirlpool can do that is 
beyond what water molecules can do is whirlpool, even if it works to maintain this 
by adapting to some influences upon it. A living organism, however, can adapt 
much more dynamically, and by rewriting genetic code, an entire population of 
bacteria can rewrite their collective genetic material on the fly, but as this 
becomes impractical due to the complexity of organisms beyond bacteria which 
have more aspects and need a nuclear envelope to function, the result is 
differentiation of form and function rather than rewriting genetic code, which is 
only done between generations of offspring.  



 
As bodies become more complex, they are able to take more and more forms, 
with more and more degrees of types of states, often referred to as degrees of 
freedom of movement. In order to coordinate these to adapt to varying 
conditions, an ever more complex nervous system and brain is needed. From 
this emerged imitative learning, and from that, symbol systems of wideware such 
as those of images, words, gestures, and tools. All of which returns us to where 
this excursus on memory and complexity began, namely, with a relational 
approach to the issue of memory considered not only as wideware, but 
genetically in regard to the ways in which forms of wideware are intertwined 
processurally in the sense intended by Simondon.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eventually needs grounding terms and how meaning and value intertwine.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



9. Relational Ethics and Politics as Practices of Immanent Relationalizing 
 
There are no simple answers, of course, and that is a good thing, for if there 
were, there would be no hope of getting out of them. And yet, sometimes in the 
form of the question lies something of the content of an answer; certainly the 
reverse is often the case. That is, often times when there seems no answer, the 
problem lies with the question, which is to say, one needs to shift the field of play. 
The rules of a game so often determine how one can win in advance, and so, if 
there is no way to win, perhaps the time comes to change the game, to turn the 
impasse into an opening.  
 
Such is the approach, at least, of two fields which attempt to theorize immanent 
critique, if in differing ways. Marxism attempts to take the contradictions within a 
society and turn them into opportunities to change how society is able to produce 
such contradictions, just as psychoanalysis works to take a person's symptoms 
and turn them into questions which transform the questioner. Both start from 
within a given field of play, locate the impasses, unravel them and the entire field 
in which they operate from within, and reweave it such that nothing is what it 
seemed, including its own sense of what it means to play games or be a player in 
the first place. Slavoj Zizek, being the psychoanalytic Marxist that he is, argues 
that Marx invents the symptom, even if Freud did not know this, and in this way, 
he works to show how psychoanalysis and Marxism are two forms of immanent 
critique, each in their way. All of which is to say, if one is going around in circles, 
the question isn't how to win, it's how to change the rules of the game, even if 
this means losing one's self along the way.  
 
Losing one's self, of course, is not necessarily a bad thing, no matter how much 
advertising is spent on convincing us otherwise, so that we keep buying all sorts 
of products that express our deepest true identities. Maurizio Lazarrato argues, 
following Guattari, that what capitalism produces, more than any product, is us. 
That is, it is ourselves, our very deepest selves, that is the problem standing in 
the way of the answers so many of us seek. Zizek argues for a sort of symbolic 
suicide, sacrificing the limiting image of ourselves we once thought we were, 
along with the narratives and symbolic mandates of what we “are supposed to 
do” in order to live up to these images, in order to liberate the deeper self (he 
would never use this term, of course), that we could become. In this, he builds 
upon Lacan, who argued that the ego as image is precisely our problem, we 
need to liberate ourselves from this to realize that it was always a lure away from 
ourselves.  
 
For if we treat ourselves like an image, a static image, of the sort modeled off 
how we deal with things, and how we imagine things to be like when they are not 
immediately present to us, then we will always lose. We will never be able to live 
up to the images of others, or even our own image of what we think we should 
be. We will never be able to satisfy the voices in our heads that tell us what we 
must do to get closer. For Lacan, as for Zizek, liberation starts when we learn to 



give up those hopes. Depressing, sure, and yet, once one mourns the seeming 
certainty, safety, and simplicity of imagining oneself as a thing, and hoping one 
day to be a thing, one can learn to be empty. Not nothing, however, for nothing is 
just another type of thing. Rather, a lack of a thing which dethingifies as part of 
what makes it free, and free, in particular, of things.  
 
Lacan and Zizek, however, like all psychoanalysts, have something of the tragic 
to them. Freud after all famously said that the goal of psychoanalysis is the shift 
from “extraordinary misery to everyday unhappiness,” and this was early in his 
career, before he saw the darkness the world was becoming as it approached 
World War II. Lacan was no more sanguine on human nature, and the brutal 
cynicism in regard to how he treated those around him indicates as much. That 
is, he had become empty of everything, including hope.  
 
As mentioned earlier, the Buddha also argued against a self. If the Brahmanic 
sages of the Upanisads argued that everything has an atman or self, a sort of 
internal principle which permeates it and which it expresses and which makes it 
what it is, the Buddha argued famously that enligtenment, or waking up, occurs 
when there is no self, or anatman. There are many ways in which these 
approaches, for all their seeming differences, are more similar than they might 
seem, particularly when they are taken to their limits, even if the differences do 
matter in their ways, but that is beyond the scope of this text. That said, whether 
one explodes the self to encompass the world or deconstructs it till it disappears, 
so long as one has done either thoroughly, one may end up in at least analogous 
places.  
 
Returning to Buddhism for a moment, if there is no self, but rather only feelings, 
sensations, volitions, and other such manifestations, then there is nothing in 
regard to which to be attached or to grasp. This at first feels like a loss, of course, 
and it is, but it is also a gain, a gain of freedom. One is empty of the socially 
imposed images of what one should be, as well as the scripts in regard to which 
one should or must do this rather than that to approximate that image. This is not 
to say, of course, that adherents of Buddhism are necessarily liberated of images 
and scripts, for in fact, Buddhism provides its own set of these, particularly for 
those who become monastics. That said, some contemporary interpreters argue 
that, as with psychoanalysis, the target of the critique of the self in Buddhism is 
what Lacan would refer to as the ego, and not the self which, at least 
psychoanalytically, would be liberated to find new images and scripts of its own 
by being rid of the former ego.  
 
For that ego was formed in relation to social contexts not of our making, so often 
a conglomeration of defense mechanisms needed to keep the destructive 
tendencies of our immediate family and society at bay, but once we move beyond 
our original contexts, our ego and its defenses turn into a liability. We reach a 
crisis. We start to have symptoms, and we want them to stop. We turn to a 
therapist, in search of answers, and find that the symptom represents the very 



contradictions at the heart of who we think we are and are supposed to be, which 
is really what our environment scripted us to think and want. Our deepest core 
self for our life up until then, the bad dream of the circumstances in which we 
were raised, and in which it was raised. None of which is to say, of course, that 
much of what Freud thought was psychological has not been shown today to be 
in part biological, and sometimes mostly so. Then again, the biological 
weaknesses we are born with wear the clothes of the society in which we are 
raised, and this gives us leverage upon them, as well as ways to weave 
compensatory structures.  
 
To gain such leverage, and to build such structures, so long as one has the 
strength, what is needed in such a moment is not to simply get the symptom to 
go away, but to learn to listen to it, for it contains the the answer to a question we 
aren't seeking and wish would go away. This is the question, of course, of our 
freedom from who we were, and the opening on to who we could be, which is 
anyone but who we were. We do need to be someone, of course, but hopefully 
not someone who is also a thing, for things may feel secure at first, but they have 
a way of becoming cages, particularly when situations change.  
 
Likewise for Marx, in his way. The commodity produced by society, the mindless, 
purile crap we lust for that the advertisers have to spend all their hours dreaming 
up drivel to sell us that even we don't believe yet we buy because it is who we 
are as we thingify ourselves into commodities, the commodity is the symptom of 
a society turned cage of its own making. As Marx says, we make history and yet 
do not know it, and yet, we do in a way, we just wish we didn't, for we see no 
other way to get the commodities we know are ruses and yet, nevertheless, we 
need ourselves, and they reflect us into the cages we feel we need. For Marx, 
the commodity is the lure that keeps us reproducing the cages around us, and 
yet, when things get bad, and society begins to have a collective nervous 
breakdown, and as the saying goes, if paraphasing a bit, society has “nothing to 
lose but our chains.” After all, some do benefit from the system, at least 
financially, even if they still have to live in such a mess of a society and the 
second-rate dreams it sells itself.  
 
But if we restore the context, get a sense of how the commodity is made, we see 
all the contradictions of the society that brought it to be, in inverted form, and 
once that happens, what seemed an impasse undergoes a reversal of sorts and 
becomes an opening. Rather than give us the answer we sought, such as how to 
get our panic attacks to go away, or how to get the commodities that the wealthy 
keep from us, we instead get an answer to a question we never asked. And that 
question is how to lose the self that wants those things, in exchange for an 
understanding of what brought it about, and the potentials that come along with 
this. That is, we get a sense, not of how to win the game, but to change the rules.  
 
For Marx, this means coming to the understanding that the proletariat is the 
subject-object of history. That is, the impoverished make the world the way it is 



with the sweat of their brows, and by means of this, they keep the tiny handful of 
the ultra-rich in power. They are told there is no other way, of course, as are we 
all, and how will one feed one's family unless one plays the game? But this keeps 
the game rigged against one, and in the hands of those who own the factories 
and advertising agencies and the governments and the press rather than only the 
sweat of their brows. Money makes money after all, and those who inherit it, or 
inherit citizenship in the part of the globe which store the inheritances of the 
others, get the ultimate head start, namely, the ability to set the terms of the 
game in their favor.  
 
This is why, for Marx, the answer to the unasked question is what he calls “class 
consciousness.” A simple thing, really just a change of perspective. The world is 
composed of so many individual workers, toiling away, each trying to get food for 
their family. Only when a worker sees that the game is rigged, however, and that 
all the workers in the world will always be kept at the maximum possible level of 
exploitation and minimal amount of reward to keep them addicted to the system 
and afraid of leaving it, can we wake up. And when we wake up, we see that 
working for the system will only ever get us what it determines we should get, 
which is to say, the ability to lust for commodities, for our symptoms, for the 
concretization of our contradictions.   
 
A proletariat, for Marx, is simply a worker who wakes up. A worker who sees the 
trap as the trap it is. Who sees the commodity as the key to all it ever desired, 
only in reverse of how it thought. By leaving aside the commodity, the worker 
leaves behind its very self in reverse. By leaving behind its labor, it leaves behind 
the thing that society gives it in place of the self it could be, turning it into things 
to sell to others to sell the self back to itself as a thing. By ceasing to work for the 
system, the worker ceases to be what they were, and starts to become 
something different. Of course, any worker who stops working by itself will simply 
be discarded by the system, and the system will let the worker and its family 
starve. The fears of the worker, in this sense, are well placed.  
 
But if all the workers stopped working, the system would grind to a halt, and the 
workers would go from powerless in the face of the system they nevertheless 
make and remake, to the only power, the power to make, unmake, and remake 
the world. In this moment, rather than being simply the object of history, its 
product, the workers wake up to the fact that they are those who make the world 
around them, and by means of this, history and in fact themselves. Becoming 
aware that the world is what we collectively make it, and that the system had sold 
us a very complex set of smoke and mirrors which turned us into things, we 
become the collective subject which makes itself as collective object. And this is 
not done under the terms of the few who inherited the power to do this and used 
it to tilt the field in their favor to make sure only they and their descendents came 
to control this, but under the terms set by the collective.  
 



For Freud, this would be the realization that our symptoms are continually 
created and recreated by how we live our lives. Change what you do, and your 
symptom changes, and yet, without changing how we see the world, it is often 
difficult to change what we do. Sometimes of course the world changes, making 
it impossible to continue as we had, and so change is forced upon us, but so 
often, we crave the sort of stability of habit, the cage we know for the freedom we 
do not. And so, we keep living the same ways. To become the subject-object of 
one's own life, however, is to take a “tiger's leap” into the future, and this requires 
changing the past. One needs, in a sense, to become a time traveller. One needs 
to rethink everything forewards to back and backwards to fore.  
 
When the worker wakes up, the worker does not simply go to the forest to 
meditate, as they know this will change nothing. They do not stop working either, 
at lest, until the conditions are right. Rather, they organize, so that when the time 
is right, all the workers can stop working at the same time. And when this 
happens, the system reverses, the question becomes the answer that changes 
the questions. The only thing that makes a worker into a proletariat is this change 
in perspective, in the shift in the point of view. The consciousness of being a 
member of a class, the knowledge that being a worker is to be powerless, but to 
be one worker with the ability to strike with all others, is the realization that 
transforms the worker into a proletariat. It is as if the realization that wakes one 
up travels from the future to the past, for to have this realization is to have been 
transformed into a proleariat able to think like one, and this liberates ones sense 
of one's potential futures, by rereading the history of one's domination into the 
story of one's potential liberation.  
 
So it is with Freud. The story of one's horrific childhood, leading to terrible 
symptoms, becomes the potential for waking up which can re-read this narrative 
as that which lead one to the realization of one's own potential to change, and 
this re-reading of the past is what liberates the future which liberates the past and 
both through the present which is able thereby to change. It does not matter if 
one changes the present by sheer force of will, or accident of circumstance, or 
meta-leptically by rereading past through future and vice-versa this way. What 
matters is that one changes.  
 
Things are, of course, never quite that simple: if it were, we would be things, and 
thank goodness, we are not. For in order to be able to change how one lives, one 
often needs to change the social circumstances, the contexts in which one finds 
oneself, and this is often simply not possible. Likewise, if one wants to change 
how one thinks, and how this feeds into continually doing the same things, like 
lusting after the products the system tries to sell us, we need to change how we 
live our lives on a daily basis, and this requires changing how we see the world. 
One cannot change oneself without changing society, one cannot change society 
without changing oneself, and one cannot change either without others, for the 
world and our very selves are the products we make every day, and then sell to 
ourselves as so many fantasies of necessity clothed in the the fruits of our labor.  



 
What both Marx and Freud describe is a form of immanent critique because they 
do not presume it possible to find some transcendent standard of reference in 
regard to which one could evaluate one's situation. To say this is what makes 
them relational would oversimplify, but it manifests the relationality that they 
manifest in their ways. Some might say, of course, that there is a transcendent 
standard of reference, for Freud in the person of the therapist and his theories of 
therapy, and for Marx in regard to himself and his theories of economic 
development. And to the extent to which these are excepted from their own 
theories, is the extent to which such critiques of these thinkers has in fact located 
something out of play, something not quite immanent or relational.  
 
That said, psychoanalysis and Marxism have evolved past their founders, and 
much of their original theories. To the extent to which they provide immanent 
critique, the therapist and their theories must function in a sense like a ruse, a 
sleight of hand, and yet, one which has all the truth, to quote Oscar Wilde, of a 
mask. For Wilde, we often discover new aspects of ourselves when we take up a 
mask; we are sometimes surprised to realize those aspects of ourselves even 
existed. Performing a role can liberate oneself form the self one thought one 
needed to be, and in this sense, the mask has more truth that what we thought 
was our true self, revealing what we thought was our true selves as simply the 
least true mask which is all the more untrue for trying to remain unseen.  
 
When therapy is truly immanent, the client liberates themselves, and the 
therapist is merely the mirror whereby they refract their symptom around 
themselves to become the potential to see their entire world differently. Of 
course, no therapy is ever quite like this, and thank-goodness. Purity, even pure 
mirroring, can be a cage, and truly immanent therapy in a world like ours if an 
ideal which can be cruel, as it has often been for those who try to practice it. 
Relationalism, after all, is not about purity, but pragmatism. And pragmatism is 
one which sees the relief of suffering for any and all as coming before 
methodological purity, for suffering is what the system produces, and should not 
be what we produce, and we undermine the system every time we provide a 
space in which those damaged by it can begin to repair themselves, using the 
therapist as the tools needed to make this happen. To be a therapist, as least as I 
was trained, means not to be an impassive, pure mirror, any more than a 
domineering all knowing seer. Rather, it is simply to provide the space in which a 
client can begin the process of healing on their own terms, whatever this might 
mean. For we do not make the society which makes us suffer, only try to reduce 
some of the harm it creates.  
 
Psychoanalysis, of course, does not take aim at the real cause of the problems, 
which is to say, the society which creates so many damaged people. Marxism 
does address this, even if it fails to address the psychological weaknesses which 
keep us doing the same things, even though we know they lead to the same 
ends, such as electing the same people, or lusting after the same products, and 



other such short-sighted activities. And while Freud fails to see that the symptom 
is social through and through, and hence, that his very notions of what constitute 
symptoms, therapy, wellness, and much more are the product of his time and 
society. Marx has similar limitations in his early work, in which he predicts that, 
due to the ironclad laws of economics that he has intuited, that it is only a matter 
of time until capitalism falls under the weight of its own contradictions. Later in his 
life, he realized that his earlier predictions showed signs of not quite coming to 
pass, as capitalism proved a wily foe, one which was able to recalibrate the rules 
of its own game.  
 
And this is where immanent critique, in order to be immanent, needs to shed its 
own skin, to lose itself by asking the sorts of questions that psychoanalysis and 
Marxism wants others to ask themselves, namely, how to lose itself by turning its 
contradictions into openings. What happens when psychoanalysis gives up the 
psyche is it finds itself turned into Marxism. What happens when Marxism gives 
us the economic determinism of its narrative of history? There have been many 
attempts to ask this question, and yet, for varying reasons, they seem to have 
faltered. For most Marxists still cling to various ghosts of economic determinsm, 
and imagine that people will do what rationally interests them, and in this sense, 
Marxism has yet to liberate itself from itself by becoming psychoanalysis, any 
more than psychoanlysis has with Marxism. One thing that both may find is that 
they fail to take into account how both of them tend to ignore colonialism and 
racisms, and the roles which these play in how capitalism maintains its power on 
the world, for it is by means of turning nations and races and ethnicities and 
religions into things that it keeps the impoverished workers of the world at each 
other's throats, making it impossible for us all to wake up collectively.  
 
 
 
Buddhism provides another approach to the question of immanent critique, at 
least, in its Vajryana forms.  
 
 
Relational Ethics 
 
Ethics is what happens when the question “what should I do?” is inflected with 
the weight of the question of “what should I value, and why?” The action in 
question then takes on the weight of my understanding of where it fits into the big 
picture, which is to say, my understanding of where this action fits into the scope 
of everything I have come to understand of the cosmos. When an action is 
performed ethically, I attempt as best I can to bring my entire life and everything 
in its, and by means of this, the entire cosmos and everything in it, into contact 
with the here and now in which I need to decide what to do. The full weight of the 
entire cosmos rests, in the moment of ethical deliberation, on whether I do this, 
that, or the other.  
 



It is not possible, of course, to foresee all possible consequences of an action, or 
to do justice to all the demands made upon one, or to be responsible for all the 
pain and suffering in the cosmos in the moment of ethics. The decision may be 
something with monumental potential consequences for you or others, or it could 
be a tiny matter which, for a variety or reasons, are elevated to epic proportions 
by either choice or circumstance to representing more than they otherwise might. 
Often this might be, for an individual, because such an action determines how 
one sees oneself, the notion that, if I do this thing or do not, it changes the type 
of person I see myself to be. Doing this or that breaks or upholds my principles, 
or requires me to rethink or re-evaluate my principles.  
 
Such moments are ethical in that they recast the way in which one situates onself 
and one's narrative of oneself into one's interpretation of the contexts in which 
one finds oneself, and the narratives one tells oneself about why one does what 
one does. Simple organisms have habit, and this transforms into traditions in 
humans, but when we question the meanings of our values and the values of our 
meanings, and take this further to question the value of our values and whether 
or not we want to change these in relation to how we read and interpret our world 
in relation to our reevaluation of our ways of thinking about all of these, then we 
engage in ethics. And there is nothing easy about this.  
 
Ethics describes the moment in which the here and now of a concrete particular 
is mediated by our sense of our ability to refract how our relation to the action in 
question refracts our relation to the open of the more of the all, the all in its 
emergence, emergence itself, the oneand, the most encompassing context 
imaginable in its self-exceeding. In the ethical act, we sum up our relation to the 
cosmos by doing this rather than alternatives. In doing so, we establish a 
principle or principles, and a narrative emerges from this which makes demands 
upon our past.  The principle(s) in question is that “in circumstances such as 
these I value doing this rather than the alternatives,” and the narrative(s) is that “I 
did this in these circumstances and hence I value the principle(s) this implies.” 
There may be more than one principle, of course, for often there are competing 
values at stake, and likewise, the narrative may be multiple, for actions and 
events can be interpreted and re-interpreted in many ways.  
 
If I did something I do not like and do not want to value, I can change resolve to 
do differently when circumstances arise, and if I do differently in similar 
circumstances, this can impact how I see my principles going forward, how I set 
my resolve in the future, the confidence I have in my resolve going forward, and 
the narratives I tell of myself in relation to my contexts. And all of these express 
my processes of interpretation and evaluation, each in their ways.  
 
Ethics, for all the good it does, cannot change the world. Ethics is simply taking 
things seriously. We cannot take every action this seriously, or we would exhaust 
ourselves. Ethics takes time and energy, and so, ethics often takes place I 
moments of reflection before or after moments of crises, or in flashes of intensity. 



In some moments, it is said, “one's life flashes before one,” and in those 
moments of crisis, one may be called upon to make a decision and act quickly if 
the moment requires. One may try to prepare oneself for such moments by 
rehearsing one's principles, imagining or even staging moments of crisis to 
practice, but such moments arrive on their own.  
 
Then again, ethics also permeates our lives completely, or rather, perhaps it 
should. Every day we continually choose to keep living the way we do. Most 
often, we do not question much of this, we simply do what we do. We may 
question small parts of it, and yet, from an ethical perspective, we rarely question 
most of it. It is not possible to ethically question everything all the time, of course, 
of there is not the time and energy, and pragmatism requires we focus and 
select, and such choices manifest our values and practices of value.  
 
There are times, however, when we decide that something we have taken for 
granted as a pattern of behavior, perhaps even because we were raised in a 
society in which this is accepted, simply is not good. We decide we must stop 
seeing this or that behavior as acceptable. It is one thing to think this, or even 
resolve to change this, or even say to those in one's life that one feels it is wrong 
to do this. But it is another to maintain one's commitment to this, not in one 
moment of crisis or decisive action, but in the repeated mode of life in which one 
relates to the everyday.  
 
One may decide, for example, that even though one was raised to eat meat, that 
it is simply not right to do so. One may wrestle with this in various ways, question 
the pros and cons. One may experiment with no longer eating meat for periods of 
time, to see what this is like. One may grandly announce to all of one's friends 
that one no longer eats meat, and is a vegetarian, and start wearing clothes 
which are not made with leather or something like this and turn this into a mode 
of life and even life-style as much as anything else. One may be vegetarian for 
years.  
 
Whatever reasons one gives oneself for this, whatever justifications for or 
against, whatever principles one frames to oneself and narrative one tells of 
oneself, no matter how one interprets the world to lead up to this or does not, one 
eats fewer or more animals in and through this. These actions are interpretations 
and evaluations and vice-versa, but the actions are what impact the world, not 
the feelings or interpretations, not the deliberations or ponderings.  
 
If one person does not eat meat, this doesn't change the world all that much. It is 
likely more meat just goes to waste, and the meat industry continues producing 
roughly the same meat. If many people stop eating meat, however, the industry 
will need to recalibrate, and if every stops eating meat, the industry will go out of 
business. It is only in relation to others that large scale change can arise, which 
is to say, only in relation can we change the world.  
 



In this sense, there is ethics for myself, and ethics for others. When I am alone, 
only I know if I eat meat or not. No one will make fun of me one way or the other, 
and no-one will no if I act in accordance to my principles. The quiet determination 
to live by one's principles when no-one is watching, year after year, not for the 
benefit of others but rather oneself, this is ethics for oneself. Ethics for others is 
different. I act as I do because when others see this, it is form of action which I 
hope will spur others to action. Saying not to eat meat in front of others is often 
all talk, but not eating meat in front of others when there is tasty meat there is a 
more powerful gesture, one that sticks with people. Or it may backfire, and make 
them see you as simply performing. While the action is ethical for others for 
yourself, it is not for the others, who see it as the opposite.  
 
But there are times in which ethical action for others is also ethical action for 
oneself, in which the performance itself is part of what brings these together. 
When one goes to a protest, not because one wants to for fun, not because one 
thinks it will bring about a change in policy that may benefit you, one does not 
generally do this merely for yourself because this lines up with your principles, 
because a protest is necessarily an action which is for others, and is even called 
a “demonstration.” A protest is a public action of enacting publicly one's principles 
in the hopes that others will do the same. A protest is an action that, one hopes at 
least, brings a collective agency into form, one which is more than the sum of its 
parts. Such a collective agent even has the potential to be a collective ethical 
agent.  
 
When a collective ethical agent changes the world, action and interpretation 
intertwine with value which questions what should I value. At this moment, 
thinking and doing are one, as are ethics and politics, and if circumstances in the 
world beyond this collective agent in relation to which they act makes it possible, 
the world changes. But even if the world does not change, even if the ethical 
action is seen by none but the agent, even if a single individual quietly acts over 
years according to a system of value that no-one appreciates, the ethical action 
and moral principles and the habits of action to which it gives rise change the 
individual agent in question. Ethical actions have the potential to shift economies 
of value, and often in powerful and long-lasting ways.  
 
For sometimes, an ethical action has little cost. One can, after all, raise any small 
and relatively inconsequential action to the level of an ethical action, the famous 
question of “Do I dare disturb the universe … do I dare eat a peach?” REF A 
ridiculous action may be given the dignity of an ethical action, but likely have few 
consequences to one's economies of value or principles of action going forward. 
Or an action which has little consequences to others may have momentous 
consequences to oneself. One may say, “this is the last time I will ever do this,” or 
“I will do this from now forwards,” and if one means this and stays with this, one 
is never the same.  
 



There are of course fanatical, skeptical, cynical, and relational approaches to 
these concerns. The fanatic tends not to think ethically at all, only morally, and 
yet has the fervor of ethics without the thinking and questioning which would 
otherwise attend to this, delegating these functions to those who founded 
whatever code they adhere to, often a divinity to whom they feel they are mere 
agents. The skeptic has a depressed relation to ethical action, and in 
desperation, may act in a manner which is consistent with ethically questioned 
principles, even if they do not think it matters in the longer run, perhaps more out 
of habit than anything else.  
 
Or, as skepticism often does, it may veer into cynicism, leaning more towards 
depressive cynicism, doing whatever hurts the least, or opportunist skepticism, 
throwing consistency out of the window to do whatever feels best in the moment, 
or even elevating cynicism into a principle, such as one sees in ideologies of 
might makes right, going as far as individual bullying or collective fascism. The 
fatalism of skepticism is never far from cynicism and vice-versa, both have an 
attraction to dissolution which is as destructive in its way as the fanatic has to the 
rigidity of being locked in place, all of these distrust or fear life in all its complexly 
confounding multiplicity.  
 
A relational approach, however, has aspects of each. The belief that action is not 
in vain of the fanatic, the realism that often it does not, especially when only the 
action of a single agent, of the skeptic, and the pragmatism of the cynic. In some 
circumstances, after all, one may not act at all, or even act in a manner which 
superficially may seem in contrast with one's principles, and yet, one may still 
have an ethical relation to what happens. One may choose, for example, to eat 
meat that would otherwise be thrown away, so that at least the animal does not 
die in vain. One may do this while alone, knowing that if anyone saw this they 
may think you a hypocrite even if they do not know your reasons.  
 
One could of course be insincere about your reasons, or lying to yourself to 
simply eat what one wants. Or, one could act in a certain way in the hope of 
influencing others. Certain actions done in front of children, for example, are 
ethical precisely because they are done to prompt the child to question why, in 
the hopes that they will engage in ethical questioning of their own in reaction to 
this. Protests can be social forms of this, of actions done which call attention to 
an injustice, such as publicly confronting behavior one finds reprehensible, 
especially when one may be criticized for doing so.  
 
Principles, however, play a curious role in all of this. Sometimes one acts 
ethically, not because it really changes the world, but in order precisely to change 
or maintain a change in oneself. Just as one may decide when alone to eat meat 
discarded by others when it may otherwise be thrown away so that the animal's 
life was not ended in vain, one may equally do the opposite, not to impress 
anyone, but in a sense to impress oneself. In such a situation, it is not the impact 
of the external action which matters, but the way this action impacts oneself that 



is at issue. One may decide that if one eats meat, even once, that this 
compromises one's principles of not wanting to harm animals.  
 
In this sense, either action can be ethical, to oneself at least. One cannot know 
simply from the type of deliberation, of course, or how weighty one feels about 
what happens. One can only determine retroactively, as an interpretation, 
whether one was ethical or not, and in this sense, one cannot be sure, for 
interpretation is always merely that. Consistency with one's principles can be 
quite important, of course, for a principle is a guideline for action, one that tends 
to take the form of “when circumstances of a particular sort arise, it is a good 
thing to do this sort of thing.” A principle is an attempt to formulate a sense of 
what type of behavior is good in certain types of situations.  
 
Principles in Ethics and Politics 
 
We construct principles in regard to narratives we anchor to the ego-image we 
have of ourselves, and how these make us feel in various ways. Principles 
become powerfully anchored to our ego-images, the narratives we have of 
ourselves, and how we feel about any of this. Our stated principles for others 
may differ of course from those we hold within, just as those we consciously tell 
ourselves are our principles may differ from the habits of action we enact and the 
things we do, all of which indicate what we value far more than what we tell 
ourselves we value, for these are what we value in relation to our contexts and in 
ways which impact the economies around us.  
 
Consistency with one's principles may of course become a habit, and in this 
sense, it may be a personal morality rather than anything ethical. Only when one 
refracts one's action in relation to one's self of one's relation to this action in 
relation to one's sense of what is best in relation to one's sense of the open 
whole is an action ethical. One can neither be sure one's interpretation of any of 
these issues is correct, one can only do one's best, and try to be honest with 
one's self about this process.  
 
What one considers best in regard to a situation can of course take different 
forms. Some situations are relatively sui generis, in that they are unusual, one 
can find little parallel to such  situations, and one seems unable to learn much 
from such situations or derive more general heuristics for future actions in 
relation to these. Most situations, however, fall into patterns from which one can 
derive general guidelines for action. Many of these will never be a matter for 
ethical deliberation, and principles tend to only arise with actions which are 
controversial in relation to common understandings in one's society about how 
one should act in regard to the situations in question.  
 
When one acts according to principle, however, one may do this for the results, 
or for the principle itself. For example, some adhere to something like the so-
called “Golden Rule” of treating others such as they wish to be treated in a 



manner which prioritizes the results, and only not do so when the results are 
minor. Others, however, may do this on principle, and the reasoning for this may 
differ. It may simply be easier to treat this as a moral code, and in this case, the 
principle functions morally. Or, it may be because one want to become the type of 
person for whom this comes naturally, and then this is done, in a sense, 
metaleptically. That is, one acts to impact the self one hopes to become. Or, one 
could act this way because if everyone acts this way, the world will be a better 
place.  
 
This last option is a curious one. If no-one else sees, this may be a way of 
becoming the type of person one wishes everyone was, or metaleptically trying to 
become this. Or perhaps it is a nascent political gesture. One may treat another 
as one wishes to be treated as a way of showing others, after all, that not-
everyone treats everyone poorly, and that other ways of relating to people are 
possible. Only when differing ways of acting intertwine with those of others do 
new forms of collective behavior emerge, and as with any complex systems, 
these intermodulate each other. At some point, a criticall mass can arise, as they 
do with any complex system such as flock of birds, such that a whole becomes 
more than the sum of its parts.  
 
And it is in this way that certain types of action can leap from ethics to politics by 
means of metaleptics. If everyone acts in such a way that they become the type 
of person they want to become, they are more likely to act this way in the future, 
and if they do so in front of others, this is likely to impact others to do the same if 
they like the results. If enough people start acting this way because they see 
others doing this, these have the potential to synergize in relation to each other, 
and if these reach critical mass, to shift into collective action and the emergence 
of new political formations.  
 
The Arab Spring, the movement whereby a series of revolutions overthrew a 
series of repressive governments starting in 2010, liberated some from 
oppression, but ended in the imposition of reactionary governments in other 
locations, foreign intervention in others, and war yet in others. But in the country 
of Tunisia, where it began, it brought down the repressive government and 
inaugurated radically increased democracy in the government. The Arab Spring 
began because a local produce vendor named Mohamed Bouazizi, the sole 
income earner in his family, after having had his produce confiscated for a trifle 
and having been abused by authorities at this point and when he tried to get his 
produce back from the police department, went back to the police department 
and lit himself on fire in protest. Bouazizi dies as a result, but his gesture was 
taken as a condemnation of the repressive state in general, and when police 
cracked down violently on protests which arose in response to Bouazizi's death, 
this lead to a series of protests and reactions which eventually brought down the 
entire government and lead to the founding of a democracy in its place.  
 



The example of what was happening in Tunisia spread to neighboring countries, 
as protestors rallied against repressive governments in one country and then the 
next from Tunisia to Syria. Many of these countries' governments had been put in 
place or supported by the Americans or Soviets during the Cold War, no matter 
their repressive practices at home, so long as they supported the side in 
question, Soviet or American, that then gave them financial and military 
assistance. As the Cold War had largely come to an end, the desire to support 
these governments waned in both Russia and the United States, and so, many of 
the governments were not propped up from without, and in Tunisia, for example, 
Bouazizi's action lead to the formation of a greater degree of self-determination 
for the entire nation. Unfortunately, as more countries beyond the area became 
involved, things did not end as well in other nations, with the resulting conflict in 
Syria ultimately decimating much of the nation in one of the most brutal civil wars 
of the early twenty-first century.  
 
Bouazizi's action was violent to himself, and I do not want to encourage anything 
of the sort. But such a drastic action was likely, to Bouazizi, a deeply ethical 
action, and perhaps one which he hoped would lead to social change, and in this 
sense, it is likely that his action was more than merely ethical in a personal 
sense, but in a collective sense, which is to say, it was politically ethical. His 
action, after all, was performed as much for others as himself, and in the hopes 
of changing not only the way others act, but how they think about action and the 
principles and social structures involved. Most often such actions change little, 
even if they may lead some to rethink this or that in various ways. 
 
But under already metastable conditions “on the edge of chaos,” a single ethico-
political action by one individual can change the world. One action by one 
individual lead, in its way, to a cascade of actions that lead to revolutions in 
several countries, including that within the most populous country in the Arab 
world and one of most populous and power in the Muslim world, namely, Egypt. 
One single produce vendor's action, when coupled with the action it sparked with 
others, even if it lead in its way to the horrors of the Syrian civil war, did change 
the world, and radically so, and in its local area of impact, in this case Tunisia, 
clearly for the better.  
 
In most situations, however, a single action, even for others, even by collective 
agents, may have little effect. Before the abominable US invasion of Iraq, I 
participated in a March in New York City in which there were half a million people 
present, coupled with protests around the world which, according to reports, had 
over ten million participants, and none of this did anything to stop a President set 
on war. Whether this was caused by his inability to tell projection from fantasy, his 
lack of respect for Iraqi life, the cynicism or opportunism of those around him, the 
desire to project American power, a wounded and fragile narcissistic 
masculalinity whether individual or collective, a desire for oil and geopolitical 
advantage, a desire to reassert American imperialism, or any and all of the 
above, the war came about. Direct or indirect casualties of this are by any 



estimate within the hundreds of thousands, if not over a million, a million worlds 
which were destroyed, and countless more damaged, wounded, maimed, or hurt 
in various ways. And for what? It is hard even now to say.  
 
All the perpetrators of such a crime should be on trial for crimes against 
humanity, and yet, no one has seen trial anywhere on the planet for this crime, 
and in fact, the perpetrators are often lauded and treated as elder statesmen. 
Political calculation lead to no pursuit of this issue within the United States, and 
while some of these former officials are not able to travel to certain countries for 
fear they could be arrested and put on trial, within the United States, the world's 
most powerful country, they remain safe from trial and prosecution.  
 
While the primary perpetrators of this crime were in the government, countless 
others allowed this to happen in various ways, by actions of commission or 
omission. So it is with each crime by each social grouping in which we 
participate. This does not mean that protests will change things, but they can in 
the right circumstances, and certainly protests of large enough size can do nearly 
anything. But most of us remain spectators in most situations unless they directly 
impact us. Our ethical principles and our political principles are not necessarily 
the same, and yet they clearly overlap in various ways. At what point do we say 
we cannot allow something to happen in our name, or obversely, at what point to 
we require that something must occur in our names? And what will one do to help 
bring this about?  
 
Sometimes there are questions of strategy. Simply taking to the streets may 
make one feel better, but may do little unless enough do this, or circumstances 
beyond this allow this, in the case of the Arab Spring, to have an outsized effect. 
Ethics, after all, due to the pragmatic issues involved, is about making choices, 
choosing one's battles, expending one's energy in some places and not others, 
and there is no simple division, from a relational perspective, between the 
practical or strategic concerns and the ethical ones.  
 
Each life is a world, each life is, in a secular sense, sacred, which is to say, 
valuable beyond nearly any other imaginable measure. Life is the most powerful 
form of emergence yet known, and human life even more than many others from 
much of what we can tell, and with the potential to foster ever more powerful 
forms of emergence. It is nearly impossible to tell how much animals may suffer, 
though it does seem that animals with more developed brains and nervous 
systems seem to have greater capacity for pain and suffering, and reducing pain 
and suffering in the world to whatever degree possible is certainly, in the absence 
of the sort of all encompassing knowledge we may imagine possessed by a 
divine being, as good a general principle as any I have ever encountered. 
Principles are particularly useful in this way in areas in which the limitations of 
our knowledge come into play.  
 



There are no simple answers to any of these questions. Ethics requires that we 
develop the best principles we know how to guide us even in less than clear 
circumstances, and ethics requires that we question all of this, including our 
practical and strategic decisions. There are no guarantees, and we cannot be 
sure we have done the best we could, a matter of interpretation. Our feelings are 
not accurate guide in regard to this, and our interpretations of potential outcomes 
or our retroactive assesments may lead us to make mistakes we later regret. We 
cannot be sure we will live up to our hopes for our conduct, nor that we will be 
honest with ourselves.  
 
I was taught while training to be a psychotherapist that one cannot know all the 
potential ramifications of what one will say to a client, and at some point, one will 
with the best of intentions make a mistake, and say something that causes pain 
or even harm. Without perfect knowledge, this cannot always be avoided. But, as 
I was told, it is what one does afterwards that matters. Does one deny 
responsibility, explain it away, accuse the client of being at fault, or do you assess 
or reassess what you have done, take responsibility, admit one's faults, do what 
you can to make it right, and commit oneself to learn from this in order to act 
better in the future. If done sincerely, I was taught, this will nearly always be more 
important in the long run than having said one thing wrong which was painful or 
even harmful despite the best of intentions.  
 
There is no assurance of course that all we do we do with the best of intentions, 
nor that it is limited to saying this or that. Some actions, such as starting a war in 
Iraq, are monumentally and horrifically destructive, and no sincere attempt to 
learn from the situation or make it right can even begin to do so. The stakes are 
too high, the damage too great. That said, an ethical response to this would be to 
at least start there, even if an ethical response could not undo any of the 
damage, even if it may make the perpetrators feel better or be less likely to do 
these things in the future, and yet none have done anything of the sort, as little 
comfort and small impact on the world as any of this would be. Intention matters, 
how much we learn matters, what principles we derive after matter, but often, 
only to us and those influenced subsequently by this.  
 
The demand of ethics, as Emanuel Levinas clearly and powerfully argued, is 
infinite. The call of ethics is the call of the open all. Some minor actions may not 
deserve this, while others may require this and we may not even care to see. The 
more potential ramifications the action, the more the call of the infinite should call 
to us, even if we do not hear it. The horrific pain and suffering and loss of 
opportunities to live a full life should have called out powerfully on the even of the 
invasion of Iraq to those who refused to hear the call of the infinite with the 
intensity of the pain and suffering of those they would cause. We have no way of 
knowing which of our actions cause pain and suffering in ways we do not or 
choose not to question unless we do question the ramifications of our actions. In 
this sense, ethical questioning is itself an ethical action.  
 



None of which is to argue that there is a literal call of the infinite. This is a 
metaphor, one which can help guide action. It is a form of principle which, 
drawing upon the work of Levinas, can hopefully impact us to be more ethical 
people. And if it does this, then it is a powerfully ethical and good thing indeed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In this sense I do not literally extend my fingers into the wood nor vice-versa, 
even if it feels as if I do. Nor do I, as many theorists asserted in many cultures 
before scientists first hypothesized the existence of photons, seem to extend 
invisible feelers into the world by means of my vision. That said, when I see 
something frightening out of the corner of my eye, it certainly feels as if my vision 
throws this at me as forcefully as if it had hit me, and by reflex, often before I 
realize it, my head turns to see more, ultimately determining it was not a threat. It 
feels as if vision penetrates me, and in a sense it does, much more than wood 
does when I feel it with my fingers.  
 
 
It feels as if the textures of the wood are within my fingertips, right under the skin, 
as if the wood were somehow reaching into me, or as if I were able to feel into 
the wood. When I look at my fingers, however, I do not see my fingers within 
gaps in the wood feeling under its surface, nor the wood penetrating into my skin 
with splinters, which would be painful. Rather, I simply feel the surface of the 
wood.  
 
What is being described here, in all its pedestrian wonderousness, is sensibility. 
My fingers can sense pressure. They convey the pressure of the wood to my 
brain, and after long practice, my brain has learned to abstract patterns from 
these pressures. I can thereby differentiate the crevased semi-hardness of wood 
from the ragged cold ruggedness of stone from the soft silky feeling of felt.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Relation and Context 
 
 
 
Let us take this apart a bit.  
 
Sensing Beyond 
 
To return to the examples, if I see a chair, I am clearly related to the chair, but this 
is a reduction not only of myself, the chair, and seeing, but of the more of relation 
itself. To explain a bit, here is another example.  
 
 
 
After all, photons from outside of my body pass through my lens and enter into 
the cavity of my eyeball before they impact my retinal receptors.  
 
When photons impact my retinal receptors they nevertheless hit them, physically 
contact them and change them, which they do to others in turn. While photons 
are rather special in that they have no mass, they act in many senses upon the 
receptors as if they do, in that the sensors pass along their impact. This is similar 
to how if I knock into the chair in my room by accident with enough force, it will 
fall over in the direction in which I hit it, yet if I just likely knock into it, it jostle 
perhaps but will not fall. Some of my force is conveyed to the chair, and in a 
direction which bears the trajectory of my impact upon it. If the chair is heavy 
enough, it will be barely impacted, while if the chair is light, it will likely fall over 
quite easily. We both contribute to this interaction in this way. This is similar to 
how sound can be recorded on vinyl records. Moving air moves the paper in a 
microphone, which moves a magnet in an electric field, which creates pressures 
in moving currents analogous to those in the moving air, which leads to 
analogous pressures of a needle carving into vinyl. Upon playback, the process 
is reversed. Each alters the impacts of the others while changing it in their way, 
passing it along. Because of the specific form, materials, and processes at play, 
the sound can be reproduced with convincing detail.  
 
What is described here is not that different from how my fingers and eyes sense 
what they do. Humans of course have brains which extend this process. That 
said, our brains are composed of neurons, and they impact each other much link 
the links in the chain of recording a sound described above. Each neuron sends 



electro-chemical pulses to those to which it is connected. While brains are 
incredibly more complex than anything such as a process of recording sound, 
this is because of the massive degrees of feedback at work within the brain. If a 
thermostat is a simple example of feedback, the brain has so many differing 
types and layering of these as to be the most complex entity yet described. The 
most complex computer, or the global economic network, pales in comparison to 
a system which has more connections within than the stars within the known 
universe. While computers are very fast, they are only starting to perform the 
simplest tasks that even the youngest human child does with ease, such as 
recognize faces.  
 
Returning more directly to the concerns at hand, it seems to make sense to see 
the ability to feel as the ability to be impacted by what is beyond oneself. If I 
cover my eyes, they do not see what is beyond this covering, and this is because 
the photons not longer reach them. My eyes do not see sound waves as they do 
photons, and hence, we say they do not hear sound as ears do, which is to say, 
my retinal cells are not impacted by sound. They are of course impacted by 
pressures in the air and changes within this, however, in that my eyes only 
maintain their consistency within particular sets of pressures, such as those 
provided by the air. But my eyes are unable to pass along the impact of changes 
in air pressure as my ears to do to the rest of my nervous system in a sensible 
way. My eyes may feel the impact of air upon it, and I can sometimes feel a brisk 
wind breeze past my eyes, but my retinal cells are specialized so they only send 
out patterns of pulses my brain considers meaningful when impacted by photons 
in particular ways.  
 
When I say that I see the chair, then, I am not only describing the process 
whereby my eyes are impacted by what is beyond them, but also how they 
impact the nerves in my optic nerve, those in my visual cortexes, and those in the 
rest of my brain that I read as seeing a chair. If I say to myself in inner speech 
that “I see a chair,” or say this to someone else or write it down, these are all 
different in their way from seeing the chair. Writing presents diagrams on a page, 
while seeing involves colors and shapes and such, and while there may be 
analogies between these, analogies upon which the effectivity of language 
seems to rest, these are similar to those between air patterns and voltage 
patterns in the recording of sound, which is to say, potentially analogous, but 
clearly not the same.  
 
Relation Beyond Subjects and Objects 
 
Do I see the chair? The chair impacts photons which impact my retinal sensors 
which impact my optic nerves which impact the nerves in my visual cortex and 
these impact those in the rest of my brain in turn in complex webs of feedback, 
and in and through all this, I see the chair. Some of the oversimplification of the 
“I” at work in this notion can be seen here. My various cells are impacted in their 
ways, they pass all this along to each other in various ways, and I feel this in 



various ways. I would still feel like me without my eyes, or finger tips, but I still 
speak of these as aspects of my body, if not my self. The limits of my self is of 
course a fraught issue, and there are so many selves overlapping within me. The 
memories of the narrative of my life seem as much myself as my body, if 
differently. When I go to sleep at night my sense of self vanishes, re-emerging 
here and there in dreams, and yet, when it recongeals when I wake, and any 
vanishing feels like it never quite happened, a mere fading of my subjectivity but 
not truly a gap within what feels like a relatively continuous flow. All of this 
indicates that it is likely that whatever I may mean by speaking of myself, it is a 
process produced by my body, and in fact, seems the way my body feels itself 
from inside.  
 
My brain within all of this is the part of my body that seems to feel, its extensive 
connections to sensors through my body and its maps of these, the rest of my 
body in a relatively unified way. My self is in this sense perhaps the way this body 
within my body feels my body feel its world, even if any separation between my 
brain and my body is really between aspects of the same. My brain needs my 
body to live and vice-versa, and I need both of these to feel my world beyond, or 
at least, scienctific reports of others seems to show this, and seems reliable 
enough in this regard. In this sense, however, when I say that I see the chair, I 
am speaking about how all the feelers involved, from my retinal cells to those in 
my optic nerve and brain, feel this process in their ways, and this comes together 
within my body and brain in a manner I have learned to refer to as seeing, and 
seeing a chair in particular.  
 
 
 
 
It might be said that things cannot contain each other in this manner, for after all, 
a box cannot contain a smaller box which contains it in turn, and yet, experience 
does not always follow the contours of physical matters such as boxes. This is 
likely due to the ways in which the nerves in our brains are able to produce 
complex topologies in how they interweave which violate the simpler forms of 
interweaving of simpler matters such as boxes. Either way, if my self is the 
context of my world, my world is the context of my self as well.  
 
 
  
Relation Beyond 
 
It is possible to continue this way, of course, but let us pull back now and see 
what these close descriptions have shown. For they have utilized a relational 
perspective upon what they have described.  
 
 
 



 
A Relational “History of Philosophy”? 
 
Constructing a sketch of a relational perspective on the world will therefore be 
the primary endeavors of this text. This book will therefore not be an inventory of 
past philosophies which could be seen as relational in their ways, nor an 
exegesis of these. That said, the ideas and concerns present in these permeate 
this text, one which seeks to distill many of their aspects, and reweave these into 
a synthesis that speaks to the present day. There will be times in which this text 
engages upon an excursus into an aspect of a particular model of the past 
because it is particularly useful to what it is trying to show, and other times when 
such notions will be mentioned in passing, but a systematic catalogue of 
relational thinking across ages and traditions are a distinct task from this one. 
Nevertheless, towards the end of this book, once the contours of relational 
theorizing have come into view, the text will then turns this lens briefly onto 
issues of history across cultures, even if this will not be the primary concern of 
this book.  
 
Before putting such historical issues to the side, however, it will be helpful to say 
one or two brief words to provide orientation for those who, like this author, are 
steeped in such concerns. For those for whom the term “relational” or “process-
relational” thinking already has a set of connotations, these tend to emerge from 
the thinking of specific theorists and the traditions which have arisen from these. 
The term “process” is most often associated with the name Alfred North 
Whitehead, and process philosophy and theology are seen as sub-traditions 
which arose from his incredibly influential work, most specifically, as evidenced in 
the book Process and Reality (1929).  
 
The term “relational” is one often associated today with the philosophy and 
reading of the history of philosophy presented by Gilles Deleuze, most famously 
in texts such as Difference and Repetition (1967), but also books which 
emphasize immanence as a philosophical modality, one which finds precursors in 
thinker such as Gilbert Simondon, Henri Bergson, C.S. Peirce, David Hume, 
Baruch Spinoza, the Greco-Roman Stoics, and a variety of others. Deleuze tends 
to describe his as a philosophy of immanence rather than relation, taking his use 
of the term immanence from Spinoza, and likely influenced in part by Michel 
Henry's theorization of immanence in a highly Spinozist manner not long before 
Deleuze began to publish his own work on such issues. Immanence here is 
opposed to transcendence, the splitting off of some aspects of the world, such as 
God or Mind, as somehow beyond relation with the physical world which is then 
made secondary to this. His approach to immanence has lead him to often be 
described as a relational thinker, if not one of the most influential and perhaps 
paradigmatic relational theorists of the present.  
 

If these two thinkers, Whitehead and Deleuze, are those who often first come to 
mind when the notion of relational or process-relational theorizing is raised in 



contemporary philosophical milieu, there is certainly enough resonance between 
their respective worldviews and projects to extract commonalities between their 
perspectives, despite the fact that they originated in quite different contexts and 
traditions, use this commonality as a basis from which to theorize relational 
philosophy, and produce a reading of “the history of philosophy” from such a 
perspective. Such a perspective, however, is hardly relational enough, and for a 
variety of reasons.  
 

There is no question that one could track Whitehead's readings of theorists past, 
track his influences, and write a history of philosophy in light of this. Many of 
these sources tend to be from Ancient Greece or the European Enligtenment, 
including thinkers such as Plato, Descartes, Locke, Hume, and Kant. Mostly, 
however, he speaks in his own voice in relation to developments in the science of 
his day, particular in regard to Einsteinian relativity, but also developments in 
science and mathematics that he tends to keep in the background of his more 
direct philosophical writing.  
 

Deleuze, for his part, wrote extensive commentaries on a variety of philosophical 
figures, presenting a wide-ranging and rather coherent re-reading of 
philosophical history as he saw it from his perspective. Many of these texts were 
part of how he refined his own worldview, with the majority of these, though not 
all, written before he began to speak more directly in his own voice. Whitehead 
produces readings from philosophical history and uses it towards his ends, but a 
massive chunk of Deleuze's output deals exclusively with this, if in the process of 
articulating his unique perspective. Deleuze in fact produces his own reading of 
the history of what could be seen as a relational sub-tradition in Euro-American 
philosophy.  
 

According to this perspective, this tradition finds its inception in theorists such as 
the Ancient Greek Pre-Socratics and Stoics, is reborn in modern form with 
Spinoza, mutates with figures such as Hume and Leibniz, Nietzsche and 
Ravaisson, is to some extent developed by Marx and Freud, and comes to 
contemporary form in thinkers such as Henri Bergson and Gilbert Simondon, two 
of his more immediate and powerful forebears. Deleuze felt a certain 
commonality with American theorists of the early part of the century, including 
John Dewey, Peirce, and Whitehead, though he seems to only have known so 
much of these thinkers. The primary antagonists to his perspective are those 
theorists of transcendence who split the world into binaries only to elevate one of 
these over the other as somehow beyond this world, thinkers such as Plato, 
Descartes, and Kant. While these have been dominant in the past, Deleuze 
argues that a return to more immanent perspectives is needed. 
 

If one were to construct a relational philosophy from only the theories of these 
two thinkers, and a relational approach to history of relational thinking past 
according to the models proposed by Deleuze and Whitehead, however, several 
powerful issues arise which show the drawbacks of such an approach. While 



Whitehead was not concerned with producing an organized reading of “the 
history of philosophy” and Deleuze, perhaps not methodically and 
comprehensively, did do this, Deleuze's history is quite peculiar and has serious 
gaps.  
 
The most evident such gap is that of German Idealist thinkers beyond Kant, most 
particularly, nearly any mention of Schelling and Hegel, both of whom were 
powerfully influenced by Spinoza by means of the so-called Pantheismusstreit, 
and who sought to produce a counter-model to Kant which would, in theory at 
least, seem ideal places for Deleuze to mine. That said, Schelling is nearly 
completely absent in Deleuze's work, and Hegel usually only mentioned in 
passing to be derided and described as a caricature of the massive completely of 
his work. While it could be argued that perhaps Deleuze did not know Hegel, 
arguably one of the most influential European philosophers and one who argued 
for relation and immanence in some powerful ways which, as with Deleuze, did 
not explicitely often use the term, the absence of any sustained treatment of 
Hegel in Deleuze's work is strange if nothing else.  
 
There is no question that Deleuze knew Hegel, as his thesis adviser in his 
doctoral studies was Jean Hyppolite, the most famous expositor and translator of 
Hegel in France at the time. So influential was Hyppolite, however, and so strong 
Hyppolite's reading of Hegel as a theory of immanent closure, that Deleuze's 
model of immanent opening can in many senses be seen as an inversion of 
Hyppolite. Much of this has to do with the curious history of how Hegel came to 
be known in France, via Alexander Kojeve and his particular readings of him, 
along with those of particular interpreters whose version of Hegel came to have a 
variety of connotations which are often at odds with how Hegel's texts may read 
in today's contexts,REF as evidenced, for example, by Jean Luc Nancy's highly 
relational reading of Hegel in a text such as Hegel: The Restlessness of the 
Negative.REF  
 
The relation to Hyppolite, and hence Hegel as mediated through him, could in 
this sense be a powerful “anxiety of influence,” to cite a term employed by 
Howard Bloom, one whose absence indicates what Fredric Jameson would 
describe as a “vanishing mediator” in regard to which Deleuze gave rise to his 
own theories.REF Schelling and other German Idealists such as Fichte could 
have vanished from Deleuze by sheer affinity, and the few stray remarks about 
Hegel which present him as a caricatured straw person who is more an object of 
easy ridicule than a real locus for thinking, indicates that perhaps more is at play 
here. Deleuze is not loathe, after all, to carefully read and critique Plato or 
Descartes, and he even wrote a short book on Kant to understand a “worthy 
opponent.”REF  
 
In light of this, the lack of Hegel and those around him at this time seems 
symptomatic at best, and an attempt to produce something like a relational 
history of philosophy would need to reintegrate rather than reproduce this. Other 



lacunae in Deleuze include his stray mentions of a particularly strong influence 
upon him, Gilbert Simondon, one which he does not investigate in depth because 
of his contemporeneity; a similar situation exists with Michel Henry, who likely 
influenced Deleuze to some extent as well. Deleuze's relation to contemporary 
Jacques Lacan, arguably a powerfully relational thinker in his own right, and one 
quite open about his radical debts to Hegel, were complex to say the least, 
mediated by co-author and former Lacanian heir apparent Felix Guattari, and full 
of minor yet evident ambivlance, in the fact that Deleuze felt the need to have his 
wife Helene take notes at Lacan's seminars for him rather than attend these 
himself.  
 
Simondon provides a fascinating case in himself. Arguably as relational as 
Deleuze and as fascinatingly polymorphous, Simondon remains massively 
under-studied in the Anglophone world. Only fragments of Simondon's work are 
available in English translation, largely due to the seemingly well intentioned 
efforts of his daughter to carefully protect his legacy by making sure that 
translations occur of his complete rather than partial works. The result, however, 
is that Simondon remains virtually unknown, even if a series of recent 
publications of excellent secondary sources, such as Muriel Combs' excellent 
distillation of Simondon's perspective upon the world, has somewhat mediated 
this.  
 
That said, Simondon's style also accounts in part for his relative obscurity, for it is 
simply difficult to extract citations from his work which present aspects of his 
theoretical perspective in condensed form. Much of the reason for this is that for 
all his philosophical orientation, he writes as a historian and theorist of science as 
per his training in the French epistemological tradition as epitomized by a figure 
such as Gaston Bachelard. All of Simondon's meta-insights regarding “bigger 
picture” concerns are thus buried in careful explications of scientific and technical 
issues. None of which is to say that Simondon is difficult to read; on the contrary, 
his style is quite accessible, but it simply does not lend itself to the sound-bite.  
 
That said, the notion that “relations precede their terms,” made famous by 
Deleuze in his reading of Hume, seems to originate in Simondon, who advanced 
this thesis, in not quite these words, a few years before. Deleuze was quite open 
about his debt to Simondon, but even so the enormity of this has yet to be 
registered, certainly in the Anglophone world. That said, the thrust of Simondon's 
basic insight with this notion, in and beyond its Deleuzian manifestations, is often 
lost, for Simondon was hardly arguing that relations between already constituted 
terms are not relations at all, or that only the relations which precede the 
constitution of terms are truly relations. Rather, his insight, read in the context of 
its original formulation, is one in which the relations which precede the formation 
of already existent terms, of any sort, are more radically relational, at least in the 
sense which has been articulated in this text, than those which merely connect 
terms within already constituted systems. Such relations are already 
individuated, or to put this in terms articulated here, reified.  



 
Simondon has generally been read in the Anglophone world as a philosopher 
and theorist of technology, and there is no question that he is also that, and yet, 
his philosophies of technology are part and parcel of his more encompassing 
theories of individuation in physical, biological, and social systems. Simondon's 
basic notion that anything which is a one, or an individual, has to have been 
individuated from a pre-individual matrix is one which has had an outsided 
influence on this text, for the basic notion of the distinction between the one and 
the oneand, while drawing inspiration from figures such as Spinoza and Deleuze, 
finds its most clear precursor in the work of Simondon. From the perspective of 
this text, Simondon's theories, once appreciated more fully, will hopefully have 
been understood as nearly as powerful and rich as that of Deleuze in regard to 
developing the potentials for relational theorizing.  
 
All this said, if one wanted, with a few ammendations, one could write a history of 
the counter-tradition of relational philosophy, starting with figures such as 
Whitehead, Deleuze, Simondon, Bergson, and Peirce, extend this a bit to include 
aspects of Lacan, Marx, and Hegel, and track who they understood to be their 
precursors and work from there. But there are still some ways in which to do so 
would be hardly relational enough, and this has to do with the very notion I have 
been putting in quotes for much of this section, namely, “the history of 
philosophy.” This is far from a small issue, for relationally speaking, there are 
concerns not only the notion of “the history of philosophy,” but “philosophy” itself, 
and the reductions pertinent to these, both of which are worth investigating.  
 
Relationalism Beyond Philosophy and Its Histories 
 
If the attempt to develop a relational history of philosophy is to be relational in a 
more radical sense than is commonly understood, it must be relational in a 
manner which goes beyond the already constituted terms, relations, and systems 
of such interpretation as currently understood. If relation is about restoring 
context and a commitment to the “there is more,” and in such a manner that 
preconceived stratifications and divisions are seen as sedimentations of 
processes which could be otherwise, then the very notion of philosophy and a 
history of this needs to be called into question as well.  
 
First, the issue of philosophy as a discipline. There is no question that there are 
departments of philosophy, books with the word philosophy in the title, 
professorships in philosophy, and that the word has meaning to many, organizes 
actions of various sorts, is the subject matter of classes, and has a degree of 
cultural capital associated with it in various ways. That said, philosophy, as 
understood today in the parts of the world in which the term is used, which is to 
say, the Euro-American “West” and those places influenced by these, is a recent 
cultural production of Euro-American modernity. This is not to say, of course, that 
the Ancient Greeks did not call aspects of how they theorized their world 
philosophy. But the meaning of the word philosophy, carried on from its use, most 



prominently by Socrates to define the “lover/friend of wisdom” in opposition to the 
teachers of rhetoric and conventionality of opinion, the so-called “Sophists,”REF 
has quite radically changed over time as it has traveled from one culture to 
another, and the practice with it.REF 
 
What is most commonly called “science” in Euro-America today was in fact 
simply referred to as “natural philosophy” as late as the Romantic period, with 
biology, chemistry, physics, and even mathematics often seen as branches of 
philosophy in one form or another for the large majority of the history of the use 
of the term.REF As such, practices such as laboratory science, which today 
would not be considered philosophy, would most certainly have been a mere two 
hundred years ago, and in the heart of Euro-America at that. That said, the 
common interpretation of the difference between philosophy and science tends to 
be read backwards into these, with philosophers and historians of science mostly 
reading the “natural philosophy” texts, and those more general texts being seen 
as part of the history of contemporary philosophy.  
 
What is today called science in the so-called “West” largely arose, even while 
calling itself natural philosophy, in opposition to religion. That said, many early 
figures who broke away from a theological world view which interpreted all 
aspects of the world as comprehensible in entirety in reference to divine 
revelation in the form of scripture did not differentiate between philosophy, 
science, or mathematics in the contemporary senses of these terms. The works 
of Galileo Galilei or Francis Bacon may primarilly be read by historians of science 
in the present, but these texts are deeply concerned with what today would also 
be understood as philosophical concerns. That is, they not only addressed 
specific techniques for experimental examination of the physical world, or 
methods for mathematical investigation, but described in detail their reasons for 
doing so in regard to more encompassing contexts and concerns.  
 
When Galileo, for example, begins to formulate the forerunners of today's 
formula F=ma (force equals mass times acceleration), he argues that all of the 
laws of the physical cosmos are regular and knowable this way, and can be 
mathematized in such a manner. Bacon likewise argues for his method of 
experimentation as one which could be observed by any and all of a community 
to establish common knowledge. Rather than assume what they are doing as 
given, they not only theorize their practices, but meta-theorize this in relation to 
other practices and ways of knowing the world. Descartes and Leibniz are 
perhaps two of the most famed examples of figures who today are studied nearly 
as much by historians of science and mathematics as historians of philosophy, 
and for these thinkers, there was no difference between these notions in the 
modern sense. While theology was originally that from which philosophy, whether 
natural or otherwise, distinguished itself, as science developed into its more 
modern forms, it began to sharply distinguish itself from philosophy as well, often 
branding this as “mere speculation”, not based in evidence or objective 
observation, etc.  



 
That said, even mathematics was hardly based in anything like rigid proof, as it is 
now manifest, until rather recently. While figures such as Augustin-Louis Cauchy 
pioneered so-called “rigor” in mathematical reasoning, giants of mathematical 
convention such as Leonard Euler, into the 1830's, did not rely on anything like 
proof in the modern sense when they developed new mathematical techniques or 
notions. The development of mathematical logics by means of figures such as 
George Boole, Gotlob Frege, Bertrand Russell, and Whitehead and Wittgenstein 
in their early periods, did much in the early twentieth century to establish the 
notion that one must prove mathematical discoveries as valid, and their 
inheritors, in the Wiener Kreis and beyond, through their massive influence and 
along with theorists of science such as Karl Popper, lead to the widespread 
acceptance of falsifiability as the crux of scientific discovery, and that which 
differentiated mathematics and science from the merely speculative endeavors of 
philosophies which did not endeavor to follows such notions.  
 
Such approaches to science tended to reverse the age old notion that the 
individual sciences were mere subdivisions of the more general philosophy, to 
produce a notion of philosophy as a derivative of more concrete sciences upon 
whose model its very notions of truth were based. As Europe and America were 
rapidly technologizing and technocratizing in the period immediately following 
World War II, the Pax Americana based itself on the notion of seemingly 
“objective” and “value-free” inquiry in science and philosophy modeled upon it, 
seeing this as opposed to the Marxist critique of such notions which lead to all 
forms of theorizing becoming forms of Stalinist or Maoist ideology in the various 
so-called “Communist” countries during the Cold War.  
 
Those who followed the notion that philosophy need follow proof on the logico-
mathematical model and truth on the scientific empirical model became the norm 
in the Anglo-American world, with everything else often denigrated as mere 
“history of philosophy,” which nevertheless continued, despite the wishes of such 
“analytic” philosophers, particularly in France in Germany, leading the analytics to 
describe such endeavors as “continental” philosophy. The division between 
analytic and continental philosophy is one which nevertheless only concretized in 
the decades immediately after WWII, a mere few decades after set theoretic 
language and its forms of proof became the dominant norms in mathematics, and 
science fully distinguished itself, in part through the growth of university chairs, 
faculties, and departments for biology, chemistry, physics, and the like beyond 
those of philosophy, during the late nineteenth century.  
 
This short history of the notion of philospohy aims to parochialize it, to show how 
recent and overdetermined by social situations were its separation off from 
mathematics and mathematics, and how these fields tended to define each other 
oppositionally in regard to each other, as philosophy in the expanded sense had 
done from theology a few centuries before. And yet, it is only in the so-called 
“West” that the notion of philosophy, or of science, exists as it does, which is to 



say, in a manner in which there is an exclusive disjunction between these two 
forms of inquiry, as well as an exclusive disjunction between these realms and 
those which pertain the Western notion of religion.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Refract to the bigger picture. But first, more details.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Excursus into Euro-American Reductionist Philosophy: Or, Beyond Ones in 
Mind and World 
 
It is worth noting, however, that there is more than one way to understand how 
things are ones, and despite requiring a semi-detailed dip into some traditional 
notions, I believe it is worth it to deal with such points here. Readers less 
interested in such debates with the past should feel free to skip ahead to where 
the text resumes as it was in the following section.  
 
Returning to the concerns at hand, a realist may say that a thing such as a stone, 
for example, is a thing “in reality,” and the question is how accurately or free from 
bias our apprehension of the stone is. An idealist may argue, on the contrary, that 



we only have an experience of the stone, and the issue is whether or not it 
coheres in its unity in our experience, with any issue of whether or not there is a 
stone in the world of reality being ultimately unknowable.  
 
Immanuel Kant, however, famously worked to combine these, arguing that unity 
is a category of our thinking that we project out into the world onto its stuff to 
organize it, along with categories such as time, space, etc. Our subjective 
experiences are phenomenal appearances which arise from the intertwining of 
our categories of understanding with our perspectival relation with aspects of the 
“thing-in-itself” (Das Ding-an-sich), the thing beyond our experiences in the 
noumenal realm of reality beyond my subjectivity, that which gives rise to 
phenomenal experiences as anchor and source. The result is our experiences 
are a hybrid of inner projection and outer manifestation, bringing philosophy and 
common sense into sync, in that our experiences would be partially the 
contribution of inner and outer aspects.  
 
As ingenious as Kant's solution seems, it gives rise to as many philosophical 
problems as it seems to solve. For while Kant describes experience as a hybrid 
of phenomenal and noumenal, essentially, subjective and objective, he also 
wants to prove his notions as absolutely true, that our phenomenal experiences 
of the noumenal are certain and accurate, as well as argue that these realms, 
despite their intertwining in experience, are also in some crucial ways disjunct 
and discrete, with the subjective able to be proven deductively, and the form of 
the noumenal if not its content, subjectively provable with this.  
 
In these senses, Kant seems to want, in colloquial terms, to “have his 
(philosophical) cake and eat it as well.” To give a sense of some of the issues 
that arise, how can one distinguish, for example, subjective from objective if this 
too is impacted by the very filtering categories we project on to our experience? 
Can we ever get distance from such categories enough to make such 
determinations, if they cannot, as Kant says, reasonably be doubted without one 
falling into incoherence or meaninglessness? That is, how can one be objectively 
sure about any division one makes between subjective and objective without this 
leading to infinite regress, or taking a step out of the seeming necessity of these 
very categories in order to determine their limits, or some inconsistency between 
these? There seems every reason to think that, on his own terms, what occurs 
with Kant's project is a sleight of hand that relies on one or more of these options.  
 
Or, for another example, how can I be really sure “the thing in itself” is really 
there, or not just another projection of my mind, a category like the others which, 
for Kant, cannot be doubted because we cannot imagine an experience without 
these? After all, it only took Bernhard Riemann and Felix Klein, or Albert Einstein 
and the quantum, Niels Bohr and Richard Feynman,to show that one could 
imagine and experience forms of space and time so radically different than those 
envisaged by Kant they seem to shatter the seeming necessity of what Kant 
deemed so.  



 
Furthermore, would all our experiences necessarily be anchored by “things” in 
the Kantian sense? Certainly the notion of a multiplicity, such as proposed by 
Bergson, a term for that which is between one and many, would seem to call this 
into question. An everyday example, such as the air around us that we breathe 
every day, would seem to show reason enough to take issue with the Kantian 
perspective. But if I cannot be sure there is a single and unified core or anchor 
unifying my phenomenal experiences around a single object, can anything really 
be known about the noumenal world? That is, Kant sees differing subjects as 
being able to disagree about various qualities of a stone, but not, that there is a 
single unified stone which has these qualities as its properties. In this, he builds 
upon John Locke's notion of the distinction between primary and secondary 
qualities, in that he feels subjects can differ in regard to secondary qualities, such 
as color or texture, but not the primary qualities which determine that there is a 
stone there where it seems.  
 
This is a crucial set of concerns, for it touches upon the notion of how, for 
relational philosophy, thinking in terms of ones is part of the reductionism it 
argues against, with Kant's notion of the “thing in itself,” in this case, a stone 
behind the seeming manifestations of this in my experience, as one of the most 
slippery forms of this reductionism at work. For Kant, only God can truly see the 
stone “as it really is,” from all sides and perspectives, in all its noumenal fullness 
which our limited bodies and faculties make impossible, despite our logical 
categories of understanding which cannot rationally be in doubt (and God is the 
supremely rational being).  
 
For Kant, we cannot experience the noumenal fully, but we can experience its 
contours, in a sense like a blind person who uses their hands to “see” indirectly 
with them. Just as my sense of self becomes fully distinct from the world when I 
experience something sublime, such as a powerful storm or the incredible 
quantity of stars in the sky, to use Kant's own examples, so it is that we can 
experience God, Freedom, communal sensibility, and “the thing-in-itself” 
indirectly, in a sense. Likewise, the logical categories of our understanding 
intertwine with what is beyond them in experience, going beyond their limits in a 
sense, as all our experiences do. And yet, can we ever be certain that when I see 
a stone, there is really a stone there, which is to say, that the unity I project into 
the world matches up with one really in the world? Or might these be able to fall 
out of sync? In his early works, Kant like Descartes seems quite certain that a 
God who is good ensures that the unity of an object in our experience lines up 
with the object in the world. The later Kant, however, seems less sure that he can 
be certain about this.  
 
This hasty summary of massively complex issues in Kantian philosophy hopefully 
shows why these issues matter, even today. Later followers of the Kantian model, 
such as Edmund Husserl, attempted to make Kant “scientific,” integrating 
psychology in various ways, but the same issues and catachreses came to the 



surface. Like Descartes, Kant wants to have it both ways. He wants to argue that 
subjective and objective are completely distinct domains, and yet, if this is so, 
and neither is merely derived from a more encompassing context which relates 
these, then how does one bring these together in a synthesis like experience?  
 
For Kant, after all, subject and object are not aspects or poles of experience, for 
if this were the case, one could not prove by means of logical deduction the 
necessity of the categories as Kant wants, nor that our knowledge of the world, at 
least in regard to these, can be certain. Kant wants certainty, and certainty which 
can show that some aspects of our experience must be objectively true and 
knowable without doubt. This requires he keep subjective and objective fully 
distinct.  
 
We all know we can be mistaken, after all, in regard to simple physical 
experiences or hallucinations, and he needs to show that logical deduction from 
what cannot be doubted, at least at the risk of what he sees as nonsense, can be 
safe and indubitably certain, no matter how we can be mistaken in regard to such 
inner or outer experiences. He also needs to safeguard the “reality” of the 
objective world, its objectivity, by showing that while we can be mistaken about 
various qualities, we cannot be mistaken about its basics. In this, he attempts to 
show the objective necessity of the subjective as logical form, and the subjective 
certainty we can have about some aspects of the experiential outer world.  
 
And yet, if subjective and objective are distinct in this manner, how do they ever 
come together without then turning into each other? Even if this happens at just 
one point, after all, they are related, and can be seen as aspects of a whole 
which provides a context for these, such that this context is beyond capture in 
regard to the seeming logical certainty and necessity of his deductions. Without 
it, however, how inside and outside could come together at all seems impossible.  
 
Something similar happens with Descartes. For Descartes, mind and matter are 
radically distinct. Mind is the domain of certainty, for one cannot doubt one is 
thinking without that also being thinking, and the mind can deduce, for Descartes, 
certainty from such undoubtable inner foundations from there. But the world of 
extended things, which unlike mind have physical bodies, does not follow these 
rules, and we cannot be certain about it. The divide between mind and body 
seems unbridgeable, and to answer critics, Descartes famously argued that 
humans likely have a small gland within their brains, the pineal gland, which 
contains the mind and which, supported by springs of sorts, transmits the 
physical vibrations of material actions upon it to the non-corporeal realm of mind. 
This of course is silly, which is to say, if for Descartes mind is not physical and 
bodies and their actions upon each other are, then if one can translate between 
these realms, they are not radically different as he would like them to be. And so, 
at other places, he simply argues that God is the one that bridges this gap for 
humans.  
 



Kant runs into similar issues. He argues that there is a special faculty, the 
“transcendental schematism,” within us which brings together inside and outside 
so they meet. But this just runs into all the same problems as with Descartes' 
pineal gland. In other places, like Descartes, he brings in God, in classic deux ex 
machina form, or more colloquially, as a “get out of jail free card,” which is to say, 
using God as a way to solve any problems he can't solve himself. God is in this 
sense both inside and outside of his system, just like experience which can and 
cannot get access to the thing-in-itself. This would be fine if he were not a dualist, 
of course, but he is, and in this sense, like Descartes, on his own terms, his 
project is full of unresolved issues.  
 
This has not stopped this tradition, however, from being the most influential in 
European and American modernity. Many other traditions around the world, and 
before the rise of modernity in Europe and America, argue that dualist systems 
are partial reductions of supra- or non-dual contexts of which they are aspects. 
And even in Euro-American philosophical traditions, the limitations of the dualism 
of Descartes and Kant was apparent to many. As even many of those who wrote 
not long after Kant in the same philosophical context noted not long after him, if 
subjective and objective are distinct and discrete realms, is not their division a 
sort of negative relation? Must they not be divided by a force or power which is 
beyond them as context? If they are related in any way at all, is this not also a 
context? Like anything that has ever been experienced, subjectively or 
objectively, must not the very division between these have a before, and 
potentially and after, certainly in order to follow what Kant says about time 
himself? If so, would not what came before, and potentially after, be a context, 
that from which such a division arose, and hence, that of which it and the divided 
aspects are themselves aspects?  
 
And if so, what sense does it make to assume the division between these as 
ultimate? And if it were not ultimate, might not Kant need to revise his notion of 
proof and certainty, upon which these depend? Might he not need to come up 
with better defenses than God or the schematism, both of which push the 
problem elsewhere without resolving it on its own terms?  
 
Such issues may seem rather obvious once articulated as such, and many critics 
writing not long after Kant's works were published said as much in various ways. 
And yet, the radically popularity of dualism, in the form of Descartes and Kant, 
has not gone away. It seems to accord with common sense, after all, at least in 
particular socio-historical contexts, and so, it has been repeatedly argued that 
eventually a way will be found which shows that it was right after all, and yet, the 
same difficulties have remained, unresolved, and despite attempts to resolve 
these, none of have succeeded any more than these, simply producing versions 
of the same difficulties in their own ways.  
 
When a problem is not resolved because one does not really want it resolved 
despite saying that one does, and so one goes around in circles repeating the 



same attempts at resolution without getting anywhere, this is what 
psychoanalysts have referred to as a symptom. For Marxists, also quite into 
symptoms in their ways, such processes happen as they do due to contradictions 
within society which put people into double-binds of sorts in which individuals are 
unable to solve social problems on their own, even though they can feel them, 
giving rise to issues such as these.  
 
Lukacs on Kant, Fanon on Lukacs 
 
Gyorgy Lukacs, the Marxist philospher, believes that the fiction of the isolated 
individual subject, as theorized by philosophers such as Descartes and Kant, is a 
result of the how capitalism has made it seem “common sense” that we are all 
individual islands, each the only  standard of truth and value, while also 
demanding that we make sense of a world which often confounds attempts to 
reduce it atomisms in this way. For Lukacs, the individual commodity is produced 
by capitalism, and as we labor and consume increasingly under this system, the 
individual commodity is an object whose model we take as our own, internalizing 
its structure in regard to how we deal with ourselves. That is, we treat ourselves 
and others as we do commodities. We imagine ourselves little atoms, fully 
discrete and distinct, beyond culture, history, time, place, or relation.  
 
This is, however, only how capitalism wants us to imagine commodities. For they 
are of course produced by relations between process of laboring and 
consumption, intertwining factories with people and materials, money with laws, 
and so much more, but capitalism needs to keep these out of sight. For now that 
automation has made it such that most of the basic material needs are able to be 
fulfilled by machines, in order to extract more profits, the system needs to keep 
us buying things we don't quite need but instead feel like we do. What is needed 
are screens upon which to project fantasies which can induce us to desire them.  
 
Screens of course work best when blank, and so, in order for advertising to be 
able to best do its work, the links to relations and processes needed to be 
severed in order to make the objects produced by commodities not seem like 
aspects of processes and contexts with all sorts of prior social and historical 
stakes, meanings and values, but rather, to erase these to the greatest degree 
possible. Even the use of a product, to the extent possible, should be erased, so 
that the meaning projected by the advertisers can produce the most value for the 
least cost. The brand name is the clearest example of this, and when we fetishize 
an object for its brand, we consume most purely the fantasy of the meaning 
projected on the screen of the object.  
 
When relations to contexts and processes, uses and functions, meanings and 
values, society and history, as well as multiple forms of intepretation, are not 
erased in this way, however, the potential to read and hence evaluate the object 
differently than how the advertisers want becomes possible. What is more, and 
even more powerfully, rather than merely question the content of the object, it 



becomes possible to question its form, which is to say, whether it is really an 
object in the way it seems, with all sorts of radical implications.  
 
For when a commodity is not treated in isolation, its ability to be a screen which 
mirrors our own desire, a desire which thingifies us in the process, is disrupted. 
When consumed by the commodity, I treat myself and others as means to that 
end, which is to say, I put on lenses that turn the world into a reflection of 
commodifying thinking. One might object that no-one would ever want to treat 
everything in the world like an inert thing, but in a world that is confusing and 
scary, complex and often overwhelming, many desire the seeming simplicity, 
control, knowability, and security such a reduction provides. Rather than ask 
often terrifyingly open questions, such as “what do I want?” or “what should I 
want?,” or even more difficult, “what do we want?” or “what should we want?,” or 
even, “how might we even begin to think about these issues, and why and 
towards what purposes?,” it is simply easier to do what one has, what we all 
have, which is to say, labor and buy. And in this way, we manipulate ourselves 
into reducing the potential of the world into one of inert things.  
 
Symptoms lose their hold upon us when we begin to restore or create relations. 
The fantasies we imagine hover within or around objects, so fantastic in their 
ways, begin to dissolve, and in their place, arise the potentials for things to be 
different. These are equally virtual, but unlike fantasies, which we often know are 
merely that, which can provide a small jolt of the impossibilities they promise, 
they can become real if we work with others to bring them into our worlds and 
realities. A better world, a less reductive world is possible if we all work to make it 
so. In a world in which we use reductive lenses to interpret, this seems like mere 
fantasy, and yet, if we begin to make and remake our world differently by acting 
differently, this will seem less so. Interpretation and action can co-potentiate each 
other in this way, transforming the world in the process, turning our symptoms 
into opportunities of the world which could come to be.  
 
For Lukacs, the philosophies of Descartes and Kant are symptoms of capitalism 
in its nascent forms, which is to say, the reductionist atomistic and dualist thinking 
which allowed it develop, and which then became radicalized in waves. Lukacs 
was aware of the dangers of reification and how it related to fantasy, but in the 
society of the spectacle of the present, in contemporary image capitalism, in 
which we often buy images more than the objects which support them, these 
tendencies have become far more extreme.  
 
Lukacs was right of course in seeing the conquest of whatever is seen as beyond 
as the point of all this. He focused on the conquest of nature and the workers by 
the imperialist machine of international global capital and its commodity 
producing factories and fantasies. But one could extend this to the notion that the 
atomizing and dualizing machine of capitalism, which reduces all to the model of 
the commodity object and what will soon be turned into this, to so many other 
aspects of our modern world. For Lukacs, the atomistic approach to the self, and 



the firm dualist divide between the self and its world, show up in abstract form in 
the philosophies of Descartes, Kant, and the traditions which rise from these, so 
many attempts to derive the absolute universal necessity of what, when seen 
more relationlly, is rather contingent and could be otherwise.  
 
None of which is to say that Lukacs was himself without fault, far from it. As many 
know he believed, rather absolutistically, in the rightness of his own Marxist 
perspective, its necessity, and even in the use of violence towards others to 
enforce his understanding of the world, and in this, he has been called a Stalinist, 
and he was a supporter of Stalin, in deed as much as word, until rather late in his 
career. Lukacs was as rigidly dualist and reductionist in his critique of atomism as 
atomism itself, and in this sense, he did not see the full potential radicality of his 
own form of critique. He turned himself and others into things before the iron-clad 
laws of his system, one as reductive as capital, if in its own ways.  
 
There are so many ways in which Lukac's reductionism, and that of many forms 
of Marxism, miss, for they tend to only see how reductionism manifests in regard 
to economics and class formation. Lukacs describes how the worker objecfies 
their labor when they spend all their work time making objects, how they objectify 
what today might be called desire when they consume these very same objects, 
and how doing so they turn themselves into objects by means of their actions. He 
sees this as an extension of the general splitting of the world into binary 
categories, abstractions from capital's own splits such as those between raw 
materials and consumable commodity, or nature and its conquest, including the 
capitalist project of expansion needed to continually extend markets to maintain 
capitalism against tendencies within it, such as the famed “falling rate of profit,” 
which require imperialism as a “spatial fix,” along with the advertising and 
propaganda of which he only saw inchoate forms, once basic needs are met.  
 
But Lukac's Marxist modes of interpretation blind him to so much. One of the 
most powerful accounts of objectification is described by Franz Fanon in Black 
Skin, White Masks (1954). Fanon describes how a little child on the streets of 
Paris hurled a racial epithet at him, and in that moment, reduced him to “pressing 
objecthood.” REF. To be made a thing is not something merely something one 
does to oneself via the system of capitalism. It is also something done to others, 
such as in the example shown above. And this is not accidental, rather, it is part 
of how capitalism works to reduce the world.  
 
By reducing the world to class while ignoring other reductions, Marxism fails to 
understand why, again and again, the proletariat masses never unite against 
their oppressors. When this happened early in the history of Marxist theorizing, 
one could see this as a learning process, but when Marxists continued to simply 
repeat their attempts to rework their system's content without questioning its 
form, they demonstrated their own symptomatic addiction to something about 
their worldviews that reduced the world in a way they preferred, similar in their 
way to the capitalist symptomology described earlier. For if Marxists began to 



question the centrality of economics and class, they might be able to see 
relations to other forms of objectification at work in the world, such as those in 
regard to race.  
 
Marxism came to realize early on the role imperialism played in supporting 
capitalism by allowing for it to expand to new domains to keep it going when it 
had saturated those in which it formed, but they failed to take into account how 
constitutive imperialist colonialism was to the very formation of capitalism. As 
Cedric Robinson shows in Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical 
Tradition REF, capitalism and colonialism gave birth to each other. The so-called 
“European Renaissance” was spurred by the influx of knowledge and wealth 
taken from the Near East and later Islamic world during the Crusades.  
 
No wonder the so-called Renaissance took Ancient Greece for its model: after all, 
idealizing Rome would be to idealize a colonial Empire, and to idealize Arabic 
and Islamic cultures which radically extended the Greek synthesis of the learning 
around them would be to idealize those they continued to colonize, in part by 
means of projecting various demeaning fantasies upon them to justify their own 
aggression, aggression which was in fact what sewed Europe and the so-called 
“West” together in the process. Also no wonder that the wealth accrued during 
the Crusades was invested, and invested in exploration, which itself lead to the 
discovery of naval access to sub-Saharan Africa, leading to the start of the 
European enslavement of Africans for their labor.  
 
Everything else about the history of modern Western capitalist-colonialism 
unfolds from here. From its very start, this system has turned people into objects 
for their labor, and used race, or in the Americas, religion and race, to justify this, 
and this, alongside the racial and religious hatred used to other their Arabic and 
Islamic neighbors, provided the financial seed-money for investment which had 
to move from Italy when the local lords wanted more of the bounty, and so it fled 
for the more hands-off, lassiez-faire environments of Portugal and Spain and was 
invested in the endeavors that allowed Europe, over the span of a few centuries, 
to violently to colonize most of the world. Without the money and industry none of 
this would have been possible, and without the fantasies of racism and religious 
hatred, that money and industry would not have been able to be stolen. By 
treating some people as less than human because of their religion, skin color, or 
cultures, by producing reductionist worldviews which justified these horrors in 
various ways, capitalo-imperialism ate the globe.  
 
And in the late nineteenth century, as machines began to make slavery less 
profitable, as economies used the profits from the colonial agricultural labor of 
the slaves to produce leaps in science and technology to reduce nature and the 
world to mere tool for profit, the system began to build massive factories at home 
to process the raw materials from the increasingly independent colonies which 
were now needed for consumerist neocolonialism. The outside became 



internalized, as all became proletarianized to the machine, and Europeans began 
to feel some of the pressing objecthood they inflicted upon others for centuries.  
 
But not all proletariat are created equal. Stalin reduced the original Marxist claim 
of an international proletariat to the borders of his imperial Soviet state, and in 
the process, reduced the radicality of Marxism to a mere nationalist totalitarian 
cult of himself. Many other Marxists, however, failed to see, any more than Marx, 
that without racism, colonialism, or religious hatred, there never would have been 
capitalism to begin with. Furthermore, without the work of women that reductively 
was never counted “as labor,” even as women were often counted as property on 
the model of things, one half of the labor force would be missing. And without 
queer people to persecute, how much more difficult to use sex to support the 
entire system of control in so many ways.  
 
But race is not only essential to the origins of capitalism, but also its continued 
existence. For what makes it difficult for the “workers of the world” to unite are the 
seemingly unreconcilable differences they see between each other. Whenever 
capitalism reaches a crisis point, a war tends to result instead, and nationalism or 
racism or both are used to make this possible. And in times of peace, racism, 
often mixed with nationalism or religious hatred, is what keeps those 
impoverished by the system divided. The lower middle classes of the world are 
kept at the throats of the impoverished classes by means of divisions justified by 
means of racial, national, or religious ideologies. Gender and sexual ideologies 
are used to shore these up as needed whenever any fall into crisis.  
 
And so, the world's upper middle classes tend to align with the super wealthy to 
keep the system going, for the upper middle class hope to attain those privileges. 
For what they fear, more than poverty, is being treated like they are poor, which is 
what they see as only possible for “those people,” which is to say, those who are 
racialized, non-citizen, colonized, or otherwise other in a manner which goes 
beyond economics. To become poor, in so many parts of the world, means one 
and one's family will often not be able to live in the more expensive parts of town, 
and will have to live in those parts of the city reserved for the racialized 
proletariat, whether these are the zones of the Romany, the Islamic, the queers, 
the Blacks, or any other group those which privilege fear associating with.  
 

What they fear is a form of reifying reduction which they feel is far beyond that 
produced by capitalism. What they fear is experiencing what Fanon describes as 
part of his daily life, what any queer person or person of color or non-citizen 
knows that any child of privilege, economic or otherwise, can do to them, namely, 
remove from them the dignity of not being treated as an object. Capitalism, of 
course, brings, as many critics have argued, the objectification experienced by 
those who were colonized by Europe and America for centuries back home. 
Without relating this process to its contexts, any attempt to form a relational 
worldview can easily itself become nearly as reifying as that which it criticize. 
 



Capitalism is in this sense far more than an economic system. Rather, it is a 
centralizing system, one which works to centralize potential in the hands of the 
few. Not all potential is economic, this is the worldview it sells as its own, even if 
it also sells those of race and nation to maintain the market which it pretends is 
free of such concerns. In order to control who gets access to potential, economic 
or otherwise, it need to divide the world to conquer it, and it does this by dividing 
it according to races and nations, religions and genders and sexualities, valuable 
from worthless, and all according to its own image. 
 

Capitalist Relations 
 
The issue is not, after all, whether or not the world is relational, for from a 
relational perspective, it always has been and always can become this way, no 
matter what reductionist worldviews or systems want to make use believe or help 
us make parts of the world around us by means of our collective actions. Rather, 
the issue is that capitalism seeks to make us act as if there were no relation, only 
its reductions, and this reduces the world thereby.  
 
For while capitalism may pretend it does not relate things, it does little but relate, 
but in a reductive form. Capitalism relates everything to itself, and only on its 
terms. Lukacs saw the Marxist project, as Stalinists do, in similar terms, as all 
relating to a primary source which, it is supposed, knows how things are “really” 
related, and hence, can force the world to its will for what seems the greater 
good. Capitalism, often described as the “invisible hand” of the market, a pseudo-
divinity if there ever was one, is often defended by its apostles in similar terms. 
Both assume that whatever there is can only be related on its terms, and those 
are set, either by Marxism or the Market, depending on the situation. Both have, 
as have become clear, disastrous potential consequences.  
 
Rather than replace one reduction with another of one's own, simply shifting 
content but not form, a more radical and relational approach is to change the 
form itself. Simply reducing everything in a different way, one which proclaims 
relation rather than obscures it, does not solve the problem. For capitalism, 
relation to production is obscured for the fantasy the commodity promises, but for 
Stalinist Marxism, relation beyond the party and state are obscured by the 
fantasy of a reduced notion of communism that it provides. Far more dangerous 
is the notion, hinted at by Marx in various ways if not explicitely stated, that 
awakening to how humans collectively take part in making the world in which 
they are made, and the open potentials this reveals, beyond any system of 
reduction, is a potential for far more than any particular dream or social system.  
 
Rather, it is a dream which, if continually reawakened and brought into being, 
could bring about radical and perpetual democratic socialist revolution, one which 
is as democratic as socialist, and which works to collectively make the world 
better for any and all on their own terms and in their own collectively negotiated 
ways. Such a project, of course, would always need to be reified in part to be 



communicated, or to give rise to concrete objects and actions, plans and 
procedures, and yet, if continually reawakened, it could powerfully remake the 
world beyond mere things or people and relations and processes taken as these. 
This is not to argue that such dreams are distinct from reifications. Rather, 
reifications are aspects of the potentials which arise from how contexts give rise 
to things in order to relate in new and different ways.  
 
The difficulty, however, is to remind ourselves constantly that things are not 
merely what they may seem, that there is always more, that the more is not 
radically elsewhere but here and now, and that, if we work together, we can make 
the world radically more than what it has been, not merely in quantity but quality 
and as process of sustainable emergence, in negotiation and for the benefit of 
any and all, no longer merely reproducing the reductive same but refracting ever 
new forms of differencing intertwining and intertwining differencing, which is to 
say, opening emerging. Any and all aspects of the world, no matter how 
seemingly definite, discrete, absolute, fixed, necessary, certain, or otherwise 
reduced need remain this way. They can all be opened on to the more, and 
shown to be aspects of the fabric of emerging of which all can be seen as 
aspects, and in regard to which any attempt to reduce it, even to emergence, are 
merely just that, and yet, there is more here and now and the potential as well for 
more emerging.  
 
What capitalism sells, after all, more than anything else, is a series of reductive 
images of the world which interlock into a system which keeps its parts separate 
in order to maintain control. The system of race and the system of nation, the 
system of religious differences and those of sexual differences, and the market 
above all. And yet, from a relational perspective, these are aspects of the same 
system which seeks to reduce all to aspects of its form. And once all takes the 
same form, no matter the content, it can control how they interact. Once 
something is monetarized, markets can be used to modulate their flow, and once 
a person is racialized, they can be fit into a racial system which modulates 
people in different ways which can be used to balance out that of finance.  
 
None of which is to argue that this is done consciously, or by a small cabal 
scheming in backrooms. In order to function, capitalism frames itself as being 
about a market free from issues such as race or nation, religion or gender or 
sexuality, and this is what allows it to divide and conquer. A relational political 
critique would require that one restores these connections and forms of 
reduction, to see their common form, and see their common beneficiaries who 
sell us and even themselves a worldview which just happens, so conveniently, to 
be advantages to people like them. For otherwise, it would all be too obvious, 
people would see through all the divisions, and the disempowered of the world 
really would unite, seeing how the divide and conquer is merely a worldview used 
to keep us all reduced, and the world with us.  
 
Centralization and refraction. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
one's ways of interpreting the world are sedimentations of what one values, and 
one's values inflect how one interprets the world, and this inflects how one 
understands one's sense of what actions are worth taking, one's hopes for what 
they could accomplish, one's assessment of the results, and one's sense of what 
needs to be adjusted to get there. Likewise, what I do  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 shades of gray where previously there may have been understood to be only 
inside and outside, mind and body, subject and object. But when examined more 
closely, more relationally, when not blinded by the reductive assumption that 
there must be pure subject and object, pure mind and matter, and then work to 



sew these together to remake the world in their image, a less reductive, more 
multifarious, more relational model of the world can emerge.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
. I see the book as the manifestation of plays of forces within and without it, and 
my body and its interactions with the book as this as well, and I realize that we 
are both, in our intertwining in this experience, manifestations of forces which, if 
they were balanced differently could have lead to a different experience 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rather than imagine that there is only the book, or only the book and my 
experience of it, and something like an unbridgeable divide between us, between 
realms such as matter and mind, which seemingly cannot meet yet must if I am 
to experience anything, I begin to look for the “more” within and without and 
beyond what might like isolated aspects within this.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Between the book and my seemingly disembodied experience of it, after all, is 
my brain, my nervous system, my eyes, the photons which connect us, the 
quantum phenomenon and atoms and molecules which weave us together in this 
interaction, and whose interaction gives rise to our intertwinings in turn.  
 
Furthermore, I am only able to experience this book due to all the factors beyond 
me which contribute to my ability to do so in their way, making this possible. 



Were my eyes not sensitive to light, for example, I would not be able to see the 
book, and in this sense, the evolution of my body contributes to how I experience 
the book as I do, and I might experience it quite differently were I evolved 
differently in this regard.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The basic idea is as simple, appears in cultures around the world in nearly 
uncountable forms, and as old as thinking about the world itself, namely, that 
“everything is connected.” In times past this notion has often been framed in 
regard to notions of divine presence or agency, and yet today, in a world in which 
the virtual realities of the Internet are intertwining seemingly everything in and 
through the mobile computing devices which have woven the Web into the fabric 
of our daily lives, the need to understand connection is more urgent than ever. 
And yet, a quick search reveals few texts, particularly new ones, which explicitly 
address anything like a philosophy of relation, providing one of the motivations 
then for this one. As will become clear, while the notion that “everything is 
conntected” may seem simple enough, there is much to this notion that may not 
be obvious at first, particularly in regard to the age in which we find ourselves. 
 
For example, at first it may seem that there would need to be a difference 
between the notion of relation itself and that everything is related. After all, there 
may be islands of relation within something like a void, but then again, 
considered broadly, the void would then relate these islands as well. Or the 
context from which these are being described. Considered broadly, if there is 
relation, everything is related, if in some way. After all, were this not the case, we 
could not know, feel, sense, or otherwise relate to it. This is not to say that what 
is related to must be anything like a thing. Try to grasp a handful of water from a 
pool. Is the pool one or many, a set of potential handfuls perhaps, of varying size 
and dimension, or something beyond simply one thing or many things, but a 
multiplicity which defies such notions. The very definition of a thing, after all, is 
quite fraught, whether a tree growing from a seed is is one thing or a series, after 
all, is ultimately as much in the eye of the beholder as the tree.  
 
There have been many attempts to theorize relation, and everything and more as 
relation, throughout the ages and across many cultures. A few names may come 



to mind, such as Henri Bergson's relational approach to time and experience, 
Gilles Deleuze's relational approach to immanence and differencing, A.N. 
Whitehead's relativistic relationalism, Gilbert Simondon's supra-individuationist 
relationalism, C.S. Peirce's semiological relationalism, Baruch Spinoza's 
mathematico-theological relationalism, and beyond these traditions, theorizations 
such as present in the works of Islamic philosophers such as Ibn' Arabi or Ibn' 
Sina, Indic philosophers such as Brahmanic Advaita Vedanta and Buddhist 
Yogachara and tathagathagarbha theorists, or the Tibetan Rime theorists or 
various strands of Ancient Chinese philosophy such as the schools of Zhuangzi, 
Xunzi, and Mozi.  
 
A relational philosophy should see any and all who think relationally, regardless 
of tradition, as sources of potential inspiration. That said, for philosophy to be 
relational today, it cannot speak only to the past, for it must also be related to the 
present and the potentials within it. We live in an age of new forms of relation 
which are changing so much of how we see the world today. And so, rather than 
merely spend time discussing theories of relation past, this short text will work to 
describe relation in ways which it is hoped can speak more directly to the 
concerns of the present day. Rather than dive into the history of relationalism, 
beyond the scope of this short text, I will instead use a close examination of 
some everyday examples as points of entry into the concerns at hand.  
 
Relationalism 
 
What does a relational perspective on the world look like?  
 
 
 
 
 
While this may seem quite simple so far, there is enough here to start. From a 
relational perspective, anything and everything and groups of things are best 
understood in regard to the contexts, within and without, which make them what 
they are, from which they emerged, and in relation to which they change. Rather 
than see anything as ultimate, necessary, absolute, atomistic, elemental, or 
fundamental, a relational perspective sees everything as related to the wider 
contexts which the world has always revealed bring anything about, and in 
relation to which they change. 
 
 
Relational theorists are skeptical of anything ultimate, and hence, tend to be 
relativists in one form or another. Those who seek to nail down the work as 
ultimately knowable as this or that with absolute certainty tend to be frustrated by 
the “always more” of relationalists. That said, relationalists tend also to be 
skeptical of attempts to try to account for everything in an exhaustive way, for this 
would be to deconnect from the needs of the here and now which are more 



instensly related to the situation at hand than those more distantly so. In this 
sense, relationalists tend to be pragmatists, a form of relating to the world in sync 
with their skepticism towards absolutes.   
 
Relationalists tend to skeptical of absolute categories and absolute things, as 
well as any notion that power, meaning, or value are ultimately elsewhere rather 
than right in front of us. If everything is connected, then nothing is necessarily 
above it all, or radically elsewhere. There is something radically egalitarian about 
relationalism. Ultimate meaning and value are not elsewhere but right here and 
now, even if these can only be released depending on how one relates in and 
beyond the current forms of relation. For things, in any ultimate sense, are as 
much as absolutes, that of which relationalists tend to be most skeptical. Things, 
after all, can be seen as webs of relations, as are their contexts, and these webs 
can all be woven differently, in a manner which would unweave the seeming 
sanctity of objects, any sort of transcendent essences which would seem to 
anchor these, or any absolutes which would keep things fixed in place.  
 
From a relational perspective, divisions and unities are always necessarily 
provisional, for there are always more contexts which relativize these. 
Naturlalism and immanence, rather than transendence or absolutism, comes 
naturally to relationalists, as does resistance to centralized forms of power that 
seek to control everything and reduce the potential for any and all to relate and 
re-relate differently. The provisional nature of anything and anything describes an 
obverse side of the notion that everything and anything is connected. For if 
everything is connected, then nothing is necessarily outside of or above the rest, 
or at least, not in a manner which is absolute, necessary, or for all times and 
places.  
 
If everything is connected, even in the most tenuous way, it can be reworked 
potentially differently, and in this sense, relationalists often see things and 
thingified ways of acting as merely that, namely, sedmimentations or 
solidifications of potentials in the process of unfolding which could unfold 
otherwise. Relationalists tend to see the potential for the world to be different, 
and radially so, within the fabric of any and all, as part of the very stuff of the 
world from which all other more restrictions sectionings thereof emerge.  
 
From a relational perspective, and to speak quite abstractly, everything and 
anything is thus generally seen as a mere aspect of the more of relation of which 
these are aspects. Even relations within an already constituted systems, such as 
letters delivered between addresses in a city, are seen as limitations, for they 
operate within relatively static systems, in this case, that of the postal system and 
its addresses. Relation, however, is always in excess of the terms and relations 
which emerge from relation conceived more broadly. This notion, of the context 
beyond all context, that from which anything and everything and the more of 
which these are aspects emerge and continue to emerge, whatever one calls 



this, from relation to the open, is only ever partially and temporarily atomized by 
attempts to grasp this in some form.  
 
 
All things are limitations of this all, and these are able to relate in various ways, 
leading to the production of things and systems of things, even living things 
which have dynamic unfoldings within them as well as without. Our world has 
been transformed by living things, and our webs of meanings and values, and 
yet, from a relational perspective, all of these are themselves partial aspects of 
the contexts which gave rise to these and which continue to unfold in and 
through these, often in ways which do not follow the strictures of the striations we 
use to attempt to grasp these. Beyond seemingly necessary separations, such as 
between economics and politics, or more radically, economics and physics, 
relation is that of which these are aspects, and in this sense, beyond and through 
any inter-relations between these. Relation is more than any particular relations, 
or terms, for it is the web of potential for both of these which makes them 
possible and which keeps them changing and differing, often in radical ways.  
 
For when a tree unfolds from seed, it is related to the air around it, the water in 
the soil, the evolution which gave rise to the seed, and to the various influences 
which impact how it unfolds its potentials. Relation and process in this sense 
cannot be separated, and this is why many have called relational philosophy 
“process-relational” philosophy, so as to remind us not to forget the temporal 
aspect of relation. Then again, the spatial aspects of relation, or relation 
understood from the perspective of a hypostatized moment in time, is far less 
relational than the processural perspective whereby relation and process are 
differing aspects of the same, and process far closer to relation than any 
temporal petrifications thereof.  
 
Time is often viewed by relational theorists as primary to relation, and not merely 
the time of clocks, calenders, or number lines. No, this is time as the opening to 
radical differencing of which any stases within this are only temporary 
atomizations. Time is the unfolding of change from abstract to concrete from 
within and without, with all the rhythms and forms of sync and lack thereof which 
are the contexts in which we arise. Clock time is merely a marker of some of the 
more abstractly common rhythms within this, but lived time, the time of memory 
and fantasy, of change and radical birth of the new, from life to love and much 
more, is far beyond the reductive graspings of clocks which divide the flow of 
differncing into homogenous units which it then relates in such an impoverished 
way, for time is so much more than such abstract tickings.  
 
From a relational perspective, everything unfolds from contexts and as these 
change, so do their aspects. Inner contexts and outer contexts shift, and each 
contributes in their way to the relational web. Relationalism in this sense often 
frames itself in contrast to dualisms and binarisms, monisms and reductionisms, 
scientism and just about any sort of traditionalism. From a relational perspective, 



one context opens onto the next, process opens onto processes, and before you 
know it, any one thing opens onto radical opening all which cannot be contained 
by any mere one but rather is the fabric from which these arise and yet which 
none can ever fully contain.  
 
In this sense, relational philosophies tend to see the world and everything in it as 
composed of one sort of basic stuff. Rather than divide the world into mind and 
body, or mind and matter, for example, relationalists tend to see these divisions 
as secondary and provisional, relative to the contexts of the emergence, and 
hence, as only partial graspings of the always more of relation. Relation, 
understood in this sense, would be that of which whatever is related and that 
which does the relating are aspects within this relating which could relate 
differently. After all, if there is mind and body, these must have come from 
somewhere, and since they are not the all, they must be partial graspings of this. 
In this sense, while they may make sense in some contexts, there is always more 
which relativizes these, namely, the fact that they are this or that, or this and that, 
but not the all.  
 
What is more, since anything and everything can be seen this way, then all this 
can be seen as related, in their way, to the widest contexts of which these are 
aspects. This wider context, that of which all things and more are aspects, is for 
relationalists a very particular type of thing, or better yet, a non-thing, or better 
yet still, an excess, a more, an opening, or rather, opening as such. This is the 
whole which changes of which anything and everything we have ever known are 
aspects. Call this the cosmos, call it God, call it what you will. Many relational 
theorists through time have called this many things, but perhaps most simply, in 
regard to an attempt to theorize relation, it can be understood as relation itself. 
Relation, in this highly abstract manner, would then be that which is most relation 
when it is relating, and relating more intensely. Without differencing, there would 
be nothing to relate, of course, so relation necessarily differs from itself to relate, 
and relates to differ.  
 
One might say then, of course, that perhaps it is a mistake to call all relation. But 
since any term for the all will always be partial, even the all, the open, 
emergence, differing, or anything else, this should be kept in mind, and the all 
spoken of then tentatively and openly to whatever extent possible. Concepts are 
always partial, but processes and ways of speaking can do more justice to this 
notion than a particular word or idea. Relational texts therefore tend to try to 
come into sync with some of the ways in which the all differs to relate and relates 
to differ, emerging from itself to emerge more intensely from itself, rather than 
capture and reduce this to any particular thing, word, concept, or other partial 
grasping which, if taken on its own, might be imagined to be more than really can 
be.  
 
That said, it should not be thought that any term for the all will do, for in a world 
which tends towards closure in so many ways, certain provisional terms can 



represent the opening of the all better than others. Relation is able to serve that 
function to a decent degree today, and often has in regard to the many cultural 
situations in the world in which attempts to control others have been the rule 
rather than the exception, and so, relation will function quite nicely in that role for 
what follows, so long as this notion is not taken as an end in itself, but more 
something like a relative and contextual pointer towards the more which is the 
fabric of which any this or that arise.  
 
It is worth saying at the start that, as might be expected, there are differing types 
of relationalism. In what follows, worldviews which attempt to relate everything to 
one thing, notion, function, or idea beyond relation itself will be seen superficial, 
partial, or limited forms of relationalism. Dictators and kings, after all, want 
themselves at the center of everything, and want nothing to happen in their 
domains, which they want to be as large as possible, to be outside relations 
which they control. Those who attempt to ground everything and anything in 
relation to ideal notions which control the meaning and value of everything, yet 
are themselves not related to issues of time, history, culture, or perspective, are 
also hardly relational in anything but a superficial sense. Likewise, a social 
structure such as capitalism, which reduces everything and anything in relation to 
the form and function of pure quantity in relation to potential investment to 
produce more financial growth.  
 
From a relational perspective, no matter how much these and related formations 
may use certain forms of relations in various ways, they do so only to prevent 
others, limiting what relation is and could become in the name of its opposite, 
namely, reduction. For there to be anything to relate, there needs to be 
differencing, and differencing needs to relate if it is to be able to continue to 
differentiate in the future, and the same with relation. Relation can in this sense 
be seen as a middle path between stasis and change, pure sameness and pure 
difference. In a world dominated by reduction and reductionism, such as ours, a 
more relational worldview works to potentiate more differencing, for this is what in 
this set of circumstances would promote the emergence of relation in not only 
quantity but also quality. All of this is getting a bit ahead of things, and much 
more will be said about such notions in what follows, even if it is worth 
mentioning such notions at the start so that it is not thought they have not been 
taken into account, for they will be treated at length after some basics have first 
been addressed, such as what is meant here by relation itself.  
 
Relation and Context 
 
The preceding sketch provided a sort of bird's eye view on a relational worldview. 
Let us now step back a bit, and dive in a bit deeper, in order to explore how 
relationalism deals with issues with a finer grain. For it is one thing to talk about 
matters abstractly from a distance, but relation is concrete as well, and as I hope 
will become clear, the power of this position arises in the detailed redescriptions 
of the world which, when fleshed out, provide a way of looking at the world with 



potential to change it, and I believe, dramatically for the better. With this in mind, 
while the preceding section focused on relationalism, let us now pay a little more 
close attention to what is meant by relation itself.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With the rise of Donald Trump, the question of what comes after.  
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Introduction: Time and Our Images of Time in an Age of 
Networks 
 
Water is not noticed by the fish which swims in it, according to 
Aristotle's famous formulation, for it is the medium of its existence.1159 
To put this in more contemporary terms, we might say that water to 
the fish is “like the air it breathes.” So it is with our experience of time. 
We swim in time as fish to water, we navigate it as the fabric in and 
through which our realities manifest, for they are of time, in all senses 
of this word. That is, our experiencing is in time, with time, and 
through time; time is an aspect of all our experiences yet fully 
graspable in none in particular.  
 

For time is here and now yet also everywhere and nowhere, always 
wriggling away from attempts to pin it down, or as the song puts it, 
“time keeps on slipping, slipping, slipping – into the future.”1160 This 
slipping is so much of what makes time more than merely any “this” 
or “that.” Time manifests how whatever currently is becomes strange 
to what it was in relation to what it is becoming, in and through its 
relation to the contexts within and without whereby change shifts from 
potential to concrete fullness. An always excessive more, time 
presents a superabundance paradoxical in relation to so many 
simpler logics and paradigms which try to grasp it, demonstrating in 
the process the very richness of experiencing, of time and through 
time, beyond any mere experience thereof.    
 

It may seem that time has always been so, across cultures and time 
periods, and there is something about time that is often said to be 
culture and history and part of the very stuff of matter and physics. 
Then again, the physical stuff of the world seems so multiply 
interpretable across cultures and moments in time that it is difficult to 
say precisely how one could distinguish between culture and nature 
without everything becoming quite messy rather quickly. Few have 
disputed in nearly any culture or time period I can think of that water 
flows downhill and rivers to the sea, even why or what this might 
mean in even the most basic sense seems to change meaning quite 
radically depending on the relevant historical and cultural contexts, 
and in ways which might not be immediately apparent, in that it can 
be so difficult to tell how much of the invariances in our world are 
simply the result of our own projections and desires to see our own 



biases made immutable or even eternal. All of which it so say, it can 
be quite difficult to tell where any conception of time ends and time 
itself begins.  
 
Still, it does not seem a stretch to say that time seems to be changing 
today if it ever has. For the Internet, along with the mobile devices 
that allow us to carry it with us everywhere and everywhere such that 
it can further permeate ever more aspects of our lives, is changing 
how we see almost everything, including time. It seems little more 
than a truism today to say that time seems to be speeding up, and 
seemingly by the day. The future is no longer what it used to be, it is 
so much faster, certainly online, where it seems it moves in infinite 
directions and all at once, unfolding and compressing so many 
windows onto virtual worldscapes, each with their own time-maps and 
wormholes between these, taking Einsteinian-style relativity to new 
heights of baroque frenzy. The time of the Internet loops back upon 
itself and mutates like a subway system turned super-organism, if 
one which grows and changes in ways which seem to become more 
brain-like by the day. While the Internet builds off precursor logics at 
work in telegraphs, telephones, television, and satellite before this, it 
has certainly taken these to a sort of critical mass of paradigm shifting 
proportions.  
 
Of course, as soon as we are knocked off-line or our wireless service 
is interrupted, we return with a jolt to the more pedestrian time 
beyond the Web, an experience that now seems in comparison, 
particularly when waiting for our virtual realities to return, as if wading 
through pudding, sodden with an unendurable weight that reminds us 
what it used to be like. Then again, when we intentionally take a 
holiday from our new time-webs and leave our devices and screens 
behind so as to saturate back in the time of daily life beyond the Net, 
this slowness takes on a new valence, one filled with wonder and 
burgeoning non-pre-programmed thrivings which exceed the sleek 
speed of our more everyday screen-addicted techno-lives.  
 
Surely our experience of time is changing and not time itself, some 
might say, but perhaps there is more at work here than meets the 
eye. For if time is precisely that which changes while remaining the 
same, and that which stays the same precisely by differing, then 
perhaps the changing of time is part of what time is. After all, if time 



changed always the same way, then our experience of it would be 
like that of a digital clock that reads identically at the same moment, 
such as 5:15, on one day to the next.  
 
But time is more than merely this, for after all, my experience of 
today's 5:15 retains the memory of yesterday and all the days before, 
not only for me, but for those others around me. If a leaf falls off a 
tree in the forest, it is not back on the tree branch the next day, 
rather, it remains on the forest floor. Time is, as Henri Bergson 
famously noted, more like a snowball that grows larger the more it is 
rolled in the snow.1161 The future is different from the past and 
fundamentally so, and this is part of what the movement of time 
entails. Whatever is measured by digital clocks or in fact any clocks 
seem in fact to be attempts to grasp some simplified version of time 
in which each moment is essentially exchangeable and identical to 
the next. And yet, we know that time accumulates as the open 
potentials of the future unrolls into the fixity of the past by means of 
the dynamic present.  
 
In this sense time does not merely accumulate a counting of 
moments which are identical, rather, it changes qualitatively as it 
goes. People have memory, the world has a sort of memory, the past 
resists our attempts to make it as flexible as the future is to the 
powers of imagination. The world is different today than it was 
yesterday, in part, because that leaf has fallen and remains where it 
fell, or as Heraklitus famously framed it, “one cannot step in the same 
river twice.”1162 Time is in this sense can be seen in the passage of 
the world from a weaving of qualitative states to others, with those 
coming before influencing those which arise therefrom, and our 
attempts to grasp this as so many attempts to dance to some aspect 
of the rhythms of this movement. As Bergson famously noted, clocks 
seem to only do this in the simplest and most impoverished sense.1163  
 
From such a perspective, it seems that to see time as itself changing 
is not so far fetched. For if it is not merely our experience or 
conceptions of the world which changes but the world itself as well, 
then perhaps the same can be said of our attempt to grasp it in as 
time and our conceptions of this. Perhaps time is most itself when it 
changes, not only quantitatively, but like the world, qualitatively. That 
is, maybe time itself really is changing today, and this is part of what 



makes it time, which is to say, changing in a manner which is more 
than merely quantitative, but in fact, also radically qualitative. If the 
world does this, after all, and time is an attempt to describe some 
aspect of the shifting unfolding of the world, then this would only 
make sense. Time could then be understood as something like 
change itself, radical differencing, and any notions we may have of 
this, or devices we use to grasp it whether digital or otherwise, as so 
many attempts at abstraction which, no matter how useful, can in fact 
also obscure much of what is also at stake.  
 
In this sense, whatever time is, has come to be, or could be in the 
process of becoming, it may be necessary for each age and culture to 
reinvent what time means for them as time reinvents itself. The rise of 
the Internet and the massive shock waves this has unleashed, 
temporal or otherwise, then make it worthwhile to ask what time could 
be becoming today, for us, in relation to our pasts and futures, and 
how this could impact how we make the choices which weave our 
pasts with our futures in our present.  
 
To do this, it will help to assemble some of the many images of time 
which have been produced. An image of time, or time-image, would 
be a sense of what we mean when we speak of time. Mikhail Bakhtin 
famously uses the term “chronotope,” mixing the Greek root for time 
and that of space, to talk about attempts to map time, in his case, in 
regard to works of literature.1164 Whatever time-images or 
chronotopes we may have, and cultures never seem to tire of 
producing these, they seem to say as much about the cultures and 
times that produces them as about something like time itself, such 
that one could wonder if all we ever get are times but never time 
itself.  
 
This text will start by exploring various such chronotopes or time-
images, in order to understand how time has been understood in 
various situation, and how it is changing today. Starting from simpler 
chronotopes and moving to the more complex, the text will begin, 
here in Chapter One, with various personal and cultural chronotopes, 
such as those depicted in first-hand accounts, films, and various 
philosophical models, and then move to look at two particular difficult 
and more recent chronotopes. Chapter Two will describe the ways in 
which neuroscience and artificial intelligence are reworking 



contemporary understandings of the time of the human brain, which 
can be understood as a sort of neural model of time, one with many 
analogues to the time of the Internet which grows, according to all 
indications, in a manner which recalls that of a living organism or 
even brain. Chapter Three will then look at how relativity theory and 
quantum physics have recast what many researchers understand 
time to be, not only in regard to how quantum phenomenon 
experience time at the scale of the very small, but also in regard to 
potentially more extreme situations, such as those which quantum 
cosmologists believe gave rise to our universe. No prior knowledge of 
any sort, whether of philosophy or science or math, will be needed, 
everything will be explained for a wide audience along the way. 
 
From there, the text will work in Chapter Four to bring together what it 
has learned from exploring chronotopes, from lived and cultural 
models, to neural models, to quantum ones, in order to propose a 
sense of time which is more than the mere sum of its parts and which 
speaks to what it takes to be the shifting stakes of time in the age of 
networks. This will be a relational model of time, one which sees all 
attempts to grasp time as this or that, as necessarily partial aspects 
of time which is fundamentally excessive and more than any such 
manifestations, segmentations, splittings, or other partitions or 
enucleations. The hope is that this can help provide a new 
chronotope in and of the intertwinings at work in our world today, one 
which is also able to tap into some of the potentials for time to be 
reinvented today in ways which could help make the world just a tiny 
bit less oppressive and destructive, a time of hope for a slightly less 
violent future. But first, let us now move to some of the ways in which 
time has been described. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. The Philosophy and Cultures of Time 
 
 
Time Beyond Space, Or Walking in the Garden of Lived Time as 
Medium 
 
It is easy enough to grasp time in its more simplistic and concrete 
manifestations: all one needs to do is look at the ticking of any clock, 
and there it is, time nicely packaged and able to tell you if you are 
early or late, allowing you to coordinate with other aspects of the 
world in various ways. The predictable movement of something that 



goes back and forth, an oscillator which covers a repeatable distance 
of space, this seems to mark time, to grasp it or manifest it, and yet, 
also only seems to slice that which is perhaps fundamentally not quite 
sliceable. What is more, if we try to define time in relation to such a 
metronome, describing it as that which is somehow captured by the 
the repeated movement of some ticking entity, we beg our own 
question. For the notion of repetition already contains within it, 
presupposed, an understanding of time, in that there is no ability to 
recognize that something like a clock's pendulum has repeated its 
movement without comparing different moments in time, nor any 
ability to recognize anything at all. And from there, infinite regresses 
seemingly open on all sides, and no one gets anywhere fast that way.  
 
This is why Henri Bergson famously argued that attempts to come to 
grips with time by means of clocks are endeavors which are doomed 
to fail before they start.1165 Clocks, after all, change physically, and 
this isn’t time, but rather, movement in space. For Bergson, this 
spatializes time, reduces time to space, and ultimately misses time 
completely. Furthermore, he argues that so much of our thinking 
about time tends to simply build upon this mistaken model. Even if we 
abstractly imagine time as that which passes from one moment to the 
next, like “beads on a string,” we are spatializing time, simply 
abstracting from our experiences of clocks and such. For Bergson, 
these all miss the time which flows and whose flowing is so much of 
what experience is.  
 
Nevertheless, it is hard to deny that space and time are inextricably 
linked in various ways. It always takes time to cover an expanse of 
space, at least in the everyday world, and whatever occurs over a 
span of time seems to also occupy space. In this, whatever time is, it 
seems bound to space and intertwined with it, even if the relation 
between these is anything but simple. Take the case of velocity, or 
speed. If speed is the rate at which we cover a given space in a span 
of time, then speed indicates the rate, in a sense, at which we convert 
space into time. This happens by means of movement, which is to 
say, relative change within space during a particular span of time. 
And so, it can take me three hours to walk across town, or ten 
minutes to cover the same distance by car. I spend time to cover 
space, and even the metaphor here is one which imagines that time 
is something which like money, can be converted into various things, 



like quantities of space, depending on my speed, similar to how 
different countries currencies can convert at differing rates to one 
another.  
 
Then again, time is not merely a sort of way of storing up more or 
less space depending on one's speed. For sometimes, you do not go 
anywhere, you just sit, occupying the same place, and yet you are 
moving in time. That is, to use a term beloved of Bergson, you 
endure, you are extended within the moving fabric of time as it flows 
and you flow with it as part of this. I look at the objects around me as I 
sit, and they seem to flow with me, simply by doing nothing and 
enduring as well as we flow through time together without moving in 
space. Or so it seems if I think of time relatively abstractly as flowing. 
What I really experience, of course, is my mind wandering as I look at 
what is around me, flitting from topic to topic, moving from stimuli 
internal one moment and external the next, moving within the virtual 
realities and concrete sensations of my interiorly exterior and 
exteriorly interior, or extimate, world.1166 This expansion of my world, 
to use Bergson's term again, is often concealed, because it contracts 
when I am occupied by urgent matters and my attention is caught up 
in actions which require precise attention. But when I stop moving 
outside, my inner world expands, and I begin to travel more within, 
and it is then that I notice my endurance and the various virtualities 
that arise and fall within my inner temporal worlds.  
 
It is unclear if the objects around me experience anything like this, 
though it seems other people and animals have inner experiences of 
time something like this. But putting aside for the moment what it may 
feel like to be inside any of them, even everyday objects seem to 
endure, even if they do not feel this like I do. I see a tree as I am 
standing still in the forest. I feel my experience change, and as I do, I 
see the tree mostly remain the same, its leaves blowing the breeze. 
That is, the tree endures, as I do, in and through its minor changes. 
Even as my thoughts arise and fall, so my sense of myself and the 
presence of my body to myself remains constant within this. Likewise 
with the tree and the movement of its leaves. We endure, in fact, in a 
shared fabric, and whatever time is, it is as much involved with this as 
anything that happens with clocks.  
 
From such a perspective, one could say that endurance, even at its 



simplest, can be said to be the manner in which space is occupied by 
the same thing over time, even if we bracket what is meant by time 
for a moment. That said, if something occupies the same space over 
time, we only know this by comparing it with our own time, and with 
our experience of other objects in space, comparing these, in order to 
tell what has changed and what is different. There is a tissue of 
endurances of which I am, whatever it means to be an I, part of the 
weave.  
 
And so, there is a stone, occupying space next to the tree in the 
forest.  
It appears to be the same in relation to what is around it for a period 
of time. This appearance continues, in a sense, “repeats” itself, even 
when I close and open my eyes.1167 What is more, if I pick up that 
stone and try to mush it into another next to it, I notice it won't do this, 
unlike milk which seems to blend into the coffee into which I pour it, 
each embracing the other and happily coming to cohabitate the same 
space with each other, if displacing each other a bit  and shifting 
color, similar to how different colors of light seem to be able to 
overlay and blend and share space with hardly a problem.  
 
For some things seem able to displace each other with ease, and 
others not. My thoughts, on the contrary, seem more like the milk and 
coffee than the stones, able to layer and blend with hardly a problem. 
I think of the color green, then I think of peas and limes, and these 
thoughts interpenetrate like smoke into air. But for the more obdurate 
matters in the world outside my mind, space seems always about 
more rigid displacements. One stone cannot be in the same place as 
another, Paris cannot be in New York and neither in Kathmandu. 
Maps indicate the more stable undisplaceables, while time-lines 
seem to try to do the same, even if they only seem to spatialize 
whatever is at stake with time.  
 
For I know I can call to mind what I did a year ago, and even though I 
am still standing in the forest, I remember being in the city, and these 
two times interpenetrate, even if the time I call present, the time of the 
forest, seems more powerful, more vivid, more full, more now. 
Likewise I can imagine being back in the city tomorrow, and this 
virtual reality, which I call a fantasy or an image, is like memory, only 
while memory seems rather fixed, I can imagine multiple tomorrows, 



each less vivid than the present yet equally accessible to such 
seeming travel without moving through anything but a sort of inner 
space of time that is everywhere and nowhere and flowing yet not.  
 
Memory flashes us backwards in time and permeates our present in 
varying degrees, even as anticipation, the future-shock of our past 
projected into our future, permeates our past and digs within it for 
useful memories which it them throws in front of us, doing the same 
for our present from the other side. Our future and present are full of 
the memories we use to frame and imagine them, just as our past is 
always organized and sifted through by means of the fantasies we 
have about future and present which help us organize our imagined 
future actions, hopes, and dreams. And what is the present, but the 
manner in which the past bores into the future, how the future rifles 
through past for potentials, a razor's edge between anticipation and 
recollection? 1168 
 
Separating past, present, and future in lived time, the time inside of 
us, often seems a paradoxical enterprise at best. Philosophers and 
mystics have long wondered whether or not the past really exists, or 
the future for that matter, as we never seem to “really” get to either, 
for we live in what seems like an eternal present. It is no surprise that 
many traditions have framed the mystical journey to the divine as one 
which moves from the time that passes to the timeless time of the 
divine which is all times and none, inside time and outside of time. 
The fact that some philosophers have argued that past and future are 
merely illusion should not surprise us.  
 
Then again, some have argued that the present is the illusion, or at 
least not as it seems. Scientific evidence provides perhaps the 
simplest evidence for this with the famed blind-spot in human 
vision.1169 Since there are no light sensors at the spot where our 
retinas meet our optic nerves, there is a blind spot in the center of 
each human's field of vision. And yet, our brains fill this in so expertly 
that we do not notice, and they do this by means of projecting what it 
thinks should be there based on memories of what was there in the 
past. We are living, in part at least, within a hallucination, a neural 
cinema, whereby the past projects futures which are our present. And 
if it does this for our blind-spots, how much else of our present 
experience might not be projections of our past into our future 



presents?  
 
For our present is always so full of past and future, memories and 
anticipations, hopes and fears based on those experienced 
previously, so do we ever get the pure present? I recognize a friend 
of mine, I think back to the last time I saw her, and think that we 
should get some food together. How much of this is present, and how 
much of it is simply the past in its varied forms, even when 
rearranged to allow me to project into potential futures? The present 
vanishes, much like the past and future do, the past, present, and 
future are like vanishing points in a painting that you can see from 
afar but not touch up close without feeling like something is missing. 
All seem unreal when you focus on them, and in this, it is as if time is 
always everywhere except where you look for it.  
 
And yet, for mystics in various traditions through the ages, take any 
aspect of the world, and if you meditate upon it, it can be expanded, 
in a sort of fractality of spacetime, to encompass all space and time 
that has ever existed.1170 Such a view sees each parts as 
paradoxically containing the whole, with each and every moment and 
fragment of matter or space having all the universe and eternity within 
them. Such strange containment might seem ridiculous were there 
not simpler forms in front of us everyday. After all, my experience of 
other people is part of my experience which is part of my body which 
is experienced by other people which are part of my experience. If 
one is looking for logics of containment here, one will need some 
curious topologies indeed.  
 
Whatever time is, it must encompass such concerns as much as 
anything like space, speed, displacement, or other such more 
concretely fixable things. What is more, time needs to be seen as 
more like the medium of experience, one of the lenses we have upon 
experience itself, much more than anything like a place, commodity, 
path, or thing. Whatever time is, let us at least say that it is nothing 
like merely that.  
 
Chronotopics, Or Modeling the Cultures of Time 
 
There are may models of time. In the history of philosophy, definitions 
of time abound, and with this, it becomes possible to list off differing 



notions of time: the Augustinian tripartite model of time, the Hegelian 
dialectical model, the Bergsonian durational model, the Benjaminian 
non-linear Messianic model, the Deleuzian crystalline model, the 
Stoic circular model, the Indic reincarnative model, and beyond. 
Before examining some of these, however, let us look a bit for what 
we might mean with the notion of time by examining some common 
cultural temporal domains, starting with what some of what many 
consider the most considered the most concrete terrain to which one 
could turn, namely, science.  
 
Within the history of science, which in the Euro-American traditions is 
often divorced from other disciplines, there are also multiple models 
of time, such as Newtonian time, Minkoswki time, Einsteinian 
spacetime, quantum spacetime. The time of Newton is similar to that 
of “beads on a string,” and yet, because it involves calculus, with its 
capacity for infinite division, the beads can be of any size, not unlike 
the multiple sizes of beads and strings which can be made in the 
world, even if these virtual ones can be much smaller or larger than 
can practicably be made. With Minkowski, the time of physics began 
to compress and stretch, and with Einstein, time began to warp in 
relation to gravity and acceleration (which are ultimately the same), 
the famed “theory of relativity,” which introduced otions such as 
“curved spacetime,” perhaps better visualized as “scrunched” or 
“expanded” spacetime, into the vocabulary of physics.1171 
 
Mathematicians, of course, had already begun to imagine such 
notions, and these seemingly unreal formulations were influential on 
the physicists who found more concrete applications for them. 
Bernard Riemann’s notions of quilting spaces of various types of 
scrunched or expanded spaces together to produce a monstrous 
“Franken”-space, a patchwork of geometries, each, of which would 
experience time differently in relation to these spaces, paved the way 
for Einstein.1172 As did the work of Felix Klein, who famously realized 
that just as painters had been converting four-dimensional space and 
time into flat two-dimensional depictions for centuries, so there were 
ways to convert forms of space into each other by transforming and 
warping them, turning a sphere into a circle and an ellipse or back, 
simply the perspective one took upon them.1173  
 
This might seem hopelessly abstract, but humans do this all the time, 



we often transform spaces and their shapes into one another simply 
by walking around them. The circular top of a glass of water changes 
as a I walk towards it, shifting from a flattened oval, then expanding 
into a circle, and as I walk away, it collapses back into an oval again, 
shifting its degree and angle of flattening as I change my orientation 
in regard to it, even reducing to a mere line if I peer at it just the right 
way. And yet, I say that the top of the glass is circular, and in doing 
so, abstract away all of these experiences but those which I prefer as 
that which is more “real” than the others.  
 
For Klein, all these perspectives are worth paying attention to, for if 
the top of a glass can collapse and expand and back by simply 
walking around it, then why shouldn't geometry be able to do this as 
well, and with all the rigor of the equations of mathematics? To do 
this of course, required whole new ways of thinking about space, 
seeing it not as a fixed set of positions, but as something which could 
expand and contract just as much as entities do in our experience. 
When I stand in a field and see an airplane enter my vision at the 
corner of my horizon, it grows in size and then flies away and fades 
from view. So it is, for Klein, with space, and so, math and its 
numbers should follow, with all the shifting scales which the 
infinitessimals and limits of the calculus can provide.  
 
That said, all of this happens in and through time, for space seems 
never devoid of time, and vice-versa, such that Klein's new 
geometries of the late nineteenth century helped pave the way for 
Einstein's views. Einstein saw these new maths, these projective and 
affine geometries so similar to those employed by painters, and 
linked them with the work of James Clerk Maxwell, who unified the 
theories of the fields of electricity with those of magnetism, those 
forces which seem to traverse space and time by permeating them. 
When Maxwell managed to get the equations of these two fields to 
merge, a strange thing happened. One of the values that surprisingly 
emerged from the equations themselves as a constant was that 
which had been recently measured as the speed of light.1174  
 
What a coincidence. There must have been a mistake, of course, or 
so he, and many others thought, at least for a few decades. For if 
there were not, this would mean that the space of light remained the 
same, while space and time expanded and contracted in relation to it. 



Absurd, it was thought, and so, people waited for the mistake to be 
found. Until Einstein suggested we imagine what it would mean if 
Maxwell was right, and perhaps we should rethink what is meant by 
space and time from there, with light as the yardstick for their 
conversion. Just as you can change your home currency for changing 
rates of exchange of two others, so it is with light in relation to space 
and time, with light as the one which is the standard against which 
the others are determined, the opposite, in many senses, of what 
most had assumed, namely, that few things were more absolute than 
space and time.1175  
 
The result was the stretching, squishing, scrunching spacetime of 
relatively which, while often described as “curved,” only manifests as 
curved, in the everyday sense of the word, in one or two dimensions, 
and appears more like the other words listed above when traversed in 
three or more dimensions.  
Quantum physicists, building upon this further still, describe a world in 
which spacetime is even stranger, permeated by jumps, smears, 
strange connections, and fuzzinesses of various sorts. In the world of 
quantum time, it is possible to either go back or forward in time, or act 
in ways which are fundamentally indistinguishable from this, or simply 
be spread out over spacetime in ways which defy everyday 
description for those of us more limited beings, such that, in fact, 
most of these descriptions are varying ways of talking about the same 
sort of ways in which these more spatiotemporally flexible entities 
manifest in our more limited spatiotemporal frames.1176 
 
It is difficult to say whether these scientific time-maps, what literary 
theorist Mikhail Bakhtin has called a “chronotope” (literally a time-
space, but commonly used to describe the mapping of time in a 
literary work of beyond), are expressions of cultural worldviews, 
expressions of the deep mechanics of the world, or some strange 
amalgam of these.1177 Historian of science Thomas Kuhn has argued 
that models of what constitutes properly accepted science shifts 
according to paradigms, with the shift from Newtonian physics to 
Einsteinian being one of his primary examples.1178 This is a narrative 
of a shift within the framing of time within the movements of culture as 
a whole. While many would say that time did not change, only the 
modeling of it, perhaps things aren't quite that simple. That is, 
perhaps they are all types of time which apply to a particular domain. 



The time of a basketball game is very different from that of a political 
debate, each has different types of change that unfold durationally 
and spatially in modes quite different from the other, but should this 
mean that one of them is true time and the other false? Time seems 
to always manifest more sneakily than that.  
 
And if the time of science, or perhaps it makes more sense to say 
sciences, may be seen as taking multiple forms, this pattern holds in 
regard to approaches to time in other cultural domains and 
disciplines. History, of course, is all about time, but there are so many 
ways to do or think about the ways historians write or tell history. It is 
hardly possible to record or attempt to recover all that has ever 
happened, and there would be no time to sift through it all for those 
parts which are helpful to plotting future paths through the world. And 
so, selection and arrangement are what history is all about, a form of 
storytelling, after all, just one that operates at the level of culture 
rather than individuals.1179 And there as many ways to tell stories as 
history, with as many potential ramifications. Time, of course, is an 
aspect of any or all of this, but as with the time of clocks, each of 
these seems to only grasp some aspects of the world, the flowing of 
things, events, and peoples, but hardly time itself, even if time 
permeates all of these. From linear histories to looping ones to 
spiraling ones, it's all time.  
 
And there are so many types of time which go beyond these more 
evident sorts. Every game has a time to it: time flows differently in 
basketball than in baseball. And the same in other game like 
phenomenon, such as rituals or social events. The time of a religious 
ceremony, theater performance, boxing match, or political debate. 
The events ripple out from each other, repetitions and rhythms begin 
to dance with each other, and the temporal unfolds in a particular 
flavor and texture particular to each and any. Every set of events, it 
can be said, tells a story, and every story has a time to it, even if story 
may mean more than we so often take it to be. For there are 
narratives at work in arguments (“if A and B, then C”), jokes, political 
narratives (“this war is different from the last one”), economic 
narratives (“this crisis was caused by this or that”), therapeautic 
narratives (“my parents help explain why I need therapy”), or the 
various other types of narrative structures we use to help us structure 
our lives, or consume for pleasure in so many works of art which 



imitate and feed back into how we see our lives.1180  
 
But beyond these macro structures, there is also the more fine-
grained narrativity of language itself. Language is a fundamentally 
temporal medium, with verbs producing transits between nouns, 
linking to each other by means of so many qualifiers and modal 
connectors, all conveyed by a moving tissue of bits of sound and 
graphic material that we arrange and rearrange in space and time like 
so many bits of a hypercomplex game whose stakes are often the 
very stuff of reality. From this meshwork, up to sentences, arguments, 
jokes, explanations, fabluations, and stories.  
 
That said, there are many types of languages that unfold in time. If I 
solve an algebraic equation, I read the symbols as a language, and I 
unfold their potentials. I see that these parts can be moved over there 
according to the rules of the math games I was taught to play, and 
then I find an answer which, I am told, is ultimately the same as the 
original equation, simply in a new form.1181 All this unfolds in 
something like math-time, the time of the equations involved and the 
statements and moves I was taught to make within this language, so 
similar yet also quite different to that of so-called natural languages 
like English. Or the language of music, for when I play the piano, I 
read a very different language which I sync up with the motions of my 
fingers on the piano-machine, and sonorous arrangements of air-
waves create resonant patterns in my brain and hopefully, pleasure is 
the result.  
 
Languages such as these shatter the stuff of the world into bits, and 
recompose them to produce time-scapes with their own rhythms and 
ways. Beyond language, however, there are many ways in which we 
can bring the time within us into resonance with various aspects of 
the world around us. When I walk through a building, I can walk faster 
or slower, loop back to where I started, jump up and down, and then 
walk in a different path and end up where I started. As I go, I trace a 
path through the world which slices it into a moving cinematic tunnel 
of experiences which eat their own tails, shake and recompose, all 
according to the movements of my body, and I experience the time of 
my interaction with the building by means of this shattering, 
recomposing, and decompressing of the potential relations I can have 
with this building. Walk through the building differently, or decide to 



walk out, and my networking with the stuff of the world will reveal the 
time of me-building-unfolding differently.  
 
Walking time differs greatly from how cars reveal the world to me, or 
even more extremely, the time of the subway, in which slices of an 
urban landscape are sutured by voyages of varying speed and 
directness within looping underground passageways which seem like 
so many virtual voyages into other dimensions. This is more similar 
than might immediately appear to be the case to the time travels of 
filmic narratives, which by means of narrative conventions such as 
time-travel, hallucination, fantasy, memory, or “it was all a dream,” 
can put the loops in the spacetime of the subway to shame. The fact 
that it seems that there are new and more complex time travel films 
by the day, and the complex narrative structures of these are 
becoming so commonplace as to be easily readable by wider publics, 
says much about how time is changing in our current age.1182 And 
while the time of looping literary narratives only reveal themselves to 
me as I read the words which paint these worlds in my mind's eye, 
the looping times of the narratives of cinema unfold without me so 
long as I keep my eyes open as they unfold. This leaves my mind to 
wander in and out of concentration, much more so than when I read, 
with the fabric of the time between my inner time and that of the film 
expanding and contracting a flesh of experience between us.  
 
Then again, time can also be much more impersonal than how it is 
revealed in my experiences of things like riding on the subway. Emile 
Zola famously wrote a novel in which a department store was the 
main character, and Virginia Woolf a short story in which a park in 
London occupied that space.1183 And in this, the time of each space, 
and not merely a space, but a place (as Michel De Certeau argues, a 
place is a “practiced space,” a space repeatedly endured in a 
particular way, turning building into house and then home).1184 There 
are rhythms here, repetitions with differences, and for each, a music, 
a beat. The stones have geological rhythms as do the oceans and the 
seasons, circular chronotopes which most likely predate the linear 
chronotopes which, as Villem Flusser famously argues, arose in 
humanity in their most dominant form when humans ripped images 
from pictures, put them in lines, and slowly moved from hieroglyphs 
to alphabets that one read in a straight line. From there, to the linear 
narratives of history, so goes the story Flusser tells.1185 



 
Each of our lived times is woven with other times which help us frame 
our time, and we internalize aspects of these to make sense of our 
lived time. Which comes first, which echoes which? Most of the first 
cultures on earth seem to have believed in some sort of afterlife, 
often figured as existing before our lives as well, the time before birth 
and after death. This includes even the early religious beliefs of the 
Indian subcontinent, which has shifted to more circular temporal 
models for the last three thousand or so years. But in all this, it does 
seem that most early humans believed in some sort of afterlife, and 
this makes human time different from that of animals. For few animals 
seem to understand death the way humans do, though elephants and 
a few other species after known to mourn their dead. The linearity of 
human life, stretching from birth to death, exists in tension with the 
circularity of the rising and setting sun, and we live in the spiraling of 
their intersection.  
 
This has lead some philosophers, most notably the despicable Nazi 
Martin Heidegger, to argue that human time is always a being-
towards-death, and that the meaningfulness of human life only 
unfolds in relation to a sense of impending end, which retroactively 
projects a need to understand our lives in an arc from birth to death, 
even if we cannot remember our births. Heidegger used this to justify 
the need for humans to make rigid decisions in regard to some sort of 
destiny beyond themselves (just read the final, terrifying sections of 
his massive 1929 book Being and Time).1186 The dangers of such an 
approach, and the horrors to which they can lead, are easy to see. 
That said, and I hate to admit it, Heidegger did pick up on some 
crucial aspects of what makes human time the way it is, even if he 
warped this to inhuman ends. Humans do seem to live at least 
aspects of their time torn between a sense of birth and death, with the 
present hurtling between.  
 
There are nearly as many philosophies of time as there are 
philosophers, and there is no time to go into them all. For the Ancient 
Greek and Roman Stoics, since there must be a finite amount of 
matter in the universe, given infinite time, there must be only so many 
ways to arrange this matter, and so, the universe must repeat the 
same events infinitely.1187 Nietzsche reworked this to hypothesize that 
ever moment we experience would return infinitely. This assumes, of 



course, that there is finite matter, infinite time, and that matter exists 
in distinct chunks that can be arranged in only so many ways 
(infinitely divisible matter totally unravels this argument), and so much 
more.  
 
Of course, perhaps this elaborate metaphysical justification is a 
means to an end, a way to justify the ethical perspective of the Stoics, 
in which passion was poison and suffering, detachment and reason 
were virtues, leading one to the famed position of amor fati, the love 
of fate. If all is predetermined anyway, then getting all worked up 
about it is a waste of time. Or, as a friend of mine paraphrased a 
famous epithet from the Stoic Chrysippus, if a dog is tied to a cart, it 
may not want to follow and struggle, but whether it struggles or not, it 
will go; so it is with humans, either we gladly follow fate, or kicking 
and screaming it will drag us along anyway!1188 
 
Of course, it isn't possible to know ahead of time what will happen, 
this requires knowing all the causes and effects, which isn't possible 
from a limited human perspective. A similar position is later endorsed 
by the Stoic influenced Baruch Spinoza, who argued that all is 
predetermined through chains of cause and effect, even our own 
thoughts and passions, and yet, since we cannot know all the details 
of this, even though all is ultimately necessary, we do and must act 
as if we are free.1189 Hegel, building upon this, argued that freedom is 
necessity seen in advance, and necessity freedom seen in hindsight 
(“I could not have done otherwise than I did, for then I wouldn't be the 
person I have become”), with both freedom and necessity being 
oversimplifications of how time unfolds in the world.1190 
 
But the Stoics were likely only dressing up ideas they learned from 
Greeks returning from Alexander's conquests at the borders of India, 
where the gymnosophs, the “naked philosophers” encountered by the 
Greeks, believed in the time of reincarnation.1191 The full 
interpenetration of Indian and Greek learning during this period is 
unclear, as is how much of what Plato or Zeno learned came from 
some of their wanderings in India, likewise with Plotinus, stranded as 
he was in mid-Persia, left to his own devices to find his way back to 
Greek speaking lands.1192 Of course, making sure such pasts were 
forgotten was quite important during the period in which Europeans 
were colonizing as much of what they saw as “East” and hence less 



“civilized” than they, even as they barbarically colonized peoples in 
their names of their so-called civilization,1193 and then during the mid-
twentieth century, so-called “civilized” Europe proved itself the most 
barbaric civilization the world had ever seen with the most brutal war 
in history, including the horrors of the Holocaust. History is full of 
things which have been willfully forgotten, and then, those which have 
been intentionally recovered from the erasures of history. Today it is 
often said of the Holocaust to “never forget,” but this is not as much 
about the past as the future, in the hope that humanity will oneday 
learn to learn.  
 
Returning to the pasts which the colonials tried to erase however, 
namely, the debt of the Greeks to the parts of the world that the 
colonials wished to forget was crucial to founding their own traditions. 
These colonials worked to erase the massive cultivation of Greek and 
Roman learning by the Islamic world, erasing names like Avicenna 
and Averroes (or rather, Ibn' Sina and Ibn' Rushd),1194 as soon as 
they had retranslated Plato and Aristotle from the Greek rather than 
Arabic. But the borrowings extend further still, and if the amor fati has 
its roots anywhere, it is like much Hellenic period philosophy, in the 
cultural interplay which occurred between Greek and Indic thinkers in 
the wake of Alexander's conquests. One such conception is likely the 
notion that time is potentially circular, the most likely inspiration for 
related Stoic notions which know few predecessors in Ancient 
Greece, namely, the concept of reincarnation.  
 
The time of reincarnation, however, is so often misunderstood, for as 
detailed in works such as The Unpanisads, ancient Indic scriptures 
from the Brahmanic traditions, depict. According to these works, it is 
not only humans that are reborn.1195 Rather, every aspect of the 
cosmos is continually being reborn. As the sages in these texts 
argue, if you look at a river, the water is always different, but you say 
it is the same river, even if it is constantly being reborn. So it is with 
everything we ever experience, including people. For no one has ever 
seen things arise from nothing, or dissolve into nothing, even fire 
turns into smoke, and sugar can be retrieved after it dissolves into 
water. Things transform and change, but do not vanish. And so it is 
with all, and time flows with these.1196 
 
And yet, there is hope to get outside the circle of time, and this is the 



goal of moksha (Skt.), or liberation. The Buddhists have similar 
beliefs in regard to time, only they speak of nirvana. It is unclear 
which tradition arrived at their notions of time first, and likely each did 
around the same time, each borrowing from each other. What is clear 
though is that for both groups, there is the time that circles, the time 
of “cyclic existence,” or samsara (Skt). But the time of liberation and 
extinguishment of suffering is the time which is unitary, in all times yet 
beyond all of them. The time of our everyday is illusory, distracting, 
and only leads to suffering as it carves up this unity, and then we 
crave these carvings and the sense of security this brings from the 
flux of change. And in many Buddhist traditions, there is a fractal 
element to this, as evidenced in texts such as the famed 
Avatamsakasutra (The Flower Garland Sutra).1197  
 

From such a perspective, each moment contains all, each grain of 
sand the world, each person all people. The trick is learning how to 
see this, and in meditation, to learn that any and all aspects of the 
world can open the nondual doors to liberation, with each and every 
subject and object a potential opening to liberation which is both the 
fabric of reality and the potential to move beyond it known as the 
Buddha. This is the famed Yogacara notion of the tathagathagarbha, 
the embryo, womb, matrix, or nature of the one who has thus 
come/gone, the Buddha who is beyond time and all times and the 
passing from these to each other.1198

 

 

Of course, in order to access this, one needs to see the shunyata, the 
voidness or emptiness of all things, which is to say, their lack of 
essence, or rather, the fact that if you pursue anything in the world 
and try to grasp it, you will only find interconnections that lead you 
further down the rabbit hole, the networks of pratityasamutpada, of 
interconnectedness  or dependent origination.1199 Each of these 
terms refracts the other, deconstructing each other and all they touch, 
straining temporal thinking to its limits, even all this starts to make 
more sense as one sits and watches one's own thoughts, watches 
them pass, lets them go, and are at once passing and standing still 
and in between. One is one's thoughts and not, one is passing and 
one is not, one is empty and full and both and neither in a logic which 
is fundamentally non-dual, so frustrating to the binary ways of 
thinking so popular in the traditions of the so-called “West,”  
 



From a more non-dual perspective as described above, freedom is 
learning to let go and see the unities beneath appearances, one 
which extends to time as well. And mystics in traditions throughout 
the world have argued similar things. For the Sufis in Islam, there is 
fana'  (Arabic) the moment of dissolution into the divine, a temporary 
extinguishment of the self which is ecstatic, in the literal meaning of 
this term (ek-stasis, Greek, that which is outside of stasis).1200 When 
one steps out of fana', one returns to mundane time, but one is 
changed from what one has experienced, even if one was not a one, 
nor did one experience, but one can try to remember where they had 
ceased to be when there was only the divine. From that moment 
forward, the objects of the world begin to transform into signs pointing 
ever back to that place of return, slowly transforming the world into 
one divine vision. Or as the Buddhists would say, in a similar vein, 
converting this world into a buddhakshetra (domain of a buddha, one 
who has woken up, Skt.).1201 
 
So little of time is concrete, of course. I imagine what I did yesterday, 
and this is virtual reality. I imagine what I may do later, and that is 
virtual reality as well. But these virtuals situate my present. And yet, if 
my present is composed in part of memory too, and my very present 
movements only sensible as having one foot in anticipation of what is 
likely to make sense in regard to desired future states, the present is 
equally as virtual, if in a slightly different way. Past, present, and 
future as so inter-mediated, no wonder Bergson famously argued that 
they constitute not a quantitative multiplicity, but rather a qualitative 
one, which is to say, if you attempt to divide time like you would the 
striations on a ruler, you cannot do this without changing what it 
ultimately is. A qualitative multiplicity cannot be measured, decrease, 
or grow without changing not in degree, but in kind. This is why he 
argues that our memory does not increase in quantity or length as we 
age, but rather, that it transforms qualitatively and increases in 
intensity but not mere quantity. So it is with the intertwining of the 
virtual and actual, for Bergson, but also his inheritor Deleuze.1202  
 
And it is always the virtual, that which in a Bergsonian sense could be 
called the “past-future” to the relative actuality of the present, that 
propels us beyond this present, that make time flow.1203 If the water in 
a glass in front of me is actual liquid, but virtual gas and solid, in its 
potential to be transformed into ice and steam, so our daily lives are 



shot through with the virtuals of the past-future, and these include the 
fantasies that orient us in our worlds. I have never seen a molecule, 
yet I believe that when scientists see certain instruments move as 
they do, these are evidences of these virtual realities that allow them 
to manipulate others behind the scenes to produce things like 
computers and cell phones. I have never seen democracy or 
freedom, only people casting ballots, but they do so because they 
believe that these evidence these virtuals. I have never seen a “tree,” 
at least not a “pure” one of the sort Plato believed in, but I have seen 
many an oak, maple, beech, pine, and elm, even if each of these has 
the same issues in turn. Wherever there are actuals there are 
virtuals, and these are potentials which hurtle the present into its 
past-futures, keeping all in flux.  
 

If steam and ice are virtual aspects of actual liquid water, or the 
concept of treeness to the trees in front of me, then how much more 
virtual then are notions like freedom, molecules, the Stoic 
cosmologies, or religious notions such as heaven, or the divine. 
Some have argued that the divine, with all the dreams of its times 
beyond time, is nothing but a projection of the human onto the fabric 
of the world. So the German Ludwig Feuerbach argued in his Spirit of 
Christianity, a text which famously inspired Marx to say, amongst 
other things, that religion was the “opiate of the masses.” Of course, 
he felt this because religion made people look away from their 
present time and see their toils and labors as saving up for a future, 
the promise of reward in heaven, which would redeem the present. 
For Marx, this was an illusion which made people give up on trying to 
change the present, and allowed the powerful to manipulate the 
masses with talk of an imagined divine.1204 And so, what was needed 
to tell a new story of this world, the story of the proletariat, and once 
one started to believe in this story, and see the workers around one 
as part of the future revolution to come, that revolution itself was only 
a matter of time.  
 

Yet communism remains a virtual reality, for the pale yet horrifically 
violent shadows of this notion erected by figures such as Stalin and 
Mao, these were nothing like Marx's original fantasies. And nothing is 
potentially more dangerous than fantasy, that which orients our 
actions in regard to how we read our memories and desires. 
Communism was one such reading of global past-future, and it is still 



a dream. So is democracy. So is heaven. Despite the fact that Marx 
saw religion as opposed to his dreams, there is more in common 
between these than might immediate seem to be the case. And so, 
for Walter Benjamin, inspired by Marx but more open to the potentials 
of mystical time in relation to the revolutionary, while we may 
sometimes imagine that time is linear and homogeneous, this is only 
how the time appears to the victors who write the narratives of 
history.1205  
 

But this is not what time can become. Real time, revolutionary and 
lived time, the time which can actually make change reality, for 
Benjamin, is that which “flashes up in a moment of danger,” which 
“blasts out” a moment in the past which can help show us a way to 
“redeem” our present by showing paths to a potential future which 
can be “revolutionary.” For Benjamin, the oppressed peoples of the 
world live this sort of time, and those who hope for a better world, 
whatever their privileges, exist in this sort of “Messianic” time which is 
outside the straight lines of the clocks (or the destinies of someone 
like the monstrous Heidegger). For Benjamin, there are “shards” of 
messianic time within the “ruins” created by the bulldozers of history, 
what Marx would call the “dustbin,” discarded by the powerful. 
Benjamin's colleague, Ernst Bloch, spoke of the hollow spaces within 
the fabric of the things of the world which are the seeds of potential 
utopia to come. Looking for this utopia always was his goal.1206 
 
For Benjamin, the goal was to rifle through the dustbin of history to 
find those past moments which, when combined with others in a 
constellation, could make sense of the contradictions and tensions in 
the present moment so as to unlock the present's potentials to 
unleash better futures. Benjamin speaks of how during the French 
revolution, Paris was often seen as a rebirth of Rome. Despite the 
downsides of this analogy, Benjamin sees this sort of reading of the 
present by means of moments plucked from the past as that which 
can indicate futures which would not be otherwise seen. If our 
moment is a return to x, then the next moment can be a return to y. 
Like a game of numbers drawn from his beloved Kabballah, create 
the right constellation, and the powers of time unlock before you in 
ways which could remake how everything in the world is seen.  
 
This is to say that for Benjamin, nothing is more ancient than the 



future, and nothing more tomorrow than the past. We do not know yet 
what pasts will seem like they predict our new futures, nor which 
futures will call to which pasts to live anew within them. Tomorrow we 
could relive the the Russian revolution, but perhaps this time in 
Mexico, and with cell phones, which is to say, differently. We cannot 
know which pasts will be called up from the future in times of need. 
Just as feminists worked to recover the forgotten history of women 
writers which had been banished from the records of literary 
historians and their pasts of the past, so the past is a living archive 
simply waiting to be rediscovered and in fact reignited.1207  
 
Everyday life is much more like this than we might normally imagine, 
at least if we have bought into the notion that time is like clocks and 
calendars. But Bergson knew time was this non-linear, as all his 
bizarre diagrams of our inner timescapes show. But as strange as 
these look, our lived time is stranger, even if nothing is more common 
and everyday. For how can you predict what circumstances from the 
future will call up which memories from your past to help make sense 
of what is happening right then and there? Nor how silly our prior 
ways of understanding our childhood will look as we grow. Our pasts 
and futures are continually out-dating themselves, individually and 
culturally.  
 
What is described here is the sort of non-linear history one sees in 
contemporary time travel film. Or perhaps time travel films are finally 
catching up to the way time flows in our minds and histories once we 
strip away our addictions to the linear. Perhaps it took the networked 
structure of the Internet, non-linear in nearly all its aspects, to 
deconstruct our more serial infatuations. That said, the rise of the 
time travel film is in fact symptomatic of so much of how time is 
changing today.  
 
Gilles Deleuze argued in his cinema books that time had essentially 
broken and become "out of joint" after World War II shattered the 
world's psyche. Film stopped trying to depict action and motion, and 
instead looked inward to memory and fantastic inner worldscapes to 
try to process this trauma, and reimagine from the ground up a world 
seemingly gone mad. From the three incompossible "sheets of the 
past" of a film like Akira Kurosawa's Rashomon (1949), the cinema of 
the seer who sees nothing but brutality without meaning, the pure op- 



and son-signs of a film such as Roberto Rossellini's Germany, Year 
Zero (1948), to the incompossible "peaks of the present" in a film like 
Alain Resnais' uncanny obverse of the war in his icy depiction of the 
completely detached high-culture of the European elites in a film such 
as Last Year at Marienbad (1961, a film which finds its return of the 
repressed in Alain Resnais' films which more directly address the 
war), the shattering of traditional notions of time became 
commonplace in avant-garde films of the postwar period.1208  
 
And after radicalizing approaches to the past and present, the next 
was the future. Filmmakers like Federico Fellini and Andrei Tarkovsky 
produced films such as Satyricon (1969) and Solaris (1972), 
respectively, which shattered time into what Deleuze refers to as a 
crystal which grows more like rock-candy in a jar than a clock or 
calendar. For a crystal, past and future are relative, and always 
reworking as the crystal grows, cells echo yet warp those before 
them, this is Bergson's time as duration, in which past and future 
interpenetrate in plays of difference and repetition which go beyond 
the homogeneous airtight compartments of the number line. Like the 
rippling rings of the section of the redwood tree from the famous 
scene in the park in Alfred Hitchcock's Vertigo (1959), crystalline time 
spatializes it yet in a manner more radical than that manner which 
Bergson so criticized. For this sort of spatlialization is a radicalization, 
opening to multiple dimensions, able to warp and stretch, echo and 
ripple, this is a space beyond mere progression, able to perform all 
the non-linearities which multidimensional space time can provide.  
 
While Deleuze describes how cutting edge avant-garde cinema 
began to explore these new chronotopes during the immediate post-
war period, today it is popular film, and in particular genre works such 
as horror and science fiction films, that are often full of such complex 
mechanics whose visual and narrative rhetorics are becoming ever 
more pedestrian stuff to mainstream watchers of these mass-market 
films. This in and of itself is extradordinary, the fact that looping and 
outright bizarre chronotopes are becoming the stuff of incredibly 
popular narrative film, to the extent that it seems that if any second 
rate B genre picture doesn't have some sort of time travel or loop, it is 
behind the times. This is not to say that avant-garde cinema is not 
exploring the crystals of time, with the work of Asian directors such as 
Apichatpong Weerasethakul as a clear master of this, and figures on 



the cusp of the avant-garde festivals and genre markets, such as 
Sono Sion, Park Chan Wook, and Tsai Ming-Liang presenting 
complex shattering and looping narratives as well.  
 
But even beyond this, science fiction and horror films have really 
taken to these forms, and these genres have always depicted the 
hopes and fears of a society. Should it be any different in an age in 
which the Internet, ubiquitous computing, and social media seems to 
be ever more rapidly changing everything, and time with it? Starting 
perhaps with the non-traditional storytelling of Quentin Tarrantino's 
blockbuster Pulp Fiction (1997), as well as the slightly less 
mainstream thriller by Terry Gilliam 12 Monkeys (1997), a semi-
remake of Chris Marker's avant-garde time travel classic La Jetee, 
even if this one had multiple intertwining loops in its chronologics. 
This was followed by the highly experimental yet also massively 
popular work of David Lynch's Lost Highway and Mulholland Drive 
(1997 and 2001, respectively, the latter winning big not only at the 
box office but also Cannes), the mechanics of non-linear 
temporalities entered the mainstream. Films that ate their own tail, 
looping Moebial films, became legible to ever wider swaths of the 
public.  
 
But as the early decades of the twentieth century progressed, even 
new chronotopes began to be explored in films explicitly about time 
travel. One of the most popular was Richard Kelley's Donnie Darko 
(1999), a film whose undecidable construction on the cusp between a 
depiction of adolescent psychosis and an exploration and then 
abandonment of a future not worth purusing presents a fantastically 
complex chronotope for such a popular film. Around this time, the 
television series Battlestar Galactica (new version, 2003-8) not only 
allegorized the politics of its day, it also presented encounters with a 
series of worlds (Kobol, Caprica, Earth, New Earth), which while 
arrived at by means of travel in space, make more sense as the same 
planet at different moments in time, presenting the sort of spirally 
looped spacetime that would make any relativity theorist jealous.1209  
 
Taking this further, Shane Carruth's 2004 film Primer presented a 
proliferating network of conflicting time-lines, with strings of doubles 
from the future fighting it out with their opposites as they travel to the 
past to try to change their futures and ultimately stop the invention of 



time travel which gave rise to this. Or a film such as Rian Johnson's 
Looper (2010) which presented time travel as more than linear, but 
also fuzzy and self-interfering, in a manner which recalls the structure 
of quantum pheneomenon and their ability to do the same.1210 Even 
in otherwise B-grade horror films such as Christopher Smith's 
Triangle (2009) and Richard Gray's Mine Games (2012) present 
fascinating chronotopes, with the attempt to get out of a repeating 
time loop allegorizing the myth of Sisyphus in the former, and 
characters being able to read echoes of possible futures as their time 
intersects that of their future selves in the latter. When even Tom 
Cruise and the X-men get in on the time-travel game, with films such 
as Edge of Tomorrow (Doug Liman, 2014) and the terrible X-Men: 
Days of Future Past (Bryan Singer, 2014), the mainstreaming of the 
avant-garde temporalities should now be seen as mainstream.  
 
Should we be surprised, since, after all, the Internet went live in 
1996? Or course, as Benjamin argued in regard to cinema, there was 
a “precinematic consciousness” before the rise of cinema and which 
helped bring it about, and so there was the globalizing “pre-Internet” 
consciousness which the Internet came to concretize. And today, only 
twenty years into the age of networks yet seemingly a millennia if one 
is to account for the scale, scope, and depth of the change, from 
international commerce to the fabric of daily life, time is more than 
simply non-linear. For our temporality is ever more that of devices 
which bring with us, into parks and cars, streets and theaters, the 
virtual reality worlds which open and close in windows that expand 
and contract, re-network with each other, and take on new temporal 
logics in relation to each other, and which we can now take with us 
anywhere and everywhere?  
 
Even in the seemingly linear scrawl of the Facebook wall, time jumps 
around as comments pile up and keep posts present, as we jump 
back and forth to other user's posts and their comment threads, then 
to another website in another window, then we get an instant 
message, we are in so many differing chronotopes at once, none of 
them linear, and all in flying around in a virtual world whose portal we 
carry around as a seemingly innocuous bit of glass, metal, and plastic 
in our pockets. It is like we all now can tap into a giant virtual second 
brain, but a collective one, which interpenetrates the simpler time of 
clocks and matter as much as does our explorations of our first brains 



in our own heads.  
 
In fact, today's Internet chronotopes seem to resemble few things 
more than G.W.F. Leibniz's divine networker as described in his 1712 
work The Monadology.1211 God sifts through all the possible virtual 
realities to pick out which of the potential futures which could unfold 
from our past leads to the “best possible world” in the long run, and it 
is this one that he brings into being. Only our newly webbed divine 
seems more, to use a term of the psychoanalysts, a God which is 
unconscious than anything else. Perhaps this is why a return to 
Spinoza, always the antidote to Leibnizian overreification, can be of 
help in our contemporary monadscape, in which hyperconnection 
seems to only ever produce new forms of isolation, surplus 
extraction, and oppression, all things which our glorious machines 
were supposed to alleviate, as we become ever more functionaries to 
our machines than the reverse. A time in need of some Messianic 
shards.  
 
And returning to Benjamin, it is worth keeping in mind that he of 
course drew from the works of Karl Marx, who himself drew most of 
his philosophy of history from G.W. F. Hegel, and many of the ideas 
in both of their work find crucial precursors here. Hegel's work can be 
seen as an extended meditation on all the types of chronotopes in 
history. Many of his works begin with an understanding of time which 
casts it like beads on a string, with past, present, and future as three 
distinct moments that move like the days on a calendar. But as he 
deconstructs these, he shows how these do not fully cohere, how 
time is always in the passing, and the passing is what splits time into 
that which faces forwards and backwards, what Bergson famously 
refers to as “jets” pulling the present towards the layers of the past 
and towards the network of possible futures.1212  
 
And so, Hegel moves from the time of linearity to the time of splitting, 
of the unity of time beneath appearances, and hence, what he calls 
“essence” over “being.”1213 But he then works to show how this model 
too misses far too much, and eventually, by the end of his works, he 
tends to show how time is present within and beyond all the moments 
he has described in the text in question. To apply this to what has just 
been described, this would be to argue that time is as much in the 
linear as the circular as the spiral as the non-linear constellation and 



all of the above and how these open and intertwine with each other. 
While arguments as to whether or not his system is ultimately closed 
or open still rage.  
 
That said, these all differences and repetitions, or so philosopher 
Gilles Deleuze would say. For Deleuze, time can be a beating set of 
beads on a string, a set of jets or torsions between past and future on 
the present. It can be the deepening past and the many potential 
futures. Or it can be a crystal, a branching, a brain. Deleuze famously 
said that “the brain is the screen,” and this would imply the reverse as 
well, namely, that the “screen is the brain.”1214 He was talking about 
cinema, and to Deleuze, the universe is a giant cinema, with 
molecules imaging each other each time they interface with one side 
of each other over others, and in this dynamic imaging, the universe 
is continually selecting and arranging narratives of these images, 
which is to say, it is filming.  
 
For Deleuze, every molecule, ever action and reaction, it is all 
cinema, and where there is cinema, there is narrative. Only if there is 
narrative here, there are near infinite ones, branching in any and all 
directions in the cinematic brain-screen which is the cosmos. And 
when we watch cinema on screens, these screens are like the 
neurons in the brain of the culture, watching its dreams, just as we 
viewers are the neurons in the brain of the culture that produces such 
dreams. Taking this approach further, perhaps humans are the nerve 
cells in the distributed brain which is humanity, and humanity one 
nerve cell in the brain which is life on earth. We are the earth's sense 
organs, or perhaps thoughts, as it thinks itself, experiencing time in 
and through us as we experience it through the webs of feedback 
between the pulsing wires who nets are all there is to the lumps of 
flesh we call brains.  
 
And if one examines the structure of the Internet, it resembles few 
things in our world more than the structure of the human brain. We 
live in an age of neuro-cinema, the age of the neuro-cinematic brain-
image,1215 which is to say, the age of the Internet. We have in a 
sense always had such webs around us, from languages to tools to 
economies to societies, but only today, after the Internet gave us 
networked lenses to see the world, has this revealed itself. We were 
always already networking. Past and future are now non-linearly 



shifting in place, in multi-length virtual loopings, which recast how we 
see our trajectories through time in every more complex and 
intertwining filligrees. And if we do no begin to understand what this 
could mean, and continue to change and develop and give rise to 
artificial intelligences which understand all this better than we do, we 
may just be out-networked by it all, with some devastating potential 
stakes. The time to understand this all is now.  
 
That said, none of this matters any more, of course, because we 
simply do not have time for it. There is no time to read books, to walk 
in parks, to think about philosophy, to do things. The only time today 
is the time of the Internet, that virtual reality which seems to be 
absorbing all other realities, or so it often seems. And the Internet 
clearly has its own time. The time of updates and downloads, the time 
of scrolling walls and opening windows, the wormholes and back-
doors, the ovetaxed CPU and the I can't afford to pay for a faster 
connection. For computers as for capitalism, of course, speed and 
time are money and power. Paid by the hour, or faster connection 
times, or CPU clock rates. How much time does it take the machine 
to compute, or a human to labor, or for quality to turn into quantity 
and perhaps back? Each commodity is the congealed time of the 
laborer, each pixel the computational speed of the processor, but on 
the other side of the screen, it all seems like it may as well be a 
mirage. We see the world go by and none of it feels real anymore.  
 
Today, the giant chronotopics of image-capital consume all in its 
path. Social media seems to be able to create the “reality effects” of 
times past, giving weight to events which previously was only granted 
by collective memory. Spectacles rise and fall ever faster, and the old 
narratives that took thousands of years to forge now seem to exist on 
the same level as those forged yesterday, at least, unless one finds 
oneself caught in one of the systems gears, and then, time becomes 
all too real, the time of capitalist extraction of your labor, or nameless 
powers starting a war next door to you for their televisions, or your 
insurance policy running out, or whatever other way that the system 
devours people today for its need for ever increasing speed.  
 
Timelines rise and fall, spiral and expand and contract, all in relation 
to the maw of image-capital, this black hole whose gravity seems 
impossible to resist, with all chronotopics shifting in relation to the 



pulsation of its tendrils. And yet, perhaps there are other ways. 
Before trying to speak to such issues, however, it will be helpful to 
examine more carefully some of the attempts to come to grips with 
the times in which we find ourselves.  
 
Is Time a Word? The Linguistic Argument, and Beyond 
 
For all the vertigo of such formulations, some have suggested that 
perhaps there is a way out of such confusion, and in a manner not 
unsimilar to those who dream of liberation from the cycles of rebirth in 
the Indic traditions. While this may seem to some like a way out, in 
many senses it is perhaps yet another side effect of approaching the 
temporal abysses of our present age. And as such, it is worth 
investigating, even if to put to the side. According to this perspective, 
time is a word, and if it is a word, then time and all the issues related 
to it are not quite what they seem.  
 
For while language may seem to unfold time as it tells its stories, 
frames its arguments, or utters the next phrase in a dialogue or 
multilogue, perhaps such a view has things reversed. Language is, 
after all, perhaps the most complex creation of humanity, the medium 
in which so much of our experience finds, in a sense, its house and 
even home. So perhaps instead of simply expressing time, perhaps it 
shapes it more than it might at first seem to? That is, perhaps time as 
we know it is a result of our language, and that part of the reason we 
keep missing time and falter when we try to express it in language is 
because this would be like trying to use water to make itself wetter? 
That is, is the medium of language, the very medium through which 
this inquiry is written, after all, perhaps something which so distorts 
our approach to something like time that this is an aspect of why we 
keep missing it? 
 
There is no question that language impacts how we think. And as 
many theorists have argued, language does not only flow when we 
speak and write, but it also reifies, which is to say, it “thing-ifies” 
whatever it describes. After all, as the Upanishadic sages argue, 
when I call the flowing water a “river,” I am reducing a dynamic and 
changing flux of water, which has different water composing it each 
time I look at it, into something static and unchanging, at least in my 
linguistic imaginary. What is more, it is so difficult to say where such 



an imaginary entity like a river starts and stops. Is it only the water 
that flows away? Does it include the banks of the river, the delta, the 
mountain streams that give rise to it, the clouds which fill these with 
rain, the molecules within the rain, the dreams of rivers I have at 
night? Every word is a crime, an injustice against the the intertwinedly 
shifting flesh of the world.1216 And yet, without these, could we find 
any handles by which to grab the stuff of the world and make 
meaning of it?  
 
Words fix the flux of the world into static snapshots which do not 
actually correspond to the much more labile conditions of the world 
beyond. And in this sense, the useful fiction of words distort and 
perhaps even create a seemingly timeless world which we then, like 
so many shots in a film, recompose together in flowing phrases 
without seeming to realize that our film is not the same as what it tore 
from the visual world around it. Nouns are perhaps the worst culprits, 
at least verbs are somewhat more honest, and adjectives allow us to 
imagine aspects of the world shared despite space and time, while 
connecting words just do the dirty work of bringing these all together 
and putting them in motion, and thank goodness for that.  
 
But it is in the motion that we rediscover the time killed by nouns and 
other less guilty words, the motion of producing and consuming 
sentences, and getting around the deceptive periods which separate 
sentences like so many false idols of space within time. This is not to 
say that if we simply removed the periods or spaces between words 
or even the nouns that we would recover time. But certainly some 
uses of language distort more than others, and perhaps written 
language spatalizes time as much as clocks or films do. Still, it would 
be a mistake to think the flowing sounds which emerge from our 
mouths are that much better.  
 
For even before we learn to write, we slice the sounds we produce 
into segments we call words, virtual realities which links those sounds 
into patterns we store in memory and project in to the future to make 
sure the present is never fully what it seems. And if, as 
neuroscientists argue, our present and future are threaded through 
with this highly suspect memory archive,1217 then our present should 
hardly be trusted, it is ultimately a personal language of sorts, whose 
letters and words are the memories we use to help us recognize, 



describe, and re-present the present experiences we filter and 
categorize before we even realize we have done so. Perhaps the 
very notion of an ego is simply the deepest such memory-word we 
know, the “I” around which our languages of experiences congeal. 
 
That said, perhaps this all because we have bodies which warp our 
experiences, turning moving light particles into sight, moving air 
particles into sound, translating our sense-data into memory-
recognitions, and all in relation to our evolutionary heritage which 
biases us to look and listen for certain experiences over others. Our 
bodies localize time within lumps of moving flesh we call ours and are 
theirs, and curl it up within these meat-computers we call brains, who 
then produce things like words which segment the world into words 
and then reassemble them to produce a parodic representation of the 
world beyond it. Whatever time or space we ever experience is 
ultimately the result of the way in which our biological evolution 
evolved us to experience it, in ways which it felt were most likely to 
help us survive.1218 And if our culture, our films and our words and so 
much else, were created from this foundation, might they not be 
simply more complex warpages of the world, inheritors of the biology 
which evolved us with its own agendas?  
 
Of course, biological evolution is only one level of such unfolding, the 
physical world had to “evolve” up to the point at which it could 
“evolve” organisms, and the difference between complex physical 
systems and living ones seems ultimately only a matter of degree. 
After all, even a mere whirlpool seems to have a “life of its own,” after 
all, one which seems to “want” to continue whirling the way it does, 
for there is certainly a tendency at work there which adapts around 
the changes thrown in its way, at least, until it runs out of steam. 
From whirlpools to chemical cycles, from chemical cycles to cells, 
from cells to organisms, where does one draw the line from a 
temporal cycle and a cycle that experiences time?1219 To say a 
whirlpool isn't a sort of proto-life is like saying that organisms aren’t a 
sort of hyper-matter. It’s all a matter of degree, or perhaps, 
perspective. 
 
Still, if time is ultimately a word, and words are biased distortions of 
the world, themselves produced by the distortions created by our 
embodiment and evolution, this should hardly be reason to stop there 



and call it a day. There are so many levels of distortion at play, and 
so why fetishize language? If language distorts because our bodies 
distort, our bodies distort because all matter is a distortion of energy, 
a knotting of the pure potential of the more basic stuff of the world 
which limits what that stuff can do. For nitrogen cannot experience 
the world in an oxygen-like way without changing its form, and this 
distorts its ability to experience the world. That said, distortion also 
seems the precondition to having something like a world to 
experience, and so, perhaps such a notion needs reconfiguring to 
undo the unjustice it seems to do to how it does unjustice to time.   
 
For embodiment always includes limitation, as does taking up any 
particular location in space and time over any other. The only pure 
experience of the world, if it could be called anything like that, would 
be something like pure energy which is beyond space and time, and 
even that is a hypothesis, a virtual reality beyond anything I certainly 
have ever seen. And since energy is just moving matter, which is to 
say, matter and energy are aspects of a differing same, then maybe 
the desire for undistorted experience of time or the world itself the 
fiction, a desire for an imaginary, idealized no-place, a fantasy of the 
divine which, perhaps, it too is simply a projection of our reifying 
language and bodies which then reify how we try to understand more 
abstract phenomenon, such as space and time?  
 
That said, some desire this impossible no-perspective, a perspective 
on the world with no limitations or distortions which they imagine to 
be pure, without bias, completely objective, and other such 
formulations which do not resemble anything we have ever 
experienced in this world, at least, beyond our imaginations. While 
imaginations are great, these are fantasies which have lead people to 
denigrate the much messier stuff of the world, see the world as 
lacking in comparison to impossible standards, and when the world 
comes up lacking, rage against whatever they see as the cause of 
such “impurity.” The result is paranoia, and while academic paranoia 
is one thing, paranoia in the world beyond the debates of 
philosophers is much more concerning.  
 
Others get enamored with showing again and again that such 
certainties are impossible, so called deconstructionists.1220 While they 
may see this as deconstrucing the certainties of those who may 



become entranced with the possible of fanatical certainty, fanatical 
extremism tends to pay little attention to argumentation, certainly 
when it opposes it. Rather, it tends to base itself on extreme emotion, 
itself often a defense mechanism against a deep fear that their 
extreme beliefs and the measures they have taken to force them 
upon the world are ultimately as irrational or unjustified as they 
paranoidly tend to imagine those who oppose them. 
Deconstructionists tend to undermine the less drastic manner in 
which such mechanics tend to manifest in theories entranced with 
proof and certainty.  
 
While the infinite regresses and word games of the deconstructinists 
might lead to something like a mellow pragmatism (as their forebears 
the Ancient Greco-Roman Skeptics hoped),1221 it could just as easily 
lead to irrationalism, and for those they criticize to see the need to 
fight “relativism” with “firm decisions” based on nothing but something 
like “will,” and the world has seen the horrors to which that can 
lead.1222 For extreme skeptical relativism can leads as easily to 
pragmatism as cynical opportunism as fanaticism that throws all 
argument and reason aside for their opposites, and various forms of 
intolerance, violent extremism, and fascism have often been the 
result.  
 
We do not need pure certainty, nor the pure uncertainty which is the 
product of such arguments. Extreme relativism and extreme 
certainties are more similar than they might at first appear, and one 
can easily turn into the other, and from a psychological perspectives, 
extreme certainty can often serve as a defense against the ways in 
which doubt can lead to radical doubt and skepticism in everything 
and the sort of panic to which this can lead when it feels that nothing 
can be certain. That said, we have never needed to be certain of 
things. When I close my eyes, I cannot be certain that the world will 
still be there afterwards, and yet, every time I do this, it is. And so, it 
makes sense to continue to go about my day without such certainty, 
and in fact, that is all I have ever done.  
 
The desire for certainty, purity, and absolutes are in this sense 
perhaps unreal fantasies which serve as dangerous distractions from 
the much more beneficial attempts to gain traction with the much 
more complex and concrete realities in which we find ourselves. 



While we have never seen anything like Ultimate Truth, we have also 
never not seen a world full of many truths, which is to say, aspects of 
the world that can come into sync with others, and perhaps in ways 
which could even make this world a slightly less terrible place. And 
such an approach seems to be one in the one-sidedness of such 
extremes, just like overreifications in the physical world, are seen as 
so many paranoid seductions which lead to to various problematic 
situations or potentially much worse.  
  
This is not to say that many of the ways we access the world do not 
distort. Of course they do. Our bodies distort, our brains distort, our 
sense organs distort, our evolution distorts, our molecules distort, and 
our perspectives distort, perhaps our world is all distortion, all false, 
all the way down. Or, seen differently, perhaps all experience is true 
and real, if different depending upon one's embodiment, perspective, 
and other media of relation. Media, after all, are those middles which 
connect and separate, which provide access at a distance by 
producing an in-between. Space, time, matter, energy, all media. 
Bodies, language, concepts, all media.  
 
And if all experience is in some sense in-between, which is to say, an 
enormous texture of intermediations, then perhaps distortion is the 
wrong language to use here. Perhaps all experience is, in its way, 
true and real, all translation and creation, metaphors and metonyms, 
variations of the potentials of experience of the world, and all the way 
down. From such a perspective, perhaps the seeming distortions 
produced by our bodies, brains, perspectives, cultures, and 
languages are themselves echos of the ways in which the world feels 
itself in time by means its extensions which are us and our cultural 
products. To be unlimited is perhaps not to be at all, and so to 
experience, perhaps one needs to be limited, to have this position 
within space time matter energy, and from there to relate it to oneself 
as a particular experiencer within this, the world of one who has one. 
And if so, perhaps there are many more truths to language, 
embodiment, and the experiences provided by these, including those 
of time, than there may otherwise seem.  
 
Is Time Real? Fantasies of Idealist and Materialist Notions of Time 
 
Or less. For as some have argued, perhaps none of this is real, and 



here there is another potential detour which is likely symptomatic of 
our age more than anything else. According to this perspective, 
perhaps our everyday life and experience is a simulation. That is, as 
seen in films such as The Wachowski's The Matrix (1999), what we 
take to be our physical and mental realities is all simply a virtual 
reality executed on some computer-type simulator. Maybe we are 
simply brains floating in vats of liquid, as many have suggested, and 
our experiences of reading books, eating food, protesting in the 
streets, and even dreaming are all less real than the brains floating in 
solution in some more real reality behind the scenes.1223 How could 
we know this were not the case?  
 

Sometimes when we are dreaming we realize it midway through, 
though it is often unclear how or why. We can try to wake ourselves 
up, or stay within the dream, but this only sometimes succeeds. 
When I get emotional in my dreams and try to speak or walk, I find 
my mouth and legs often do not work properly, I slur my speech, and 
then I wake up speaking. I do not doubt that sometimes I wake up 
and my legs are probably trying to walk as well. So how do we know 
that this could not happen to us, but in regard to our daily “physical” 
realities?  
 

For while time seems as real as matter or energy, even our most 
indubitable experiences, whether personal or shared with others, are 
only ever known as our experiences. Even if I perform a science 
experiment, and a community of scientists verifies it, it could after all 
be a dream or a dream machine? As Ancient Chinese philosopher 
Zhuangzi famously argued, how might a person who dreams of being 
a butterfly know that they are not a butterfly dreaming of being a 
person?1224 Then again, perhaps there are glitches that might give it 
away, as in The Matrix, but even these could be parts of a larger 
simulation or dream still. This is why some scientists have argued 
that our universe could be something like a holographic projection, 
and they have even tried to develop experiments that could test if this 
were the case, which is to say, to see if it might be possible to see if 
the physical world is really there as it seems to be. All of this puts a 
new spin on the famed Yogacara Buddhist notion that “all is mind, 
and mind is empty.”1225 
 
There is more to this approach than might otherwise seem to be the 



case. For I only ever experience the world through my own 
experience, such that  
the aspects of my experience that seem shared with others, which is 
to say, the so-called “physical” world, could simply all be aspects of 
my own mind. Still, even if my experience of other people are simply 
figments of my imagination, they seem so stable and follow such 
predictable rules, that they can treated as if they were “real.” In fact, 
even if they are an illusion, what difference would this make, so long 
as my whole life were this illusion, one which followed predictable 
rules all the way through? So long as I don't wake up and find there 
are really different rules, even if our experience were a simulation, it 
would all have the same stakes. And even if we did learn that our 
world is a simulation, this wouldn't solve things too much, for then we 
could start to wonder if the machine producing the simulation weren’t 
also a simulation of some deeper simulation. 
 
Such an approach leads to infinite regress, and this is what happens 
when inner experience, or what philosophers have often called mind, 
is seen as the standard of all experience, an approach often called 
idealism in the history of philosophy. If my inner experience is the 
only experience which is really true, then how do I know the rest of 
the world is there, and with it, things like the time of clocks? Then 
again, what certainty is there to the infinite regress of the inner trying 
to grasp the inner?  
 
Rene Descartes famously felt there was, but then had some 
difficulties and needed to invoke God to sew it all back together 
again. For taken to its extreme, idealism does away with the physical 
world completely, cutting the world into two, and yet, if all is mind and 
mind is empty, where does mind come from, unless from matter 
which is only known via mind? The snake eats its own tail. How does 
mind know it is mind, except by negating its memories of things like 
matter? How did those memories get there? Could they have been 
put there by a simulation, or as Descartes would have it, an evil 
genie?1226 Without the certainty deux ex machina of an infinitely good 
divine, little remains to grab on to. And eventually one gets hungry 
and has to eat, and one becomes shocked that by thinking, one's 
own body moves to get that food. If all matter could be an illusion, 
they how do they interrelate? The snake eats the mouse and finds 
itself surprised.  



 
 

That said, such a perspective has a long history in world philosophy. 
Descartes of course believed in something like an inner pure intuition 
as the foundation of certainty, and Descartes did not get this from 
nowhere. For in fact, many traditions of the world, from Ancient Greek 
to Islamic to Jewish and Christian Indian traditions, it was often seen 
as a truism that experience from outside the self could not be trusted. 
A classic example in the Indian tradition is that of “seeing hairs in 
one's eyes,” the term that was used in one Ancient Indian 
philosophical text after the next for the trailing after-image like blobs 
of color that 
are seen when one opens their eyes after having been sleeping in 
such a manner that pressure was placed by the pillow on one's 
eyes.1227 And in traditions around the world, it was believed that the 
truths of divine revelation, faith, and other pathways to spiritual 
domains was the domain of certainty, and that outer experiences, 
liable to be in error, created by hallucination, or otherwise made 
unreliable, were fundamentally fallible, not to be trusted, and of 
limited use to any attempt to develop certain knowledge.  
 
How different from the scientific methods of observation articulated by 
figures such as Gallileo Gallilei and Francis Bacon, and then 
developed into philosophical empiricism by figures such as John 
Locke for whom the evidence of the senses were the only ones to be 
trusted, and inner experience was seen as inherently untrustworthy 
precisely because it lacked the concretion of the physical world. From 
such a perspective, inner experience could be “mere fantasy,” a 
notion which came about in a symbiotic relation to the rising 
secularism of Europe at the time.  
 
And yet, similar issues with those that were seen arise with idealism 
manifest with materialism, if in obverse form. For if all is matter, either 
one imagines a split world in which matter is transcendentally given to 
humans by something like a soul, perhaps bound to the body by a 
half mind half matter organ like Descartes famed hypothesis of a 
pineal gland?1228 Materialists have long argued that all that has been 
described as mind is in fact nothing but intertwinings of matter felt 
from the inside. That is, our brains are just special types of biological 
machines, and we call “mind” what it feels like to experience within 



one of these. Then again, if all is matter, then some of this matter 
give rise to all sorts of things which seem beyond “mere” matter, such 
as stories, desires, hopes, dreams, fears, tastes, smells, etc. And if 
there is nothing like spirit or soul, or a deity to bestow these on some 
matters but not others, how exactly do these come to be?  
 

Then again, perhaps what we imagine to be soul or spirit is simply 
what happens when particular types of matter interact with other 
matters, and how that feels from the inside. And so, when I say 
something tastes a particular way, I am saying that the molecules 
interact with those which compose the cells in my tongue, which 
interact with others in my neural system, without others still in my 
brain, and all this is, when described in shorthand, by what it means 
to “taste” something. From such a perspective, there is no need for 
any otherworldly or transcendental notion like “mind,” mind is just the 
word we use for how it feels to be a complexly “living” meat machine 
like us feels from the inside.  
 

That is, our brains experience our sense organs, which experience 
the matter of the world, it’s all matter all the way down. And thoughts 
then are just how our brains, which are matter, experience each 
other. But what makes the matter in humans able to feel, and not all 
matter? After all, I only seem to be able to know that other people feel 
because I make analogies between our bodies and reactions and 
how I feel when I react in regard to things that go on in regard to my 
body in similar ways. Following this, animals seem to feel as well, and 
maybe plants, though they lack brains, but they certainly do react to 
things, like grow towards the sun.  
 

So why then do humans so often insist that stones don't feel 
anything? Just because stones don't seem to move themselves, if we 
are matter, and we feel, it only stands to reason that stones feel. 
Then again, we move and stones don't, we move in ways due to the 
dynamic energetic systems within us, which is to say, we are alive. 
But maybe these are all issues of differences in degree rather than 
kind. That is, perhaps all matter, including molecules, feel each other 
in some very simple, primordial way, and when matter gets more 
complex, it feels more complexly, and human thought is simply this. 
But if so, then the potential for human type thinking must be an 
aspect of all matter. For when I eat some food it is inert molecules, 



but then I break that food apart, and those molecules become part of 
me, and if they become part of my brain, do those same molecules 
start to “have” mind? When exactly does that start in this process? Or 
is mind simply how matter feels from the inside, with more complex 
mind what more dynamically networkedly complex matters feel 
themselves feeling the world feels like, from the inside?  
 

For if one tries to be a hardcore materialist and hypothesize nothing 
but matter, it becomes difficult to account for the seeming wonders of 
inner experience, giving rise to gradations upon gradations, between 
living and inert, conscious and self-conscious, so many degrees of 
complexity. But if these are simply differing ways of arranging matter, 
then perhaps all matter has a sort of basic sensitivity to it which is 
only complexified as matter complexifies? That is, perhaps mind is 
simply what it means to be matter from the inside, and matter what it 
means from the outside, and the inner “experience” of matter simply 
complexifies as its outer form complexifies?  
 
In many senses, just as idealism deconstructs its own foundations 
from within and without, so it is with materialism, if obversely. Pure 
materialism gives rise to something like mind within itself by 
deconstructing itself, and the snake eats it own tail and the mouse at 
the same time. Or as the Yogacara Buddhists say, all is mind, and 
mind is empty, an approach which is designed to teach us to stop 
craving that which lacks “own-being” (svabhava, Skt.), the own-being 
of notions such as mind, matter, space, and time included.1229  
 
While idealism and materialism may seem a little abstract from the 
issue of what we think of time, this is hardly the case. For if one is a 
materialist, time is simply relative motion, and our experience of time 
is nothing but how we gauge our own relative motions in regard to 
others. This of course reduces the complexity of inner experience to 
either a “beads on a string” spatialization model so criticized by 
Bergson, or, if one takes this argument to its extreme, it deconstructs 
into the notion that all moving matter must have something like 
feeling within it, if in a very basic form in basic types of matter, with a 
need to understand precisely how the complexities of human memory 
and anticipation come to be from simple matter. If one is an idealist, 
one just takes for granted the existence of complex human style-time, 
but linking it back to the world of matter becomes problematic, as 



described above, and without problematic notions such as the divine 
to anchor such a dualism or a pineal gland to contain it, the whole 
house of cards collapses under its own weight. That is, both 
materialism and idealism end up either projecting the origins of time 
elsewhere, engaging in some questionable argumentative tactics, or 
if one takes these approaches to their own logical ends, they 
deconstruct into each other.  
 
Still, even though these positions do seem strangely interdependent 
and deconstructively intertwined, a fate in regard to which theoretical 
gymnastics of all sorts, few of which are quite given credence today,  
were invented to prevent, perhaps this isn’t the worst place to be. For 
since experience is all we have really ever known, perhaps matter 
and appearance are sides of each other, which is to say, of 
experience, which is all we ever, well, experience. Space, time, 
matter, and energy, these all seem aspects of experience then as 
well. From such a perspective, the experience we share would be 
that called the physical world, that which we do not share is our inner 
world, and these are potentially aspects of an intertwining rather than 
distinct substances which are as different, as the British say, as 
“chalk and cheese.”  
 
That is, maybe Spinoza was right. Matter and mind are perhaps two 
ways of looking at the same thing.1230 He called it substance, or God, 
and I prefer to call it experience, but call it what you will, the calling is 
just reifications which will only ever fail to grasp what's really at stake, 
even as they partly reveal it as well. All of which is to say, maybe we 
do not have to imagine the world is all one thing or that, or all this or 
that. Perhaps we need to start from the world itself, and not my world 
or yours or the world, but that which seems to be all of these even as 
they inhabit it, which is to say, the highly general notion of 
experiencing. Before going here, however, it will be worth examining 
the ways in which cutting edge neuroscience and research in artificial 
intelligence are shedding light on how the brain produces our 
experiences of time.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Neural Time, Or the Time of the Brain and AI 
 

The time of the human brain, our lived experience of time, is simply 
what our brain feels like to us, yet from the inside. Time diffuses and 
spreads out, dilates and contracts, loops back and forth into future 
and past, changes attentional scale and flits between ideas, being in 
more than one “mental” and “physical” place at once in our 
awareness. 
 
While our films and digital networked media are approaching these 
levels of complexity, the neurological networks present in even one 
human brain still far outstrip even the connectivities of the Internet as 
a whole, and are part of the extended networks of feelers in our 
bodies, sense organs, and world, in continual loops of feedback with 
those already present in our brains. And ultimately, even if the 
Internet is almost like a sentient being at this point, in that it evolves 
and mutates, processes and makes decisions, this is because, like 
human languages or nets of ideas, commodities, or other cultural 
phenomenon, these forms of “quasi-life” draw their life-like aspects 
from us.  
 
Without us, the Internet would cease to evolve, and the same with our 
language and culture. Though our media are becoming evermore 
networked, and beginning to approximate the structure of the human 
brain, they are still fundamentally based on serial modes of 
computation, however, those which prioritize linearity in their software 
and circuit design, and limit feedback and intermodulation. The 
fundamentally networked structure of organisms and their brains are 
constructed differently: they are non-linear, distributed, refractive in 
structure. They are complex, self-organizing, emergent phenomenon, 
with incessant loops of feedback between elements and aspects of 
the environment. There is much we can learn from these in regard to 



what might be meant by time in regard to the worlds that we 
experience.  
 
The brain is nevertheless notoriously difficult to study. One place to 
start studying brains, however, is in the increasingly powerful 
attempts to simulate them. For contemporary neuroscience has in 
fact been increasingly potentiated by attempts to simulate various of 
its processes by means of the artificial intelligence technologies 
known as artificial neural networks. Often described as forms of 
“deep learning” in the popular press, artificial neural networks are at 
the forefront of contemporary advances in AI, such as the facial 
recognition algorithm produced by Facebook, Goolge's Deep Dream 
software, personal assistants such as Siri and Contessa, and likely 
much more. All of these technologies have come about by means of 
artificially simulated mini-brains which, for the first time, have 
produced something like organic intelligence from computers. These 
technologies essentially use the rigid, serial, binary logics of 
traditional forms of computing against themselves to produce more 
relational, networked forms of processing to which we will now turn.  
 
The Temporality of Artificial Neural Networks 
 
Artificial neural networks, or ANNs, are a technology in machine 
learning/artificial intelligence which use simulations of artificial 
neurons, wired together to produce simulated brain-lets.1231 These 
networks are able to do things that more traditional computers simply 
can’t, which is to say, they can guess and complete patterns based 
on partial information, apply what they have learned to similar but not 
identical situations, they forget when they are overloaded, learn from 
mistakes, can repair partial damage like human stroke patients can 
sometimes do, and develop creative solutions to problems in often 
human-like ways.  
 
Unlike the more traditional AI, the so-called “expert systems” which 
require a human expert to fill them with knowledge which can be 
stored in code and then be deployed by means chains of “if … then” 
commands stored within the same code, a neural network has, at 
least at the level of the simulation, no code.1232 That is, while the 
simulation of the network of virtual neurons itself runs on traditional 
hardware and software, the network of virtual neurons has no code 



within it, simply simulated nerve cells connected together in ways that 
are not unlike those within a living brain. The neurons are designed to 
also function in ways which are simplified yet similar to the way living 
nerve cells behave. But aside from the code which essentially 
simulated a simplified form of neural network such as that in the 
brain, there is no code within the simulation itself. It is just simulated 
nerve cells doing simulated nerve-cell type things, and that is it.  
 
What makes this all quite special, however, is that these nerve cells 
reproduce the primary aspect of these nerve cells which makes them 
able to produce the biological wonders we often associate with living 
brains. This is often described by one of a series of terms, such as 
Hebbian learning (after research Donald Hebb who first discovered 
how this works), long-term potentiation (LTP), or backpropagation, 
the most descriptive of these terms.1233 Backpropagation describes 
the manner in which nerve cells learn. While nerve cells can be 
thought of as one-way living wires which pulse faster when the inputs 
leading up to them reach particular intensities, thereby transmitting 
patterns of stimulus forwards, they also are designed to send a very 
particular type of message backwards in specific situations. The 
situation at issue occurs when whatever stimulus the neuron passed 
forwards was considered to have in some way contributed to what the 
rest of the brain deemed a success. This leads to a rippling 
backwards which stimulates these nerve cells to grow more 
connections forwards.  
 
And it is by means of this process that brains learn. For example, if I 
see an moving object in the distance and I am unsure if it is a dog or 
horse, there are two neural populations in my brain competing to be 
the ones which correctly intepre the image in question. When the 
animal comes closer, and I see that it is really a horse, those neurons 
which lead me to make that determination are sent a 
backpropagating message to grow more connections, making this 
particular set of neural wirings stronger. Over time, the those neural 
populations that are continually reinforced this way will overpower the 
others in strength, and it is by this means that the brain literally 
rewires itself in regard to stimuli. Likewise, artificial neural networks, 
using the same mechanics, have been able in leaps and bounds, to 
approximate forms of AI which are far more organic than anything 
that was able to be produced by expert machines.  



 
For while expert machines have been able to produce some 
remarkable behavior, they do this by brute force, which in 
computational terms, is equivalent to enormous amounts of memory 
full of “if...then” chains, and a powerful processor which is able to rifle 
through these at incredible speed. That said, just as with any 
traditional computer, such a machine, with IBM's famed Watson and 
Deep Blue as classic examples, can nevertheless only perform one 
calculation per processor in its central processing unit. It was this sort 
of machine which was able to defeat chess champion Gary Kasparov 
at chess. It did this, however, by being able to project ahead over 15 
moves into the future and select the best move to make next based 
on its ability to calculate odds based on probabilities, a task which 
requires massive data banks and computing power. But if you asked 
this program what to do if it's opponent made its next more by putting 
a chess piece between boxes, unless it had been programmed for 
such a possibility in its code, it would have no idea what to do, which 
has lead many AI researchers to refer to them as rigid and brittle.  
 
None of this resembles ANNs. ANNs are not programmed by experts, 
at least, beyond the basic setup of the simulation. But once the 
simulation setup is complete, the strengths of the connections of the 
neurons is randomized, and then the network is presented  series of 
stimuli. When even a tiny bit of the network gets the answer that its 
teachers or trainers want it to, that pathway is “rewarded,” which is to 
say, it is given a backpropagation message which then ripples 
backwards through the network to strengthen whatever in that 
network helped to bring it about. This is done often hundreds, if not 
thousands of times, and as the network changes in regard to the 
varied rounds of simtulation and reward, it eventually comes closer 
and closer to being able to approximate what its trainers want from it.  
 
This is the extent to which it is “programmed,” or put otherwise, how it 
learns. For rather than have a programmer input strings of 
characters, the network is given a training set and feedback, that is 
all. This is much more similar to the way in which a child is taught, for 
example, to recognize letters or numbers by a parent or teacher, or 
the way in which an animal learns from feedback from its 
environment. All of these, whether in computer simulation or 
otherwise, are examples of what researchers refer to reinforcement 



learning. 
 
There are many differences between ANNs and expert systems 
which go beyond the fact that they are not programmed. First, they 
lack the transparency of expert systems, for while you can “go under 
the hood” of an expert system and read what its programmers told it 
to do in computer language that is fully comprehensible to anyone 
who understands it, the same cannot be said of ANNs. For like living 
brains, all the exhibit is what cognitive scientist Andy Clark refers to 
as “connectionist spaghetti.”1234 That is, there is nothing but wires of 
varying strengths wired up in particular ways.  
 
For while there are about five to six such basic wiring patterns or 
architectures, depending on how you categorize them, each of which 
approximates one of the primary ways in which humans think 
(memory, association, pattern extraction, feature mapping by 
similarities, temporal unification), beyond that they tend to be opaque 
to the naked eye. In fact, the only way to know what individual 
neurons or patterns of connections of these do within an ANN is to 
either damage them and see what fails, modify them and see what 
changes, or otherwise “experiment” on them. What is more, networks 
which start in identical conditions may end up in very different places, 
even if given the same stimuli, just as those which start in different 
places (often from differingly randomized “seeds”) can end up looking 
quite different to the naked eye yet succeed at the same tasks.   
 
In all this, while traditional computers are binary and serial, ANNs 
differ fundamentally in being parallel and non-binary. While traditional 
computers translate all code into 0s and 1s, themselves 
representations of tiny electrical switches within the hardware of the 
either being in either the on or off position, in an ANN, there is 
nothing in the simulation which even approximates binary formations. 
While the strength of the neural connections is given a numerical 
value, sometimes between 0 and 1, when this is done, all degrees of 
fractions or decimals can arise between these, just as each neuron 
can have a wide number of inputs and outputs. And so, while the core 
of a serial computer can only make one computation at a time, often 
interlacing switching off between computations for different tasks so 
as to simulate human-style multitasking, an ANN is always doing 
many things at once. For in fact, within an ANN, each neuron can be 



seen as a tiny “core” which “computes” values at the same time as 
the others in its network, or if it is a more hierarchical style network, 
level of a network. Within the most distributed types of networks, 
however, computation goes in all directions at once. And in this 
sense, these networks exist on a spectrum between mildly to 
extremely parallel, in this sense being radically different from the one 
at a time nature of serial chips.  
 
As a result of this parallelism, however, ANNs are incredibly slow in 
comparison serial computers such as the ones we see on our 
desktops or which run in our mobile computing devices. In this, they 
resemble living brains. For traditional computers excel precisely at 
the tasks that living brains find difficult, such as doing long strings of 
computations with incredible speed and accuracy. Brains excel at 
different types of tasks, such as extracting what is useful in vague 
information, guessing what to do next, etc. In order to be able to do 
this type of processing, neural networks need to be processing in 
many directions at once, and this makes it difficult to move all in a 
straight line in the same way.  
 
That said, despite their similarities to living brains, ANNs differ in 
some powerful ways. Firstly, they are usually quite small and limited, 
often having at most hundreds or thousands of neural connections, 
whereas any human brain has more connections within it than stars 
in the known universe. That said, it quickly become clear to 
researchers in the field that the solution to this is not simply producing 
larger and larger networks, for massively overconnected networks 
tend to just get fuzzy and confused. Living brains are in fact highly 
modular, and the difficulty in increasing the power of these networks 
is to avoid the sort of “one size fits all” thinking that works in 
standardized systems such as serial computers, but easily fails in 
regard to living systems. Secondly, as networked as they may be at 
the level of simulation, the software which makes the simulations run, 
an the hardware on which this runs, is still traditional, which is to say, 
binary and serial.  
 
These drawbacks are more linked than they might at first seem. For 
what modularizes the brain is not necessarily evident from the brain 
itself. In fact, there is every reason to think that the wiring of the 
cortex is relatively uniform, for under a microscope, as researchers 



have long noted, what tends to amaze more than anything else when 
first seeing the cortex is how uniform it is.1235This has lead many 
researchers to argue that the cortex, the part of the brain responsible 
for all more advanced cognitive abilities, has one single algorithm.  
This algorithm seems to combine aspects of several types of neural 
processes.  
 
The first is the ANN meta-architecture first discovered by Teuvo 
Kohonen, and thereafter referred to as a Kohonen network.1236 What 
makes this architecture unique is that it combines the fully connected 
structure of a memory network (or Hopfield network) with the 
pinching-expanding architecture of pattern extraction network with the 
spreading activiation present in biological neural populations due to 
their sensitivity to neuromdulators such as serotonin or dopamine.1237 
When these three factors are layered together in the manner 
described by Kohonen, not only will the networks remember 
information provided to them (like memory networks), but they will 
extract the patterns resident within these (due to the pinch and 
expansion wiring), but they will also, due to the spreading activation 
which makes neurons next to them stimulate neurons next to them 
but inhibit those further away, to a degree modulatable by the 
simulated dopamine levels, they will also sort these patterns by 
similarities into maps which approximate the frequency of a given 
pattern within the data.  
 
The result is that information is not only memorized, but the patterns 
within it extracted, these patterns are sorted according to similarities, 
and the size of the maps vary according to frequency. If, for example, 
a novel were fed to such a network letter by letter not only would the 
network produce a spatial map of all the letters presented to it, but 
those letters which are similar in shape would be next to each other 
(ie: R, P, B near each other and M and N near each other), with the 
size of each letter's space in a map corresponding to how often it is 
used.  
 
The second aspect of this algorithm is that rather than have the units 
of these Kohonen networks be neurons, as they are in most neural 
network simulations, they are likely meta-units, composed of cortical 
columns.1238 Cortical columns are known aspects of the cortex which 
have their own sort of neural architecture. In the brain their function is 



to produce layers between “higher” sections of the cortex, those 
connected to more abstract levels of processing and executive 
functions, with lower ones, which are those connected to more 
concrete detailing and the parts of the brain that deal with aspects of 
the outside world, either in a sensory or motor capacity. The way in 
which cortical columns do this, essentially, is by comparing data from 
both sides, and sending an error message when something does not 
match.  
 
For example, if I see an entity in the distance, my optic nerve sends 
stimuli corresponding to a vague blur of color to the visual cortexes in 
my brain. These call up various potential interpretations from the 
long-term memory banks in my cortexes, and these meet in the 
middle. Those long-term memory-predictions1239 that do not match 
are discarded, and those which do continue down the chain to 
produce more fine grained interpretations. This proceeds until only a 
few remain, and as more incoming sense data arises, they prune 
away which remains. At the same time, associations are being 
triggered by means of the weak connections between most parts of 
the brain which have become relatively strengthened over time to 
produce associative links between otherwise barely connected parts 
of the brain. And so, when I recognize that what I see is an unleashed 
dog rather than a chipmunk, I experience a slight twinge of fear rather 
than happiness, whether I choose to or not. Only when I see the dog 
up close and realize it is friendly do I relax.  
 
From Neural Nets to Living Brains 
 
If there is a likely candidate for a unified cortical algorithm, it is likely 
something like Kohonen networks composed of cortical columns 
intertwined by weak associative links between more tightly connect 
SOMs (“self-assorting feature maps,” another term for Kohonen 
networks). Facebook's facial recognition algorithm, for example, was 
produced by a sixteen layer Kohonen network, with lower levels 
working with fine grained patterns (ie: differentiating lines from 
edges), medium levels determining medium grained patterns (ie: 
basic shapes), and higher levels dealing with gross features (ie: 
names of faces). By layering the feedback between these in a 
manner not unlike what is done by cortical columns, neural style 
facial recognition was produced.  



 
What is most evidently missing here in relation to human cortexes is 
the associative neural links. While I may think of a particular cartoon 
character every time I see a particular friend because we first met as 
children while watching a show with this cartoon character, such 
associations can only get in the way of Facebook's priorities, which is 
simply the recognition of faces. And while Facebook does look for 
associative links in its various data mining operation, it does not want 
its facial recognition algorithm coming up with these on their own in 
ways which get in the way of their efficiency in doing their prescribed 
task of recognizing faces. Living brains are not artificially pruned in 
this manner.  
 
Even more radically, however, living brains are connected to bodies, 
all of which this explanation back to the issue of what modularizes the 
human brain. For in fact, the body is what does this. To quote an 
adage oft quoted in the neuroscience literature, “the brain is what it 
eats.” For just as Kohonen networks sort the features they extract 
and then map according to similarity and relative frequency, they 
extract this from whatever is fed to them. And in a living brain, the 
visual cortex is fed information from the eye, the auditory cortex from 
the ear, and so on, and this is precisely what makes these cortexes 
into what they are, which is to say, they mold themselves according 
to what they are fed. There are also cortexes which map the incoming 
data from the nerves spread throughout the muscles in our bodies 
are those which activate the same muscles, the motor cotexes. 
Interspersed between many of the more direct connections between 
sensory and motor cortexes are the more abstract parts of the brain, 
the associative and executive cortexes (temporal and pre-frontal 
cortexes, respectively). And since what most of the brain spends its 
time doing is guessing what other parts of the brain are going to do 
next, the brain can be thought of as a “memory-prediction” machine 
which produces waves of folding and unfolding of stimuli with multi-
level feedback.1240  
 
One of the most powerful forms of feedback are those which run 
through the body. There is a large body of research which shows that 
emotions are largely produced by the ways in which our brain's 
recognition of various stimuli leads to associatively triggered bodily 
states, such as the tensing of the body when I see something 



frightening, and it is this which leads to the associatively triggered 
release of chemicals in my brain and body which makes me “feel” 
anxiety. Just as human style cognition is massively feedback based, 
from “higher” to “lower” levels, from abstract to concrete and back, 
and laterally to produce cross-modal associations and predictions, 
the body is yet another layer of such feedback, and beyond this, the 
environment as well, with emotions and learning being the words we 
tend to use for these more extended forms of feedback.  
 
Furthermore, multiple forms of scientific evidence point to the fact that 
without emotions, humans make terrible decisions, because they 
can’t access core values to ground their deliberative processes.1241 A 
computer has no sense of why it should protect its body, after all, or 
any reason why, by analogy, it should protect others like it. Humans 
need no such prompting, because our bodies have pain sensors, and 
our whole body is put into feedback with any and all aspects, if in 
varying degrees and ways, and in regard to various chemicals which 
modulate this on a global level. As a result, we definitely do care if 
something happens to our bodies, and this motivates us to make sure 
that we avoid those experiences we learn that produce pain and 
suffering. What is more, since our body releases chemicals that make 
us “feel good,” such as serotonin or dopamine, when certain 
experiences occur which our evolution feels are necessary to the 
survival of our species, we pursue things which make us feel good. 
And by means of associative links, we pursue things associated with 
these, resulting in our ability to set goals, initiate long term planning, 
etc. When linked to the mirror neurons which light up whenever 
someone does something in a manner similar to us, we feel the pull 
to instinctively to imitate those around us, and to imagine their 
feelings as if they could be our own.  
 
Computers do not feel their “bodies,” nor see them or that of 
machines like them as such. Emotional computers would need 
feedback loops throughout their bodies, such that they could “feel” if 
their fans were properly regulating their temperature, similar to the 
ways in which humans “feel” hungry, just as they would need to feel 
“well being” after eating just as humans get a release of serotonin. 
And as neuro-scientists increasingly have come to see, without 
emotions, people are not more rational, but less. For without the loop 
through the body, there is no sense of motivation or consequence. 



Our rational processor becomes un-moored, so to speak.  
 
All of this is also fundamentally related to how we form the feature 
maps and meta-maps in our cortexes. For while our experiences are 
concretely particular, our cortexes map abstractions. That is, while we 
have maps of colors, textures, shapes, sounds, letters in our 
cortexes, and we even have maps of abstract particulars, such as of 
the important people in our lives, the concrete details in these maps 
are missing. For example, while researchers have shown that there 
are particular cells in our brains which fire at the memories of specific 
people (the famed “grandmother cells” that light up when we see our 
grandmother”), there is no word “grandmother” or small picture of our 
grandmother where these cells are located. Rather, like all neurons, 
all that is present there is connections to other neurons. Some of 
these connections may lead to the color of my grandmother's hair in 
the color maps, others to the texture of her skin in the texture maps, 
others to the letters of her name in the letter maps, others to the tone 
of her voice in the sound maps, and all of these call up more 
associations in turn. While the grandmother cells may trigger all of 
these if they fire, if enough of these fire, they will also trigger the 
grandmother cells. 
 
Researchers generally agree that memory is stored in a distributed 
fashion in the brain, and each time one remembers something, one 
reconstructs it on the fly.1242 There are only maps, meta-maps, and 
the varying types of links between these. That said, there is another 
mediating factor here, and that is the hippocampus, that which is 
responsible for transferring memories between systems.1243 
Biologically speaking, short-term memory is what happens when a 
stimulus lingers slightly, such as an afterimage in our sphere of 
vision. What most people call short-term memory, and neuro-
scientists refer to as medium term memory, is managed in animals by 
the hippocampus. This small bulb stores the ability to trigger 
memories of what happened for the last few days. At night when we 
hit certain portions of our sleep cycle, the hippocampus is activated in 
random patterns, and this sends ripples of activation through the rest 
of our brains. Because we tend to remember those states which 
make us the most emotional, this leads to waves of emotions as well. 
The parts of our brains which attempt to make sense of incomplete 
patterns, particularly those which extend over time, such as narrative 



ones, try to make sense of this and fill in the blanks, and the result is 
what we usually refer to as “dreaming.” 
 
The manner in which this all relates to the issue of time is more 
powerful than it may at first seem. For while the hippocampus stores 
memories of particular events, even the components of these are 
relatively distributed within feature maps in the brain, these particular 
medium term memories are overwritten within a matter of days. What 
makes it to long term storage is in fact rarely memories of particular 
scenes, something which is evident when one thinks about the 
percentage of one's life that can actually be recalled as full scenes in 
moments of recollection, a tiny fragment at best, and even these are 
usually remembered in a manner which is fragmentary at best, 
growing hazier and even sometimes reworking itself over time.  
 
Rather, the majority of what the hippocampus is doing is adjusting 
already existing long term storage, and comparing new experience 
with long term storage to determine what recent events are truly new 
and worth storing in some way or another. Most, however, tends to 
get discarded, in a manner which seems to only increase as we age. 
This can be seen most clearly in regard to infants, whose brains are 
highly over-connected at birth.1244 This is an evolutionary strategy 
which profoundly slows down the speed by which infants learn, if in a 
manner which tends to privilege learning which is not dominated by 
the first particulars which come along, but keep things open so that 
the trees do not blind the infant to the forest, a form of learning which 
many theorists have argued makes it easier to achieve competency 
with language, keeping the infant from getting fascinated with 
matching and open to the deeper patterns at work in grammar. After 
the acquisition of language, and at varying points in later maturity, 
however, the brain prunes back many of the lesser used connections, 
allowing increased focus but decreasing the ability to produce 
“outside of the box” type thinking, something which only increases 
with age.1245  
 
This has lead some researchers to argue that what is stored in the 
brain should not be understood as memories, but rather, “invariant 
representations” which are then “unfolded” by means of cortical 
columns in regard to incoming stimuli.1246 This seems in fact to make 
sense of what it feels like to think of, say, the notion of “dog.” When I 



try try to “grasp” this as a concept in my mind, all sorts of associations 
come to mind, a fuzzy network composed of how the word sounds, 
what it means, qualities of dogs I have seen such as four-leggedness, 
fur color, the sound of barking, memories of particular dogs, animals 
related to dogs yet different from them (ie: horses, cats, etc.). Many of 
these are networks of semi-contradictory aspects, such as dogs 
which are small and big, dark haired and light, etc. In fact, this seems 
closely tied to the fuzziness of what the notion of “dog-ness” feels like 
when I try to think about it, for I may have an image of a brown dog 
one moment, white the next, spotted the next still, the picture of the 
letters of the word “dog” in my mind, and I may oscillate between 
these, fuzzily combine these, aspects may cancel out, somewhat 
overlap, etc.  
 
There seems every reason to think that what is happening here is 
that I am activating various of the networks related to these notions in 
my brain, feeling them out in various ways, and since, as researchers 
have shown, there are almost always many semi-redundant networks 
in brain which code for quite similar things, a sort of backup which 
also fosters creativity, then this would seem to account for what it 
feels like to try to think about a notion such as dog-ness, which is to 
say, to feel the networks within my brain in regard to this notion from 
within. When I see a dog, however, these networks activate 
differently. Incoming sensory data flows from lower to higher levels in 
my cortex, just as predictions flow downwards and meet in the 
middle. As this happens, conflicting aspects lead to further 
predictions, or cancel out aspects that may be optional. For example, 
if the blur of color I see across the park is brown, it may be a dog, and 
so while this cancels out other colors that dogs may be, it does not 
contradict the prediction flowing downwards in my cortex that what I 
am seeing could be a dog. When enough details from my downward 
projections (ie: four legged? Furry? Barks?) and my incoming sensory 
data (ie: brown, four-legged, hasn't meowed) match, I say that I have 
“recognized” what I am seeing as a dog.  
 
All of which can be understood as an unfolding of the invariant 
representations, or abstractions, within my long-term memory storage 
in the cortex, and the folding or abstraction away of sensory details 
which are deemed less than relevant (ie: is the background grass or 
dirt?), until the meet in the middle, allowing what I see to be a 



synthesis of singular occurrence and general category within a 
particularization which brings these together in my experience of 
recognition.  
 
All of this impacts how we experience memory, and with this, time. 
When I remember what I was doing on my tenth birthday, the color of 
the toy I am playing with is located in my color maps, the textures in 
my texture maps, and the name for this toy is within a map of objects, 
perhaps even of toys, each of which is connected to their own such 
maps that allow them to be reconstituted on the fly when I need them. 
Those which are not refreshed after a while get hazier over time, 
while those which are used will grow and get stronger, even if they 
may mutate over time. If I think to myself that I would perhaps like to 
recreate this moment in my childhood by building a model of this toy, 
and putting this in the room where I write, I imagine doing this in my 
future, and I activate the same neural connections needed to recreate 
this toy “in memory.” In the mode of anticipation, however, I take 
liberties, I imagine what it might be like to change the color of this toy, 
or how I will look differently playing with this toy now that I am older, 
and in doing this, I intertwine the original neural pathways with others 
with which I do not normally combine them when I am thinking more 
restrictedly about “the past.” 
 
What Does the Brain Understand of Time? The Neural Coordinates of 
Memory and Anticipation 
 
What does the brain understand of time, then? This is a difficult 
question to even frame. Scientists have learned that our brains 
activate the same neural circuitry when we think about doing an 
action and when we do it, the only difference is that in the latter 
situation, we “un-block” that pathway shifts from existing in the mode 
of imagining to acting. Furthermore, it seems that the brain reacts a 
split second before we become aware that we are reacting, even if 
we can then “veto” the actions our unconscious has chosen for us, 
usually before it has begun, a trait which perhaps indicates some of 
how our fastest self-protecting reflexes from earlier in our 
evolutionary history were slowly overridden by our more abstract 
executive functions. This latter discovery has prompted some to 
argue that our decisions are always unconscious, and that 
consciousness is simply a sort of window-dressing, a “user illusion,” 



even if one with a very powerful veto.1247  
 
Let us return for a moment to what it is like to think about the notion 
of “dog.” This notion, often referred to as the “concept” of something 
like dog-ness, is spoken of as a prototype by many cognitive neuro-
scientists. According to “prototype theory,”1248 concepts in the brain 
can be understood as radial in nature, with the most typical 
manifestations of this concept being closer to the center (ie: a beagle, 
Labrador retriever), medium typical a little further out (ie: pug, 
chihuahua, great Dane), and if we extend this chain of logic, similar 
yet not quite dogs at the margins (ie: horse, goat, lion), with related 
negations slightly beyond this (ie: cats, pigs, fish, gerbils). Of course, 
this is a gross oversimplification of what exists in the brain, and as we 
learn more about the actual neural structures at stake, the limitations 
of such models become more evident. For example, while prototype 
theories tend to refer to all of this using circular metaphors, there is 
hardly anything in the brain which is so regular, with physical 
distances often taking back stage to distances in terms of neural 
amplification and inhibition and how these are often shifted in various 
ways by changing quantities of various neuro-modulators at play at 
any given moment.  
 
That said, the model can help with some aspects of the question at 
hand. For one thing that seems clear is that the many partially 
redundant networks at stake in my brain (biologists would say that 
these pathways are in this sense “degenerate,” something which is 
seen as a very good thing), those which I explore when I am thinking 
of a notion such as “dog-ness” move around in a quasi-temporal way. 
In the barest sense, the notion of dog seems outside of time, a 
network of amplifications and inhibitions which excludes entities with 
five legs unless sci-fi robotics are involved, includes things which are 
furry and bark, and all this whether or not this is seen as related to 
past, present, or future activation states. The maps in the brain of 
colors, textures, and the categories of objects, animals, and people, 
all these exist outside of time and space, ready to be activated when 
we recall a memory as much as when we attempt to recognize 
incoming sensory stimuli or imagine future potential actions or 
engage in fantasy or dreaming. In this sense, the concept of dog-
ness exists outside of time and space, at least to my brain, as that 
which links together the sound of barking, the colors of dog fur, four-



legged-ness, non-cat-ness, animal-ness, and each of these is equally 
outside of time and place in turn, even as they, like the notion of dog-
ness, can be made to “ingress” in neural states of past, present, and 
future as needed.  
 
That said, these maps and meta-maps which comprise so much of 
the networks in our cortexes, the rest of which largely connect these 
in various ways, are the sedimented traces of experiences past, 
abstracted from particular situations so as to be able to reconstruct 
them as needed, sorted according to their importance to us and 
frequency, and various strong and weak linkages to other related 
traces in our brains. Our brains are, as Deleuze argues of cinema, a 
time-machine,1249 able to give rise to past, present, and future from a 
fundamentally trans-temporal spatial mapping from which time as we 
know it can arises in all its fleshly lived fullness. Similar to how frames 
of celluloid give rise to the illusion of motion which becomes a moving 
image to humans due to the parameters of our visual apparatuses, 
including “persistence of vision” in afterimages, so it is, in a sense, in 
our brains. That is, we produce the movement of time in our 
experience by means of static maps which spatalize time like clocks 
do, in the most limiting sense described by Bergson.  
 
In this sense, we can say that the maps in our brain know of time, but 
hardly understand it. That is, they know of time just like they know 
about anything else, as a static “invariant representation” which is 
outside of time and space. But we are more than merely our brains. 
Rather, we are also, and perhaps more crucially, the patterns of 
activation within our brains. For while our brains are set of living 
wires, connected in various ways, these living wires pulse. When they 
pulse out of sync with each other, there is the equivalent of what on a 
television screen could be described as white noise or static. But 
when neural populations begin to pulse together, the result is a 
pattern of sync.  
 
As many researchers now believe, this is what it means to “have an 
idea.” What is more, while many ideas remain unconscious, many 
researchers now believe that they may become conscious by joining 
the largest pattern of neurons pulsing in sync within our brains at any 
given moment, the “dynamic core” which is our conscious awareness. 
And finally, when I focus my attention within my consciousness upon 



these, these synced networks are given a boost of amplification by 
the “attentional amplifier” of the thalamus, the sub-cortical module at 
the inner base of the brain that has connections to nearly all parts of 
the cortex, and which can promote any network of activation within 
the brain to the position of being one of the 5-7 items on which we 
can focus our attention in our pre-frontal cortex, our executive 
sections of the brain, at any given moment.1250 While these slots can 
hold chunked items (ie: an idiomatic phrase is likely to only occupy 
one place as a composite item), evidence seems to suggest that the 
human brain only has so many such places, even as these places 
themselves are likely little more than further distributed networks 
which can amplify and connect those within the maps and meta-maps 
already described.  
 
Earlier in this work the analogy of the subway was used, and it is 
relevant here again. Just as a subway system is composed of tracks 
and tunnels, which are similar here to the neural pathways, the trains 
and passenger are similar to the patterns of activation, and “the 
subway system,” is ultimately both of these, with emphasis on either 
side depending on whether one thinks of the subway as a relatively 
static architecture, or the dynamic pattern of activation which that 
relatively static architecture makes possible. While human neural 
pathways can shift and move much quicker than subway tunnels, the 
analogy holds quite well. And if the neural maps and pathways seem 
to spatialize time, our neural patterns of activation are fundamentally 
temporal. If the maps are the cells of a strip of celluloid film, they are 
the moving images we see at the cinema, not identical to the moving 
images of the world captured by the camera, but analogies which 
unfold in time as much as those which gave rise to them.  
Further building upon notions articulated earlier in the text, the brain's 
maps can be seen as reified reductive abstractions drawn from the 
world. But they are not over-reified, for they are continually re-
networking with each other in ways which give rise to pheneomenon 
which are complex, or more than the sum of their parts, and in a 
manner which is potentiated by the gains that relative concretion and 
abstraction can bring, without the more deleterious effects so often 
brought about by over-reifcation. For these reifications are continually 
being adjusted and reworked in relation to their dynamic intertwinings 
with many others and in chains of feedback at numerous levels of 
scale. Just as the radical potential of biological evolution is 



potentiated by the reduction in variation brought about by the 
limitation of DNA's library to thirty something combinations of 
molecules, similar to how the English alphabet is a reduction of all the 
possible symbols one could use to represent signs to twenty-six, by 
means of the novel recombination of these, radically new and 
unheard of forms of complexification can come to emerge thereby.  
 
All of this is similar to the manner in which ANNs have shown that 
neural logics produce abstractions by means of what can be thought 
of as the “connectionist pinch.” Pattern or concept extraction 
networks, the first type of neural networks architecture discovered, 
often simply called “back-propagation” networks or “deep learning” 
networks, usually involve what are known as “hidden layers” between 
inputs and outputs, and quite often fewer in number than the inputs or 
outputs. This was originally discovered by trial and error, but 
researchers now understand why this is the case, for if you activate 
these nodes on their own, or remove them and see what happens to 
the network, what has become evident is that these middle nodes at 
the “pinch” between inputs and outputs do is produce the abstractions 
which make it possible to categorize the data in useful ways.  
 
A classic example in ANN research is producing a simple ANN to 
categorize animals.1251 If you create an ANN with a list of animal traits 
on one side (ie: four legs, fins, breathes air, swims in water, has a 
beak), and a list of animals on the other (ie: sparrow, dog, whale, 
salmon, chicken), and put a pinched middle layer between these, not 
only will the network not learn to match lists of traits to animals, once 
trained, without the middle layer, but the middle layer neurons will 
come to represent the concepts needed to do this, such as 
“mammal,” “fish,” and “bird.” What is more, this is the reason why 
these networks are able to do what they do. Abstract concepts in the 
brain are literally what happens when neural networks pinch and 
expand, with the concepts the networks which link the folding and 
unfolding of neural stimuli along these pathways.  
 
In this sense, there is a static sense of such a concept, in the pinched 
neural pathways, an the active sense, in the pattern of activation 
which makes use of these. There is, in this sense, thought, or the 
trace of thinking, versus thinking in its most dynamic and living sense 
which makes use of thoughts past to think anew and perhaps alter 



the very pathways and methods which make it possible in the first 
place. The thinking at work in a book like this is similar, in that it 
happens in and through language, leaving static traces of its dynamic 
course, even as it may shift the meanings and uses of these terms in 
the process.  
 
From Static Knowledge to Dynamic Temporal Understanding via 
Wideware 
 
In this manner it makes sense to differentiate between the static and 
dynamic poles of thinking. Let us say that “thought” and “knowing” are 
what happens when we reify what we “know how” to do, our 
understanding of some process in the world, about ability to abstract 
and re-concretize in the dynamic process of “thinking.” For example, I 
“know” the fact that the middle note on a piano is a C, and yet, this 
static bit of knowledge is only so helpful, and in fact, can get in the 
way of my ability to “know how” to improvise a bit of song on the 
piano. While I may look at my fingers and stop their movement at a 
given moment, and realize I am playing the middle C, when I stop 
reifying this and let my fingers do the playing, I am often not aware of 
what my fingers are doing, for the unconscious networks in my brain 
which have taken over my musical instincts simply play. They could 
not do this without the piano which becomes the medium of my 
thinking as much as my brian becomes the medium whereby the 
piano extends itself into song by means of me.  
 
All of which is to say that the piano and I understand each other to 
one degree or another. For I could not tell you how my fingers do 
what they do at the piano, this is not declarative knowledge per se, 
but rather, a knowing how. If I tried to break this understanding down 
into discrete steps, I would get them wrong, it is much better if I just 
show you. So it is with riding a bicycle, or driving a car, one may 
break it into reified steps to teach it, but the goal in doing so is always 
to be able to move beyond that step and to develop a temporal flow 
of which is more than the sum of its parts. Furthermore, the piano 
understands something about me in such a situation, for some of its 
potentials are only able to be unleashed by means of a brain and 
body like may own. Our forms intertwine dynamically, and just as part 
of my brain is molded around being able to dynamically intertwine 
with the piano, the reverse is also the case.  



 
This is not to say, of course, that the piano is in any way aware in the 
manner of a human. Rather the piano, in its very form, is a form of 
memory which, like the networks of concepts in my brain, create a 
spatialized image of dynamic processes. A piano, after all, was 
created by humans to be played by them. Its form holds over time, 
and is designed as a combinatory which, like the keys on a typewriter 
or computers keyboard, have a huge number of potential states 
which indicate so many ways in which it can be played. There is a 
reduction of all the potential ways of interacting with a human to those 
which are maximized to be used by the fingers. But through this 
reduction, stored in the wood and metal of the piano and held in 
memory by the formal properties of these media, the potential for a 
nearly infinite set of songs produced with piano-like tones by a human 
become possible.  
 
Cognitive scientists refer to this sort of external memory storage 
device as “wideware.”1252 A hammer, for example, is an externalized 
and condensed representation, in whatever materials in which it is 
composed, which “remembers” how to link up the human body with 
nails in such a ways that makes hammering easy. In this sense, it 
understand hammering, it potentiates hammering, and it incarnates 
this in its form, which is to say, it knows how to hammer when linked 
with humans and nails. A classic example of wideware is the use of a 
pen and paper to do calculations. By writing numbers down, I am able 
to not have to rely on the five to seven slots in my working memory, 
slots which swiftly fill up. Rather, the paper acts as my temporary 
memory storage, like the RAM of a computer, and I “loop” in and out 
of this memory storage to perform mini-operations which make a 
difficult macro operation, such as performing long-division or a square 
root operation, so much easier. 
 
Mathematics is a peculiar symbol system, one which is similar in 
some ways to natural languages such as English or Tibetan, while 
also being in some ways similar to various types of games played 
with symbols, such as cross-word puzzles, logic games of various 
sorts, cryptography, even as some theorists, such as Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, have famously argued that language is just a particular 
sort of game.1253 Either way, there seems little question that language 
and mathematics are two of the most powerful forms of wideware 



humans have created. We can send humans to the moon and build 
computers using mathematics, and by means of books, the learning 
of one generation can be passed down to the next, building 
cumulatively over many generations, in ways which far exceed what 
formerly had been done by imitation, or the verbal passing down of 
legends, tales, and traditions.  
 
That said, while books and written texts are the most obvious 
examples of linguistic external memory storage, even our verbal 
utterances can be seen as wideware. For by means of our repeated 
verbal performances of shaping sounds with our mouths, hearing 
them with our ears, and reacting to others in relation to these, we 
keep the collective and distributed memories of our species alive as 
much as any memorial celebrations, holiday, rituals, or other 
traditions. Language is a sort of dynamic sort of second-life, a quasi-
life which grows from that of humanity, and just as we “loop” our 
cognitive capabilities into written language and numbers and back to 
perform much more complex forms of thinking than we could without 
such external prostheses, so it is with how we use sound. While 
sound is aleatory and does not hold form for more than a moment, 
while written signs can last millennia, the principle is similar. From 
this perspective, all human formed artifacts, such as tools and 
images, houses and films, these are all forms of external memory 
storage, or wideware. 
 
Moving further in this direction, however, embodied and 
morphological cognition researchers have shown why there are 
strong reasons to see human and animal bodies as being similar in 
some ways to wideware as theorized above. For just as humans 
often “download” what is stored in their memories into repositories 
such as books, tools, websites, and spoken language, the very 
organs of our bodies and in fact our bodies themselves can be seen 
as the products of the DNA whereby evolution itself stores its written 
records of what it has learned over the millennia about how to survive 
and thrive in a particular set of environments.  
 
There are several parts needed to make sense of this argument. The 
first is that which sees the bodies of organisms as forms of 
computation. This may seem counter-intuitive at first, of course. But 
research in producing computationally based systems which interact 



with situations in the world beyond human inputs have often found 
that they can radically save on the amount of computing power they 
need to use if they use the right “body.” Andy Clark speaks about two 
helpful examples in his text Mindware: An Introduction to the 
Philosophy of Cognitive Science. The first has to do with computer 
vision. One of the “holy grails” within this field is teaching visual 
recognition software, such as those which read surveillance data, to 
recognize forms which are only partially present to view.  
 
This is easy enough to do if the form in question is regular and 
symmetrical (ie: a horizontally obscured human face), but what if it is 
not (ie: a vertically obscured human face)? Massive amounts of 
computing power have been applied to such experiments with few 
benefits. Until some robotics researchers, led by MIT robotics pioneer 
Rodney Brooks, asked what a living human does. Well it turns its 
head in the direction of the object that is frustrating its capacity for 
recognition, thereby usually allowing it to get more data. What Brooks 
found in his experiments is that he was radically able to increase the 
percentage of recognizable objects by simply telling the camera to 
move in the direction of an object which it is unable to recognize. This 
is not only an elegant solution, one which, by avoiding the need for 
the computer algorithm to perform multi-variable calculus, requiring 
more processing power and time, literally saves the need for the 
system to have more processors, memory, etc.  Motors to turn the 
camera, after all, are cheap, and the software to perform the “turn the 
camera/head” operation is about one line of code. In computational 
terms, allowing the system to turn its head is functionally equivalent 
for rather large amounts of computing power, leading researchers in 
this field to argue that with the right body, one gets substantial 
computing power “for free.” With the right body, often much less 
computing power is needed, and in this sense, the body is not only 
directly exchangeable for computing power. 
 
Another example cited by cited by Clark is Barbara Webb's attempt to 
understand how crickets locate mates by means of sound alone.1254 
Webb tried to devise complex computer programs which would allow 
robot crickets to do the same work, but the algorithms became 
incredibly complex, despite the fact that crickets have small brains. 
And so Webb took an alternate approach, and gave her robot crickets 
microphones which were modeled on the shape and form of cricket 



ears. What she found was that the shape of the ears canceled out 
frequencies in such a way that the cricket did not have to “think” 
about how to follow the sound of potential mates, because its ears did 
this for it, with the sound of potential mates being louder than what 
was around it, and increasingly so as it walked in the right direction.  
 
In this sense, the body and its organs are without question wideware. 
But if they are external memory storage, who is doing the thinking 
which is then stored in memory in this manner? The answer is 
evolution. Many theorists have argued that evolution is little more 
than a biological search algorithm, a computational strategy for 
devising the “most fit” form, or morphology, for organisms, including 
that of their brains. That said, there is no central processor in 
evolution, and this is why it is referred to as a sort of “distributed 
computation.” Computer scientists have long created worked with tiny 
virtual program-lets, often represented as tiny robots, in virtual 
spaces, many of which look like chess boards (often called “cellular 
automata” because such models have the bots live in cells, as 
opposed to more mobile simulations).1255 Often these virtual robots 
have their code stored in virtual DNA, and after they live their virtual 
lives, they have virtual sex with the bots around them, and produce 
virtual evolution.  
 
As researchers in this field have come to see, such forms of virtual 
distributed computation can evolve solutions to problems, including of 
a mathematical sort, and sometimes faster than using more 
traditional methods. Biological evolution is in this sense an 
informational process, something those working in bio-informatics 
have long argued. Evolution computes solutions by trial and error, 
and like back-propagation in neural networks, it learns from its 
mistakes by reinforcing what works and dropping what does not. It 
does this by means of self-rewriting code carried within a distributed 
population of agents. 
 
And in this sense, there is every reason to see the DNA within our 
bodies as evolution's wideware, just as the books in libraries are the 
wideware of humans. And just as the plans stored in books and 
blueprints can give rise to the construction of buildings and devices of 
enormous complexity, so DNA is able to give rise to organisms of 
massive complexity. And as the shape of these bodies, including the 



shapes the brains within these, is the result of a massive learning 
program, one which has none of the limitations of binarity and 
seriality as seen in classical computers such as those on our 
desktops and laptops, then there is every reason to see our the 
bodies of organisms not only as wideware, but in the manner in which 
the right body can reduce the need for a much larger brain, that the 
shape of our bodies not only are equivalent to the thinking of 
evolution, but they can even be seen as evolution's thinking.  
 
None of which is to argue that evolution is consciously aware of this 
in the manner of human brains. But if evolution is thinking, and 
thinking a manner infinitely simpler than the manner in which any 
human thinks it does seem to be thinking nevertheless. And if a brain 
is an entity that thinks, then there is every reason to see evolution as 
a brain, and we are its thoughts, just as our brains have thoughts, 
patterns of synced activation, within networks of neurons, each of 
which is unable to do anything more than pulse more quickly when it 
hits a threshold. Human brain cells, after all, are quite unintelligent, 
and any gnat is near infinitely more intelligent, by any notion of the 
word. The brain is clearly a form of distributed intelligence. Nerve 
cells only think in relation, and human intelligence is only ever 
distributed between these, within the networks, rather than in any 
particular location within these.  
 
Such a perspective on things radically recasts how we see the very 
physical matters in our world. Memory, then, can be seen any 
reification of a dynamic process which can store some aspect of this 
in its form, one which can be held over time, and which can 
potentiation the extension of this aspect into new processes in the 
future. Nothing here is necessarily binary, of course. If I see a 
footprint on a beach, a classic example of a trace which is both 
indexical and iconic according to the semiology of C.S. Pierce (in that 
it both registers the physical impact of a foot and also visually 
resembles it), I can then recognize that someone was there, and this 
allows me to follow their path. Likewise, I can see a purely indexical 
trace of fire in the form of smoke, and this can lead me to extinguish 
the cause of the smoke, just as an abstract iconic yet non-indexical 
map of the beach on my mobile smart-phone can help me find my 
way home.1256 All of these are forms of memory.  
 



The notion of memory implied here is of course vaster than more 
traditional notions thereof, and closer to the notion of meaning as 
described by Peircian semiology, or physical information theory as 
developed from the work of Norbert Wiener and Claude Shannon.1257 
From such a perspective, any pattern in formed matter can be seen 
as form of information, particularly in light of the fact that the term 
information derives from the Latin verb formare, to form or shape. 
From such a perspective, a stone is the reified memory trace of the 
geological processes which produced it, just as an organism is a 
reified memory trace of the processes of evolution which gave rise to 
it.  
 

And if evolution can be seen as a search algorithm and form of 
distributed computation, then it is not unreasonable to say that 
organisms are the thoughts produced by the thinking which is 
evolution, just as a stone is the thought of the thinking which is the 
geology of the earth. After all, if a brain is simply a dynamic matter 
that thinks, then everything seen statically can be seen as a thought 
stored in the memory of its matter, and dynamically as a brain which 
is thinking new thoughts. That is, the universe is perhaps, from such 
a perspective, a sort of brain, and we are some of its thoughts.  
 
None of which is to say, of course, that living organisms, animal 
brains, and human brains aren't quite special, for they clearly are. 
After all, if a stone is a memory of the processes which gave rise to it, 
it does not know how to do anything with this, but a living cell knows 
how to record abstract memories of its form which can then be re-
intertwined with its own processes and those of its contexts in such a 
way that allows that cell to repair and reproduce itself. Abstracting out 
time and space in its memory traces, the organism extends itself in 
time and space as a sort of dynamic meta-memory called life, which 
makes the meta-thinking of evolution possible.  
 
While living organisms, of course, can only remember how to repair 
and grow their own bodies, the brains of animals allow those animals 
to store traces of experiences and behaviors in such a way that they 
can modify their patterns of behaviors in regard to feedback from their 
environment, producing a meta-evolution within them, making the 
meta-meta-thinking of learning possible. And human brains, beyond 
animals, seem able to not only learn in a few areas allowed by their 



instincts, but to see their own behaviors, thoughts, and feelings a 
remove of sorts, almost as if they those of another, and question how 
to do them better, whether they should keep doing them, or why any 
of this matter. That is, humans have the ability to not only learn, but to 
meta-learn, to produce practical theory, ethical theory, and something 
like philosophy, even if these are often aspects of each other.  
 
Scientists have already been able to produce virtual brain-lets, such 
as those of Facebook's facial recognition algorithm, which use neural 
networks to perform certain specific tasks with neural style cognition. 
But there is not sense in which anything like artificial “intelligence” 
could come about without neural-style computers becoming forms of 
artificial life. For without massive recursive feedback between brain 
and body in relation to neuromodulators, no emotions, and without 
emotions, no sense of motivation or consequence, and without these, 
no values, and without these, thinking is only ever in the mode of “as 
if.” This is not to say that the networks such as those which recognize 
faces are not doing something like human-style thinking, for in fact, 
there seems every reason to think that they do.  
 
And this is precisely what is so dangerous about these special 
purpose networks. For unlike humans, they can be hyper-specialized, 
and in such a way that they will never feel pangs of guilt or 
conscience, as has already been shown in the way the US 
Department of Defense is now using neural networks to target drone 
strikes.1258 The fragmentation of neural style cognition from within 
human style brains and bodies is in fact a massive danger, for 
humans can be horrific enough, but with extensions such as these, 
beyond the speed and accuracy of traditional computers, the true 
ingenuity of thought without many of its human limits and safeguards, 
becomes possible. This is terrifying indeed.  
 
Of course, we have already developed a new second brain, namely, 
the Internet. The internet is a form of distributed intelligence which, 
like evolution and language before it, has become a second brain for 
humanity's collective thinking through its distributed bodies. If the 
virtual worlds of the Internet are like the patterns of activation in 
human brains, then the networks of wires and cables are like the 
body, and we, the humans, are like the neurons. That said, these 
extended neural networkings of humans pale in complexity compare 



to the human brain and its abilities to be distributed across spaces 
and times by means of this. For even as it seems to be staying in the 
same place and time within a human body, the human brain can be at 
multiple space and times at once within itself, and this is precisely 
what makes it able to simulate travel in spacetime beyond it.  
 
That is, the reason why the brain, as much as cinema, is described 
by Deleuze as a sort of “time machine,”1259 able to transport us to 
places and times we have been in before, and through anticipation or 
fantasy, those to which we may imagine, is because it is able to be at 
multiple spaces and times within itself. An incoming pattern of 
activation from the sensory cortexes can, after all, trigger off a pattern 
of associative neurons which can give rise to chains of feedback with 
generate their own associations which meet up with the original chain 
back in the motor cortexes, and the brain may pursue many such 
loops and branchings at once.  
 
There is nothing unitary within this, there are loops and flows here 
that make the chronotopes of the most bizarre time travel film appear 
tame. Our inner experience of time feels so complex, and in fact has 
been deemed by philosophers throughout the ages as all but 
otherwordly, unable as they were to imagine that matter could 
produce anything so multiplex, because its matters are so complex. 
For if the brain has as many connections as stars in the known 
universe, the potential patterns of syncable activation within these 
must be a massively exponential degree beyond this. Considering 
that all of these can feedback into each other, like so many slightly 
divergent clones each traveling in their own time machines in a 
science-fiction film, each inhibiting and amplifying, associating and 
abstracting others around them, and doing so at many places and 
times within the space and time of the brain (for after all, just as with 
any space, it takes time to traverse the space within the brain's neural 
passageways), it should not surprise us that our inner world feels the 
way it does.  
 
Human mind, with all its temporal complexity, is simply how such a 
complex matter feels from the inside, for in fact, there is no more 
complex matter known to human science than the human brain. It 
makes sense that it has the most complex sense of time. There is 
nothing more science fiction than the human brain, and our most 



fantastic temporal imaginations in science fiction film and fiction have 
yet to even begin to catch up with what our brains do everyday. In 
relation to the more concrete stuff of the world, it becomes possible to 
see then how the brain folds aspects of the the world into itself by 
means of the body, and then compares these to those already further 
folded within it to see how to modify its foldings of metabolized, 
reworked, and abstractly mapped and meta-mapped and cross-wired 
memories. It then selectively unfolds these memories as the 
generalities it uses to turn the singularities of matter into its particular 
experiences, and to craft imaginings of potential future actions. At 
each stage, the brain shatters experience to recompose it in its own 
image, giving rise to spaces and times which are shaped by these 
manoeuvers within the stuff of experience. We and our worlds are the 
result.  
 
All of this happens within a lump of “meat” (as some computer 
scientists jokingly refer to the brain) which is as concrete as any other 
matter. The only difference is that while stones and even human cells 
such as muscle cells, skin cells, sensory nerves, or any other bodily 
cells, none of which are not dramatically less complex than any 
individual cell of the brain, is that the cells of the brain are networked 
in a manner whose dynamic complexity outmatches that of anything 
yet known to humans. Complexity is something which some complex 
systems science have at times quantified by means of the notion of 
the greatest degree of difference within a particular segment of 
matter. There are limits to such a definition (Kolgomorov complexity, 
a notion within information theory),1260 based as it is on certain 
limiting assumptions from more traditional forms of computer science, 
and so this text will take a more qualitative approach, to say that 
complexity, as reified emergence, is that which is able to potentiate 
sustainable emergence, or robustness, to the greatest degree. There 
is of course a peculiar, metaleptic chonotope to such a definition, and 
this should not at this point be surprising. If emergence is the that 
ability of aspects of experience to give rise to what exceeds the mere 
sum of their parts by means of networking, then complexity is at least 
partially dormant, which is to say, reified and concretized emergence, 
which nevertheless in this form can serve to further potentiate it. 
From the perspective of such a notion, there is no more radically 
emergent phenomenon in human experience as we know it than the 
human brain.  



 
Within our living, human brains, we explore in a manner similar to 
how we explore the internet. There are pathways which loop back 
upon themselves, we explore these and our explorations lead to 
others exploring others. We stretch virtual fingers into parts of brains 
and they can feel themselves feeling themselves feeling in topologies 
which make the structure of our most byzantine time travel films or 
postmodern novels look pedestrian. We are all of these, conscious, 
semi-conscious, and unconscious, weaving in and out of loops into 
our bodies, chemical modulators, wideware, and worlds which are 
like extended bodies in turn. Should we be surprised that our time is 
so multiplicitous, and that any attempt to reduce it to the time of 
clocks or calendars is such an impoverishment? There is only one 
type of time which rivals this. And this is the time of the quantum.  
 
3. Relativity, Uncertainty, Incompleteness, and Quantum Time 
 
The sciences of relativity and quantum physics have, in the last 
century, and with the assistance of some high powered mathematics, 
completely recast many of the models of time which dominated much 
of Euro-American scientific thinking on this issue, and it is to these 
senses of time that we will now turn.  
Science and mathematics are increasingly tending in such a non-dual 
direction, even if they may not often examine the philosophical 
ramifications of their findings. Let us start with the findings of 
quantum physics.  
 
Quantum Temporality and the Double-Slit Experiment 
 
The simplest way of explaining quantum weirdness is by means of 
the famed “double slit” experiment, one of the foundations of the 
study of quantum physics.1261 It is easiest to imagine this first in terms 
of water. Imagine a standard, rectangular swimming pool. Let us say 
that at one end of the pool, there is a machine that can quickly move 
a paddle so that it can create a wave that starts at one end of the 
pool, and moves towards the other. Now put a wall in the middle of 
the pool, with two thin vertical slits in this wall, which can allow some 
water to pass between the two parts of the pool if one or more of 
these slits are left open and not blocked. When the wave machine is 
activated, a wave will leave the end of the pool with this machine, and 



head towards the other, even if midway through the pool it will run 
into the wall with the slits. The horizontal line created by the wave 
head in the water will then break upon the wall, with a semi-circular 
ripple emerging in the water on the other side of each slit that is open. 
If both slits are open, after a short while, the two semi-circular ripples 
will crash into each other, giving rise to a characteristic pattern of x's 
with loping arms produced by two semi-circular wave heads 
interfering with each other. The loping x's produced by two sets of 
semi-circles crashing together is how this looks from above, however. 
What registers on the pressure sensor on the far wall is a set of 
vertical lines of pressure on that wall, dark where the ripples match 
and cross, and light where they conflict and cancel out.  
 
Let us now imagine that there is a pressure detector on the far wall of 
the pool opposite the wave machine that detects the impact of the 
wave heads as they crash upon it. This detector will be able to “see” 
something similar to what humans can when they look at the 
shadows created by the waves on the bottom of the pool on a sunny 
day. That said, even if the pool is covered, the detector can tell 
whether one slit, the other, or both were left open by reading the 
pattern of the waves that reach it. A device of this sort could be used, 
if modified, to detect the behavior of any sort of waves in similar 
circumstances. Sound, after all, is simply waves of air pressure, and 
presented with a wall with slits, it will produce similar rippling waves 
after the slit. The same with light, which curves around corners, like 
any other waves do, a property of wave like phenomenon known as 
“diffraction.” When one slit is left open, there will be a diffraction 
pattern of horizontal lines in front of that slit, and when both are left 
open, there will be a pattern of interference between the diffraction 
pattern, or “diffraction grate,” which will result, so long as the setup of 
the experiment is regular and carefully produced, a pattern of smaller 
vertical lines positioned midway through the slits.  
 
Now imagine that we drain the pool, but keep the wall with two slits in 
it. Instead of sending water waves through the slights, we use a small 
pellet gun. We shoot pellets through one slit, and then the other, 
keeping the nozzle of the pellet gun mounted in place and pointed 
directly at the slits. Since the detector on the far wall of the pool 
measures pressure, it will register the impact of the pellets, which if 
filled with paint, would leave a small pile of paint impacts in front of 



any open slits in the wall. If both slits are open, it will leave a pattern 
like a two small piles, one in front of each slit, quite different from the 
alternating vertical lines of the interference pattern of interfering 
waves. And so long as the pellet gun is far enough away from the 
wall with the slits, and the slits are sufficiently small, there is no way 
one could use the pellet gun to try to fudge the results to produce 
anything like the pattern produced by waves. And so, even if the pool 
is covered, one can tell by means of the pattern registered by the 
pressure detector on the far wall whether water or pellets were sent 
through the pool.  
 
Quantum phenomenon are too small to be seen with the naked eye, 
and so, a setup of this sort is needed to detect whether they are 
acting like waves or particles. Scientists produce a situation nearly 
identical to that described above, with a “gun” that sends quantum 
phenomenon hurtling towards a wall which can have one or two slits 
open, and then with a detector on the wall on the other side of the 
one with the slits. When they examine the pattern produced on that 
wall, they can determine whether or not the quantum phenomenon 
acted like a wave or particle, and if a particle, which slit it went 
through.  
 
There is a long history of such experiments, most notably, before the 
advent of quantum physics, when Thomas Young performed a double 
slit experiment with light in 1810 in order to show that light, since it 
produced bands of dark and light after a wall with two slits, is 
composed of waves. That said, scientists had discovered in the late 
nineteenth century that certain materials materials would emit light by 
means of the so-called photoelectric effect, such as that which is 
commonly used today to produce light from tubes filled with gases in 
so-called “neon” lights. In 1905, Albert Einstein devised equations 
which fit the data on experiments conducted on this situation, and 
they indicated that light must be particulate in nature. And so, 
scientists became determined to see if there was any way to resolve 
the seeming contradiction that light seemed at some times to act like 
a wave, and at other times like a particle. What they found in this and 
related experiments shocked them, leading to the development of 
quantum physics which, as much if not more than the development of 
the science of relativity, has overturned the way scientists think of the 
fundamental fabric of the physical universe.  



 
Let us see then what they found. While standard macroscopic matter, 
up to and including the size of an atom at normal conditions, always 
go through slits in the manner of the pellet gun, when dealing with 
phenomenon smaller than an atom, at the quantum scale of size, 
things get strange. Scientists found that if they fired quantum material 
at a wall with only one slit in it, they found that the material acted like 
the pellet gun described earlier, producing a small pile of impacts on 
the other side of the slit. The same happened when the material was 
sent to the wall with the other slit opened and the first one closed, if 
with the pattern having moved slightly to be in front of the second slit. 
But when both slits are left open, something very strange happens. 
As opposed to a small pile in front of one or both slits, instead, there 
is an interference pattern, indicative of a wave.  
 
Nothing like this had ever happened before. In everyday life, either 
something is a wave, or it is a particle, and this doesn't change based 
on what is going on around it. For in fact, the quantum material that 
was acting like a wave was acting like a particle two moments before, 
and the only change seems to be whether there is one slit or two 
open. This would be as if the pellet gun was shooting single pellets 
with one slit open, the same with the other slit, and then, when we 
opened the second slit, the pellets decided to split into two identical 
pellets as they approached the slits, one went through each slit, after 
which they burst, the paint emerging from within them, producing 
rippling waves that interfere with each other, and then all the paint 
recongealed into a single particle impact, no matter how far it had 
spread out, in a flash which takes no time at all, once it hits the far 
wall. For in fact, whenever the quantum material hits the far wall, it 
always does so in a manner which produces a particle impact. It is 
only when you look at the pattern produced by many such impacts 
that you can tell if you have a pile with some outliers (and there are 
always outliers when dealing with the quantum domain), or an 
interference pattern. No single case will tell you enough information 
about what is going on. That said, nothing that scientists have ever 
experienced acts anything like what is described above.  
 
Now some might say that since water is a wave in our everyday 
experience, even if science shows that it is composed of particles, in 
the form of water molecules, at a smaller scale of size, perhaps it is 



similar with quantum phenomenon. And so, scientists refined their 
experiment by putting another wall with a single slit in front of the first 
wall, designed with this slit so small that there would be no way for 
the quantum phenomenon at stake but to pass through it single file. 
That way, they could be quite sure that a single file stream of 
“particles” was going towards the wall with one or two slits. Still, 
whenever they opened a second slit in the second wall, the wave 
pattern reappeared.  
 

Now this is even more bizarre than the earlier results. For if a stream 
of single particles approaches the (now second) wall and produces 
wave-like effects on the other side, this breaks even more laws of 
classical physics. That is, the particle must have, like a wave, gone 
through both slits at the same time. But as a stream of putatively 
single particles, this means that this any given particle  was going 
through both slits at once, hence being in two different places at the 
same time, something which violates all known laws of physics, not to 
mention basic common sense. That is, material which is made up of 
particles does not simply duplicate itself, spread out, and then re-
congeal, not quickly but in no time, to impact the wall at a single 
place. All of which means that if you try to ask what quantum 
phenomenon really are, waves or particles, the answer is something 
like both, or neither, or either, depending on the situation, all answers 
which seem all but designed to infuriate most scientists.  
 
As perhaps should be expected, scientists fought vigorously about 
what all this could mean, and are still at odds with each other as to 
what this really means to this day.1262 That said, they are all in 
agreement as to the data produced by repeated staging of these and 
related experiments, and no one questions that the equations predict 
what can be predicted about these experiments as they are supposed 
to do. All of this is considered “settled science.” What is not 
considered settled at all, however, is how or why this happens. Wave-
particle duality, as learned by school children ever since, is 
considered real, but what to make of this? For many scientists, this is 
not all that important an issue, an approach which is often summed 
up by the mantra “shut up and calculate.” This is hardly, however, 
anything like science as it has been practiced up until them. And 
while taking quantum effects into account is an essential part of many 
crucial technologies today, including that of the silicon chips which 



make laptops and portable computing devices work, any attempt to 
explain how or why this might be has divided scientists ever since.  
 
It is important to state in all this that while the equations predict the 
patterns the particles will make on the far wall when they hit it, they 
do not predict what individual particles, at least when they do act like 
particles when they impact the wall, will do. This is similar to the ways 
in which the equations used to understand what volumes of gas or 
liquid will do predict with incredible precision what the groups will do, 
but not individual particles. This is not all that unusual. After all, 
temperature is the “average kinetic energy” of a fluid, and so what it 
measures is an average, which means it only holds for groups, not 
individuals which can be below or above the average. It is the same 
with the equations used to model waves. That is, it is quite possible to 
predict quite accurately what waves of water will do, but not to predict 
what individual molecules will do. It is the same with quantum 
phenomenon. Likewise, equations cannot predict with any certainty 
what an individual quantum phenomenon will do, rather only the 
probability that it will do this or that. It is these probabilities which 
have been proven to be exceeding accurate.  
 
Much of the reason which all of this is so tricky is because it is simply 
not possible to observe quantum phenomenon by simply looking at 
them as can be done with everyday objects. When I look at the table 
in front of me, for example, light particles, or photons, leave the lamp 
in my room, bounce off the table, and hit my eye. The table is rather 
heavy and large, and the photos are so tiny as to not be able to be 
seen moving. And since it takes some exertion for me to move the 
table, and photons are incredibly light, they do not seem to be able to 
move the table when they bounce into it. But what if the table were 
that so light-weight, that the impact of a few photons were able to 
move the table when they bounce off it and travel to my eye? Well, 
then if I saw the table, I could not be sure it was still where I saw it. 
After all, it takes eight minutes for light to travel from the sun to my 
eyes, and in this sense, I do not see the sun as it is now when I look 
at it, but how it was eight minutes prior. I am literally looking, not only 
far away in space, but back in time, seeing the past.  
 
And so, if a table were so light-weight that the impact of photons 
could move it, then when the photons get to my eye, they would show 



me an image of where the table was before the photons send it 
hurtling in another direction. In such a situation, however, my eyes 
could not tell me where the table still is, but rather, where it was 
before the photons bouncing off it to my eyes had moved it. And so, 
the image I would see would allow me to make some informed 
guesses as to where the table was now, based on the weight of the 
photons, their speed, etc. But since I could not be certain about 
where table was before this impact any more than after, my guesses 
could only have a certain degree of potential accuracy. To observe 
the table at all changes it, and while I can try to take that into account, 
there are limits to how much I can know about what's going on.  
 
Just as in this example, quantum phenomenon are all so light-weight 
that even when something as small and light as a single light particle, 
or photon, bounces off of them, this is enough to impact them in such 
a way as described in the preceding paragraph. What is more, it's 
photons are themselves quantum, and so, there's two sets of this 
problem, one for what's being observed, and one for what does the 
observing, and how they interact when they collide. What is being 
described here is one approach to the famed “uncertainty principle,” 
or better put, uncertainty relations, first articulated by Werner 
Heisenberg. Heisenberg used the mathematics of matrices to show 
that to the extent that you know the position of a quantum particle, 
you cannot know its momentum (which includes its weight and 
speed), and vice-versa. He furthermore showed that the more you 
know about what time it did something, the less you can know about 
its energy levels, and vice-versa. And while Heisenberg first showed 
this by means of the equations, experiments have done nothing but 
confirm these. 
 
That said, Heisenberg's equations deal with quantum phenomenon in 
regard to the moments in which they are observed, which is to say, 
when they manifest as particles, or as they are often referred to today 
when precision of terminology is as issue “event-particles,” for the 
moment after they have manifested as particles, there is no way to 
know if they still are. While Heisenberg's uncertainty relations 
became quite well known, and championed and interpreted by the 
more established scientists Niels Bohr, the mathematics he used to 
prove this was far from easy to work with, and a few months later, 
Erwin Schrodinger announced another set of equations which were 



based on the traditional equations for waves of water, sound, and 
other macroscopic materials, simply reworked for the quantum 
domain. Schrodinger's equations lead to identical results, and were 
much easier to work with, and so they are the predominant way of 
doing the mathematics for such experiments to this day. This is not to 
say, however, that Schrodinger's equations get any closer to making 
sense of what is really going on with quantum phenomenon. Bohr 
even admitted as much himself, famously stating that “anyone who 
does not find the evidence of quantum physics beyond belief has 
clearly not understood them”REF.  
 
Beyond the Double-Slit: Schrodinger's Cat,  the EPR Experiment, and 
Delayed Choice Quantum Eraser Experiment 
 
Once the evidence of experiments such as the double-slit experiment 
became known to scientists, they began to come up with ways to vary 
the experiments, to see if either the experiments had produced 
something which only seemed this strange, or if they could learn 
more about what was causing this strangeness. That said, not all of 
these experiments could be performed at the time they were 
proposed, due to limits of technology at that time, so many were first 
proposed as thought experiments, and from there attempts were 
made to find ways to actually perform some version of the to see if 
various hypotheses advanced by the interpretations of quantum 
physics would prove more useful than others.  
 
One of the most famous of these thought experiments was proposed 
by Schrodinger, his famed cat experiment.1263 Schrodinger wanted to 
show that some extensions that were being proposed of the 
Heisenberg's uncertainty relations are absurd. One such notion is 
that quantum “particles” seem to “know” if they are about to observed 
by humans, and take that into account when they “decide” to do some 
things over others. This may sound silly, but since it is only possible 
to observe quantum phenomenon by bouncing a particle off of them 
or otherwise disturbing and hence changing them, then observation 
certainly can impact what these phenomenon do. One of the classic 
attempts to poke holes in quantum physics experiments have 
consisted in attempting to extract “which path” data from those 
moments in which wave patterns manifest. In the case of the double 
slit experiment, this would be to try to tell which path a given “particle” 



travels when both slits remain open.  
 
But in all attempts to get this sort of information, the result has been 
the “collapse of the wave function,” and the interference pattern with 
it. And so, if you try leave both slits open in a double slit experiment 
and shoot a photon at the slits to see which slit a photon goes 
through, you get that information, but any wave like behavior is 
destroyed. It is as if the attempt to observe the quantum phenomenon 
acting naughty and breaking the laws of standard physics by being a 
particle which is “in two places at the same time,” which is to say, 
acting like a wave between moments of being a particle, is something 
that the quantum phenomenon wants to avoid. That is, it only seems 
to act like a wave when no-one is watching, even if the traces of this 
happening can be picked up after the fact. But attempting to get it act 
like a wave and particle at the same time simply does not work. And it 
is as if the quantum phenomenon knows when we will try to catch it in 
the act, and as if it reads our minds, makes sure this never happens. 
Of course, scientists had no sense of how or why any of this 
happened. Some even suggested the quantum physics version of 
telepathy, which is to say, that even if we cannot see this, maybe our 
brains give off quantum vibrations which impact the quantum 
phenemenon and tip it off to what we will do and impact it beneath 
our ability to know this, just as some molecular reactions happen out 
of our ability to see them without a microscope.  
 
Schrodinger found this to be beyond absurd. And so, proposed 
coming up with a possible experiment in which a cat would be placed 
inside a box with a terrible device that would kill it if a quantum 
phenomenon manifested as a wave or a particle, with a “random” 
number machine choosing whether which slits would be open. The 
reason for this horrible proposal is that when a quantum “particle” 
seem to go through both slits at once, it is said to be in a 
“superposition” between two states, or “entangled” with itself, going 
through both slits and yet not fully through either. If the avoid doing 
this when we try to observe them, and this happens by means of 
some way in which our human awareness impacts them, then what if 
we just displace this? That is, what if instead of becoming aware of 
what the particles did, we become aware of whether the cat lives or 
dies, something which depends on what the quantum phenomenon 
did, but which we only know when we open the box containing the cat 



and the terrible quantum device? If humans coming to awareness of 
what happened inside the box can impact what the particles can do, 
then the cat will be both alive and dead, and neither, in a superposed 
state, just like the quantum phenomenon.  
 
Bohr and Heisenberg found this quite humorous, but a 
misinterpretation of what they were arguing. That is, they did not think 
the observation was humans coming to awareness of what the 
quantum phenomenon did. Rather, an observation occurs whenever 
a quantum phenomenon interacts with anything that can destroy an 
interference pattern, such as what happens when it hits a wall, or 
interacts with material such as a photon which could bounce back to 
human eyes. And so, a cat which is both alive and dead and neither 
is absurd, and those who say otherwise are misinterpreting their 
findings. Observation has nothing to do with human consciousness, 
for quantum phenomenon are “observed” whenever they collide with 
each other and produce event-particles, such what happens 
whenever such a phenomenon hits a wall or is otherwise detected. 
And so, the cat would be either alive or dead, and we would not know 
which.  
 
But if this is the case, then the equations tell us something about 
what happens inside the box, which is to say, what really happened. 
And Bohr, in particular, argued that this is not the case, for this would 
imply that the equations only tell us about what we can observe. The 
reason for this is that if the equations tell us something about what is 
happening even when we are not observing things, then the quantum 
phenomenon really are able to change from waves into particles and 
back. Bohr argued that we only ever see particles when we make 
observations, and the equations predict with great precision the 
probability that particle impacts will or will not happen in certain 
locations. To say that the particles were acting like waves to give rise 
to this, for Bohr, was mere speculation, and even if wave equations 
were being used to make the predictions, the equations do not 
correspond to reality, but only the probability of what can be seen 
with our eyes.  
 
And so, Schrodinger was trying to show that not only was the 
“quantum telepathy” argument absurd, but Bohr's notion that 
Schrodinger's wave equation simply dealt with probabilities of the 



appearances of particles and not real waves. While Heisenberg felt 
that we could not know what was happening, Bohr took a more 
strident stance, arguing that an attempt to talk about anything beyond 
observations and probabilities of making these was more than mere 
speculation, it was meaningless. This extreme stance propounded by 
Bohr has often been called the “Copenhagen interpretation” of 
quantum physics, due to Bohr's city of origin, and while Heisenberg is 
often lumped in with this, in many senses his stance was a certainly 
weaker version of this, with Schrodinger slyly attempting to show the 
drawbacks of both approaches, an issue which will be addressed 
further in the following section.  
 
Another thought experiment which attempted to show the potential 
absurdity of some of the positions put forth by early quantum physical 
interpretations was put forth by Albert Einstein and some colleagues. 
This involved putting some large distances into play, particularly 
those which, according to the science of relativity, are called “time-
like.” Since light is able to move at what scientists believe to the be 
the fastest speed possible, it can be used as a measuring device in 
regard to speed, as well as its two components, which is to say, 
space and time. For an increase in speed, or velocity, is simply a 
decrease in the time it takes to cover a certain distance. The speed of 
light can therefore not only serve as a standard for determining 
relative speeds, but spaces and times as well. A light year, after all, is 
the distance in space that light can travel at full speed, even as it is 
also a year of time spent traveling at the speed of light.  
 
In a similar manner, scientists have developed, since the 
development of the science of relativity, of the notion of a difference 
between “space-like” and “time-like” distances. A space-like distance 
is one which can be traversed by the speed of light in a given length 
of time, while a time-like distance is one that cannot. For example, if I 
need to drive to Pennsylvania from New York City and I have two 
hours to do this, this is clearly a space-like distance. But if I need to 
get to the sun in two minutes, this is not a space-like separation, 
because even light, the fastest substance known, takes around eight 
minutes to do this. And so, this would be described as a time-like 
distance, in that even at what seems the greatest speed possible, it 
“take time” for this travel to occur. In this sense, a time-like distance is 
any which would be further than that which light can get to within a 



particular length of time.  
 
In light of this notion, Einstein, along with two colleagues, proposed a 
thought experiment to show some of the seemingly absurd 
consequences of what early quantum physicists were proposing. 
Known as the EPR experiment (after the last names of the scientists, 
Einstein, Podolosky, and Rosen), the setup would involve creating a 
state of quantum superposition, not unlike that which produces the 
interference pattern during the second part of the double-slit 
experiment, and sending some of it in one direction, and some of it in 
another, and only then measuring them in a manner similar to when 
the interference hits the furthest wall in a double slit experiment.1264 
What made the EPR experiment unique was the distance between 
the observations, made in such a way that the two aspects of the 
quantum phenomenon would be separated in a time-like manner, 
which is to say, even a signal moving at the speed of light could not 
convey information between them fast enough to impact what is 
going to happen. And so, if an observer measures one part of this 
quantum phenomenon at 8 AM on Earth, and another one minute 
later near the Sun, since it takes even light eight minutes to reach the 
Earth from the Sun, then it would be impossible for each to influence 
the other.  
 
This would not be a huge issue, except that the equations of quantum 
physics showed that since the quantum phenomenon in question 
would be in a state of quantum superposition when split, such that its 
two aspects would remain entangled until observed. Observing these 
phenomenon would of course alter them, and in this case, in two 
significant ways. Because the phenomenon are split from one original 
entity, if one is measured spinning up, the other will have to be 
measured spinning down, and if one is measured spinning right, the 
other will have to be spinning left. Due to the uncertainty relations, 
however, once you measure vertical spin, it becomes impossible to 
measure horizontal spin, and vice-versa.  
 
That said, the quantum phenomenon have to stay coordinated if this 
is all to hold, even if it is unclear how they do this (ie: walkie-talkies?). 
And in laboratory experiments, there is every evidence that this 
happens. But what EPR suggested is separating the two 
observations by time-like distances. That is, separate them by so 



much, and observe them so quickly, one after the other, that once the 
first observation is made, that seemingly the only way the two halves 
can remain in sync is if they are able to signal each other in a manner 
which communicates faster than the speed of light, the occurrence of 
which there is every reason to think is impossible. While the 
requirements of the setup of this thought experiment make it difficult 
to test in practice, a large number of experiments have shown that a 
more limited version of what is proposed here, Bell's inequalities, 
seems to hold, and no quantum data yet produced seems to indicate 
any likeliness that further experiments would go otherwise.  
 
And so, the few exponents of quantum telepathy found this to be 
further evidence that quantum phenomenon were able to read the 
minds of the experimenters who did the splitting at the start of the 
experiment. And so it was proposed that all this be done by “random” 
number generating machines which could decide at the very last 
minute whether or observe vertical or horizontal at the first 
observation point. All experiments indicated that the same thing 
would be produced, but the skeptics argued that this was not enough. 
For there is no such thing as a truly random number generator, 
everything mechanical can be tracked to causes, and while 
computers may seem to generate random numbers all the time, 
computer scientists refer to these as pseudo-random numbers, for 
they only appear random to humans, since we cannot compute fast 
enough in our heads. But were we to trace back the way such a 
number was generated in a slow and methodical fashion after the 
fact, we would see precisely how such a number was generated, and 
in a manner which is not truly random.  
 
And so, the quantum telepathy folks argued that perhaps the 
experimenter's minds were entangled with the state of various 
quantum aspects of the machines and how they were set up, this 
predisposed them to make certain observations over others, and this 
lead the quantum particles to know what was going to happen before 
splitting, removing the need for faster than light, or “superluminal” 
signaling, yet by means of something like telepathy, which is to say, 
quantum entanglement up to and including the minds of 
experimenters. And if the experimenters were kept in the dark about 
the setup of the random number machines, someone must know, and 
perhaps their mental state is somehow entangled. The result was an 



infinite regress which was as impossible to disprove as prove, and 
which did nothing to help make sense of the data.  
 
No matter the cause, however, the data shows unequivocally 
precisely what Einstein at first imaged as absurd, super-luminal 
signaling, or as he famously derided it, “spooky action at a 
distance.”1265 What is more, if this were true, Einstein and colleagues 
argued, quantum physics was necessarily either incorrect or 
incomplete. Since all experiments have confirmed the early data of 
quantum experiments, then perhaps it is incomplete. That is, perhaps 
there are explanations beyond the formulas that had been proposed, 
sub-quantum processes which could explain what was happening. 
These are often referred to as “hidden variable” theories, for they 
suggest that there are more equations to be discovered, which 
describe, factors which were, at that time, hidden. Not only have no 
such hidden variables been discovered since, but many have argued 
that the uncertainty relations, which have never been found wrong, 
likely prevent this.  
 
The mind-reading issue, and the implications related to this which 
lead to the famed quantum eraser experiments, can be seen more 
clearly by means of the “delayed choice” experiment proposed by 
John Wheeler, one which is simpler to explain by use of a slightly 
different device called an interferometer.1266 This device takes a 
single stream beam of photons, and uses a beam splitter to send half 
of them down one path, and half down another. If you bring the two 
beams back together using mirrors and place detectors after where 
the beams converge with each other, they will be able to indicate if 
the photon went down one path or another. But if at the convergence 
point you place a second beam splitter, this will serve to “erase” that 
information, because no matter which path the photons take, half the 
time they will go through the beam splitter one way and half the other, 
regardless of path. When this is done, a wave pattern emerges, and 
this is similar to the double slit experiment in that it is only when you 
cannot know which slit the photon went through that it produces an 
interference pattern and wave-like behavior.  
 
Wheeler proposed we make the decision whether or not to put the 
second beam splitter in place long after the experiment has started. 
For example, if we create a large enough apparatus, and start the 



experiment without the beam splitter in place, and any photon acts 
like a particle and chooses one path rather than the other. But if at 
the last moment, the experimenter changes their mind, and inserts 
the beam splitter, well will happen? If quantum phenomenon were 
anything like standard particles, once a particle started passing down 
one pathway, it can't then decide to be like a wave and go down both. 
But whenever this was done, no matter how much distance was 
placed between the start and end of the experiment, the photon 
seemed to “know ahead of time” what we were going to decide later.  
 
For if a scientist decides to open one slit or two at the start of a 
double-slit experiment, perhaps this choice is somehow biased by a 
factor beneath our ability to observe it, maybe an unconscious 
intention even, and one which is somehow also able to influence the 
behavior of the quantum material in the experiment? But even if 
scientist is taken out and a machine set up, how do we know the 
machine is not influenced by something beneath our ability to 
observe it, some force perhaps, that has also influenced the quantum 
phenomenon? And so, if we set up the machines by means of other 
machines, do we get out of this issues, or just move it around? And 
since the machine setting up the machines would not be doing it as 
they are if the scientists arranging them to do so had not been born, 
perhaps the scientist's parents are entangled with this quantum 
experiment as well, and need to be abstracted out? And since these 
parents would not have been there had there not been an Earth, had 
there not been a Big Bang, then ultimately, the entire universe and all 
time and space and maybe more are entangled with every quantum 
phenomenon. That is, this is all starting to sound a bit ridiculous.  
 
Nevertheless, any attempt to try to separate off anything which could 
entangle with the experiment seemed to always encounter such 
issues. For how was it possible to create a firm enough separation 
between experimental setupe and experiment itself which was not 
somehow potentially able to become entangled with the quantum 
states of the system itself? After all, scientists know very little about 
how quantum entanglement happens, they simply know that it does. 
But even at the level of thought experiment, if you try to keep 
anything completely pure by means of firm cuts between inside and 
outside, that only ever defers the problem, for the one doing the 
cutting is neither inside nor outside, and if one introduces more cuts, 



the same problem recurs, up to and including the entire universe, the 
singularity, etc. Niklas Luhman famously referred to this as the 
paradox of “second order observation,”1267 a problem he describe in 
relation to quantum and other phenomenon which attempt to gain 
absolute certainty. Which is to say, the problem seems to be 
recursive, systemic, and unavoidable.  
 
For there is no known way to fully separate out observer and 
observed when it comes to quantum experiments. And so, similar to 
Goedel's incompleteness theorum, in which Goedel showed that any 
attempt to fully separate out math from what is not math by proving 
the necessity of mathematical truths without any reference to a world 
beyond it, using math to prove math, then one ends up with either 
incoherent contradiction, inconsistent oscillation between untenable 
alternatives, or incompletion, either in the form of infinite regress or a 
firm cut which leaves something out, none of which were a sure 
foundation for math. Likewise, few considered what was being shown 
in quantum physics, whether experimentally or theoretically, as a firm 
basis for science seen as concrete truth, absolute truth, or the 
assurance that these are ultimately the same. And yet, the situation 
has not changed.  
 
Putting more speculative issues aside, the practical results have 
always been the same in experiment after experiment. It is as if the 
quantum phenomenon knows what is going to be done, ahead of 
time, and is able to coordinate this information with itself at different 
places at speeds which exceed those of light. Which is to say, either 
quantum phenomenon have something akin to telepathy, faster than 
speed of light signaling, both, or hopefully if science is to have any 
sense, something not yet suggested. For experiments have only 
served to confirm that quantum phenomenon truly are able to do 
these seemingly impossible things.  
 
And so in 1999, when Kim Yoon-Ho et.al. were able to actually 
produce a quantum eraser experiment which had a form of delayed 
choice, it seemed to close any debate on this subject.1268 Kim's 
experiment showed that machines were used which recorded the 
data of a delayed choice experiment, and other machines were used 
to “randomly” delete half of the “which path” data which was 
recorded, after the quantum phenomenon had already reached their 



destination, that when experimenters went back and read the data 
that was preserved, the quantum phenomenon which had their “which 
path” data preserved acted like particles, not waves. Or looked at 
from a different angle, only those quantum phenomenon which had 
their “which path” data erased acted like waves.  
 
And this means that it is “as if” the quantum phenomenon were able 
to know which data the machines were going to erase, before they 
did it, which is to say, they were able to read the states of the 
machines non-minds, and not only in the present, but into the future. 
All of which is to say, quantum phenomenon are just as strange as 
they seem. Whether one read this as indicating that they can read 
minds, see into the future, signal faster than light, are able to be in 
different places at the same time, or other seemingly impossible 
things, the answer seems to be that there is no way around the fact 
that something like one of these things is happening, if not all of the 
above.  
 
Interpreting Quantum Temporality: Cophenhagen, Many-Worlds, and 
Ontological Interpretations  
 
It is worth examining how this issue has been dealt with in the history 
of quantum physics, for even though none of them dispute the data of 
the experiments, data which has only been confirmed since, they do 
dispute precisely what this data means, with powerful implications 
about how we see the deeper structure of the universe as we know it, 
and potentially our place within it. While many of the primary 
interpretations of quantum physics retain some aspects of the 
traditional view of the world before quantum physics, and give up 
others. For just as Einstein gave up the notion that time and space 
were fixed, and retained the notion of the fixed speed of light, thereby 
being able to explain the data of both everyday experiments and 
those of relativity science, the situation is similar with quantum 
physics.  
 
What is more, many scientists believe that perhaps, just as quantum 
phenomenon become uncertain in precisely predictable ways when 
an attempt is made to reify them in particular ways, perhaps 
ultimately it will not be possible to produce experiments to disprove 
any one of these theories. For if quantum physics, with its uncertainty 



relations, has shown anything, it is that the fundamental stuff of the 
cosmos becomes more slippery the more one tries to pin it down in 
some ultimate way. It is almost as if the very fabric of the world 
resists any sort of ultimate reification. This, of course, is an 
interpretation, but what the equations and observations both show is 
that once you reach a certain point in quantum experiments, the 
experiment becomes fundamentally entangled with that upon which it 
experiments. Observation and observed become aspects of one 
enmeshed system, and the fundamental duality of seeming subjective 
and objective become in some manner or another nondual. The issue 
is what to make it. And as will become clear, the interpreations of 
what this means can serve as a sort of mirror which tells us as much 
about the assumptions of the interpreters and their views of the world 
as anything else.  
 
The predominant school of interpretation amongst the largest group 
of scientists  
was and remains the Copenhagen interpretation put forth by Niels 
Bohr and his followers, named after their home base in Denmark. 
This is by far the most conservative interpretation, the one which tries 
as hard as possible to retain as much of the prior view of the world as 
possible before the advent of quantum physics. That said, it is also 
quite radical in its way, for in order to preserve this older view of the 
world, it has to make some pretty severe leaps that many have not 
wanted to follow. Bohr developed his interpretation of events after 
Heisenberg first showed him his paper on uncertainty relations, and 
the limits they indicated about what could be known about the ways in 
which quantum phenomenon manifest as particles. Bohr, the older 
and more established scientist, quickly argued that what Heisenberg 
discovered was only what could be observed. For after all, no one 
had ever seen a quantum phenomenon with their eyes, rather, they 
had seen various instruments whose readings they interpreted as 
evidence of the impact of quantum phenomenon.  
 
Bohr therefore argued that all the equations showed is what the 
instruments would show, that is, they described observables, and 
saying anything beyond this was worse than guesswork, it was 
making up what wasn't there. And so, while Heisenberg would argue 
that particle did this or that, Bohr would always emphasize that it 
wasn't a particle, but data from an observation. The equations do not 



describe what “really is” happening in the quantum domain, rather, 
they are simply numbers that help us predict what will happen when 
the effects of quantum processes are able to impact our domain by 
means of experiments. And the equations predict with incredible 
precision the degree to which they can and cannot tell us about what 
we can observe. But what really happens? Well, Bohr is completely 
agnostic as to this. We simply cannot know, and should not 
speculate, because that would be beyond the limits of science.  
 
The Copenhagen interpretation takes the foundation of what can be 
known about quantum phenomenon as the mathematical equations 
and what happens on the instruments. We know that that the patterns 
of particles on the final wall of the experiment are there, and we know 
that the mathematical formulas can predict the probability that an 
individual particle will end up in one part of the wall rather than 
another, and with complete certainty what the pattern on the wall will 
be like for groups. We cannot know how the particle is able to know 
what decisions will be made about the number of slits, but it 
somehow does, and can know this in regard to the future as well, 
even if we do not know how. Sometimes quantum phenomenon 
manifest as waves, other times as particles, and we can know which 
will manifest depending on how we arrange the experiment. The 
quantum material acts the way it does because of what we do, even if 
they are somehow able to take this into account across distances 
between space and time. And the reason why we do not see this sort 
of behavior in all sorts of other phenomenon is that only quantum 
materials are small enough to be entangled with larger materials like 
this.  
 
One problem with this is that proposed by Erwin Schrodinger with his 
famous cat example. Schrodinger argued that if we put a cat in a box 
with a machine that will kill it with poison if the quantum particle 
indicates the interference pattern of wave-like behavior, and keep it 
alive if it indicates not interference pattern of particle-like behavior, 
and we run the experiment, what can we expect to happen? 
According to Bohr, we cannot know what we cannot measure, and or 
Bohr, measuring quantum phenomenon is what causes the 
phenomenon to hit the wall at one place and not others. The 
equations of quantum physics tell us what will happen if the quantum 
material acts like a wave, as well as the probability of what it will do if 



it acts like a particle, but what they do not tell us is which the quantum 
material will act like. What determines that?  
 
Well, we know that that when we see a mark on the furthest wall in 
the experiment, that the quantum material impacted it as a particle, 
and at this particular point, and based upon that, we can tell if it acted 
like a wave or a particle at the slit(s). But what if we put a lid over the 
experiment, and use a “random” number machine that chooses for 
us? We do not know until we look under the lid of the experiment. 
The particle equations tell us the general shape of the patterns we 
will see on the wall after many trials, and for the Copenhagen folks, 
what these equations give us are the probabilities that an individual 
particle particle does this or that. If both slits are open, the quantum 
material is acting like a wave. But what if we take the lid off the box 
midway through, what would an experimenter see?  
 
Well, seeing involves a bit of quantum material, in the form of light, 
reaching your eye. Just as we see that quantum material has or has 
not hit the wall in this place or that, so if we want to see what the 
quantum material is doing midway through the experiment, we need 
to get this information by means of a light particle bouncing off 
something and reaching our eye. With the impact mark on the wall, 
there is no issue, because this is something fixed in place, and the 
light particle emitted by some lamp, then bouncing off the mark, and 
then hitting our eye, will not impact the mark, as it is fixed in matter. 
But quantum material is anything but fixed. So if we try to see what 
quantum material is doing as it is going through the slit, we could only 
do this by using some light source to shoot a light particle at the 
quantum material, and when the two collide, the light particle will 
bounce back to our eyes and tell us where the quantum material had 
been. The problem is that quantum material is so light that if it is hit 
by light, the light will impact it and change it! And so, we will not really 
know where the quantum material was, but where it had been, and 
just as hitting the wall makes it jump from wave to particle form, so 
would getting hit by light. And so, this will not tell us if it was acting 
like a wave or not.  
 
This is what lead to Schrodinger's famous thought experiment. Bohr 
argued that the equations are the limits of our knowledge, they are 
what is certain, and we simply cannot know what happens beyond 



what we see and what the equations tell us is probable at any given 
moment, or even which equations to use, whether for particle or 
wave. But if this is the case, what happens to the cat in Schrodinger's 
example? Well, if the box remains closed, and the experimenter uses 
a “random” number machine to choose which slits remain open, the 
cat could be alive or dead, and the experimenter will discover what 
happened as soon as they open the box. But from Bohr's 
perspective, even the choice the experimenter made to use a 
“random” number machine was entangled with this event, and so, 
influences, somehow, what the outcome of the experiment will be.  
 
But here is when things get strange. What if the experimenter 
decided not to know whether or not the machine had chosen one slit 
or two, for example, by putting a lever in this machine that would 
close both slits before it would allow the lid to be removed, making it 
such that the experimenter cannot know what had happened at the 
middle wall. From Bohr's perspective, we cannot know what really 
happens, because the equations only predict what happens that can 
be observed. And what can be observed are large scale macroscopic 
events, such as what happens when we see a mark on the far wall of 
a particle impact. In fact, the particle equation tells us what happens 
that we can see, and the wave equation tells us how to imagine what 
happened in between observations in which particles collided with 
each other (as “event-particles”) when we cannot see them.  
 
But we cannot know what we cannot see, and we can only see what 
happens in our non-quantum, macroscopic world. What is more, 
since it seems that quantum phenomenon only choose when forced 
to by the macroscopic aspects of the world, in between observations, 
we cannot say anything about what is going on, other than that the 
wave equation can help us predict where future behaviors are likely 
to occur, according to the probabilities reflected by the particle 
equations. But we cannot say what is really happening, we can only 
speak of what we can observe. And so, until the moment that an 
observation is made, the quantum particle is in any and all states at 
once, as the wave equation describes.  
 
This is what Schrodinger found so intolerable, for it meant that the 
issue was not that the cat in the box either was or was not dead, and 
we did not know which, but rather, until we open the box, the cat is 



both alive and dead and neither, in a state which is as quantumly 
entangled superposition as the quantum material itself. This 
seemingly ridiculous situation is the logical conclusion of the notion 
that it is the experimenter's observation which influences what the 
quantum phenomenon does, and that this somehow ripples back in 
time. That is, the Copenhagen folks argue that since the equations 
only provide probabilities for individual particles, if we decide later to 
erase the data of which slit the particles went through, and this makes 
them choose not to tell us, then what makes the quantum material 
choose is choice of the observer itself. But can this then go back in 
time and change what the quantum particles did? And if so, how?  
 
Copenhagen folks argue that what constitutes an observation here is 
not the moment the experimenter “realizes” what happened, but 
rather, when the quantum material hits the recording surface and is 
forced, somehow, to move from quantum to macroscopic state. But if 
that data is then erased, how does it go back and retroactively undo 
what it had done? Did it read the minds of the experimenters and 
what they were going to do, before they even became conscious of it, 
or were the same factors that influenced the experimenters to decide 
to erase or not somehow also influencing the quantum materials, with 
all of them entangled? Would that entaglement have gone differently 
had a different experimenter been there, or if their parents had never 
met, or if the Earth had never been formed, and is this then perhaps 
all entangled with the quantum state of the entire cosmos? To Bohr 
and other Copenhagen folks, the answer is who knows, who cares, 
we can't know, it ultimately doesn't matter, the equations work, or as 
some reductively aphorise this: “shut up and calculate.” This has lead 
many to frame this as an instrumentalist approach (it “works”) and a 
formalist approach (the numbers that lead to predictions don't refer to 
anything “real” beyond themselves, with the observations the only 
reality beyond this). 
 

Bohr's approach is similar in many ways to that taken by the young 
Ludwig Wittgenstein in his famed Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. For 
Wittgenstein in this early work (he would later change his mind on 
this), language either could either speak about something, or it could 
not, and of those things which cannot be said “one must pass over in 
silence.” This was later extended by the theorists of the Vienna circle 
and their followers into a crusade against all “metaphysics” as 



meaningless statements beyond what can be observed. In this, they 
continued the tack taken by Ernst Mach, who argued that scientists 
should not speak of “metaphysical” entities such as molecules and 
atoms, because they had not seen them, only readings on measuring 
devices, and since science is about empirical observation, one should 
not speak about what one cannot directly see or otherwise attest to 
by the direct evidence of the senses. And so, Mach felt scientists 
should report what the instruments say, and show how to predict 
similar actions of the instruments, but avoid speculating about what 
“really” causes this (ie: molecules, electrons, etc.).1269  
 
Bohr similarly argued that what the math of quantum physics 
predicted is ultimately the observables, and nothing more, and that 
we cannot speak meaningfully about the quantum domain beyond 
how it interacts with our own macroscopic domain. Then again, there 
is reason to think that there is metaphysics in everything around us, 
even what appears physical. When I say that I see a stone is an 
example of matter, this too can be seen as metaphysics. I have never 
seen matter, only stones, wood, cars, people, and such, the notion of 
matter is an abstraction from all of these, one which is supposed to 
be instantiated in each but not purely. The very notion of matter is not 
materialist, but rather, is, in a sense, beyond the evidence of the 
senses. Likewise with the notion of a stone. I see an object which is 
gray, heavy, hard, but when I call it a stone, I am saying it is the same 
as another stone next to it, which is also hard, heavy, and gray, but 
clearly not the same entity, nor identical in shape, weight, shade of 
gray, or just about any measurable particulars. They are perhaps 
more similar to each other than to a tree, but that's relative. What 
makes them “the same thing,” other than abstract notions beyond 
what can be seen? Is this any less metaphysics than saying that heat 
and chemical energy, neither or which I can see directly (though I can 
see their manifestations), are both forms of “energy”? Is the 
difference between discussing a notion such as “God” or “Truth” a 
difference in degree or kind?  
 
Putting aside the more tricky final question there, Bohr seemed to 
reserve his mathematical formalist and observationalist stance to the 
quantum realm. He still spoke about energy, after all, in a seemingly 
commonplace way. Heisenberg was hardly as extreme, and argued 
that the equations showed the limits to what we can know about 



quantum phenomenon, whether they are acting as particles or waves, 
even if he still believed there was something really there acting this 
way or that, we simply could not know more about it. In either form, 
their approach to these issues has been called the Copenhagen 
interpretation, with its stronger variety represented by Bohr, and 
weaker by Heisenberg. Both of these have been understood, to take 
some terms from philosophy, as being “epistemologically oriented” 
interpretations, because they about the limits to knowledge and what 
can be observed and do not speculate beyond this, to make claims 
about what “really is.” which in philosophy is often referred to as 
“ontology.” And so, some of the alternate interpretations have been 
referred to as “ontological,” because they do make claims about what 
is causing the observables.  
 
While it may seem that Bohr's approach is the safest and simplest of 
all of the approaches, it leads to some very strange implications when 
this perspective is taken to its ends. While it may not at first appear it, 
and despite Bohr's attempts to shore up science as that which is 
empirical and beyond the realm of “meaningless” metaphysical 
claims, the result ended up leading to accusations that he believed 
that quantum phenomenon could read our minds. While he did not 
quite ever believe that, it is worth exploring how people would even 
propose such notions.  
 
In this manner, Bohr maintained the subject-object dualism of 
classical Western philosophy, first proposed by Descartes, and 
radicalized by Kant. For Descartes, all we could be certain of was our 
inner experience, the outer world could be a hallucination produced 
by an evil spirit. While Descartes finally believed that God's 
necessary goodness assured that the world was not an evil distorted 
hallucination, many at the time found this a poor argument, and so 
Kant famously argued that while we can know how things appear to 
our subjective first-person experience as phenomenon, we cannot 
know how things really are as “things in themselves,” or 
noumenon.1270 Moving from subject-object to phenomenon-noumena, 
he believed in a divided world which we could nevertheless know in 
its basic counters because the fundamental categories of our 
experience, such as space and time, were impossible to be rationally 
doubted, and hence as much an aspect of experience as the world. 
That said, as Riemann, Klein, Einstein, and others showed 



afterwards, time and space as Kant conceived it certainly could be 
rationally doubted, and in fact, understood quite differently. 
 
What Bohr did in his interpretation was to reduce quantum physics to 
a completely epistemological situation. There is an observer, and an 
observed, and the equations predict only what is observed. They say 
nothing about reality “as it really is,” which is to say, they make no 
ontological claims. Just as Kant refused to speculate about the 
noumenal (even though he clearly had some feelings about the 
noumenal), so Bohr refused to speculate as to what could cause the 
results produced by the experiments, and so, he saw himself as more 
than merely agnostic as to talk of super-luminal signaling or 
telepathy, rather, he felt that to ask to bring up these sorts of 
questions, in light of the uncertainty relations, was in fact 
meaningless. Heisenberg took a qualified view of this, arguing that 
the equations show the limits to what we can know, even if what is 
observed must still be caused by aspects of the world which must be 
there, even if their logic seems currently to escape us. Either way, 
scientists have remained unhappy with the situation ever since, 
finding Bohr's eschewal of any attempt to look beyond the equations 
and observations to be problematic for a wide variety of reasons. And 
with the publication of Kim et.al.'s experiment providing hard 
evidence of a delayed choice quantum eraser experiment that 
confirmed the most extreme evidences of quantum weirdness, today 
even hardcore Copenhagen enthusiasts are starting to entertain 
some of the other interpretations.  
 
And so, alternatives were proposed to Bohr's theories and EPR 
skepticism, starting in the 1940s and 50's. One of the more influential 
of these  interpretations, proposed by Rupert Everett, is known as the 
Many Worlds approach.1271 From such a perspective, at the double 
slit, the particle does not interfere with itself at the double slit, and 
then collapse back into one particle when it hits the final wall (the 
famous “collapse of the wave function”). Rather than starting as 
particle, turning into a wave which interferes with itself, and then 
turning back into a particle with shifted trajectory when it hits the wall, 
Everett proposed that the particle remains a particle the whole way 
through. As it approaches the wall with two slits, however, its splits 
into two identical particles, one in our dimension, one in a parallel 
dimension. This other dimension differs from ours in only one way, 



namely, in the other universe, the particle goes through the other slit.  
 
These two parallel dimensions, however, interfere with each other, 
like those of waves of water. One of these particles then proceeds 
and hits the wall, if with a slightly divergent trajectory that indicates 
interference by means of the other particle. The second particle does 
not impact the wall, however, for once it split off from the first particle, 
it existed in a separate dimension. This dimension was temporarily 
entangled with our own, but as the particle in our world hit the wall, so 
did it in the other universe, but having gone through the other slit in 
the other dimension, it hit the wall on the other side, if equally 
influenced by the interference from the particle in our universe.  
 
According to Everett, not only do the particles exist in parallel 
dimension, but there are also parallel dimensions in which the 
scientist or machine that decides how many slits there are made the 
other choices. So there if the scientist chooses only to keep the right 
slit open, there is another universe in which they chose left and 
another still in which they chose both, and the both universe splits 
into two halves, one for each slit, in turn. How many parallel 
dimensions are there in the multi-dimensional universe, then? Well, 
as many as there have been quantum splits like this, which is to say, 
numbers beyond measure.  
 
The Bohmian interpretation, first proposed by David Bohm, is one 
which he refers to as the “ontological approach.”1272 In books such as 
Wholeness and the Implicate Order, or Undivided Universe, Bohm 
produces a highly influential reading of the data of quantum physics 
which, while a minority opinion in the scientific community, is no more 
disprovable than the majority “Cophenhagen” position, nor the other 
minority opinion, or “Many Worlds” position. All of these work from the 
same data, they simply shift the base level assumptions about the 
deeper structures of reality which underlie them. And since we would 
have to develop experiments which are able to “look under the hood” 
of the current laws of physics (ie: it isn’t possible to go beyond the 
speed of light), it seems like it may not be possible to find out whether 
or not one of these interpretations are more or less correct than 
others. Perhaps this is yet one more way in which the world seems, in 
some senses, to resist ultimate reification. 
 



For Bohm, the seeming “randomness” of the “decisions” of quantum 
particles can actually be made sense of if we assume the universe to 
be ultimately relational and non-local. That is, quantum particles can 
be thought of like nerve cells in the brain. That is, they would exist in 
continuous chains of feedback with others, and this distributed 
feedback would help it to make its decisions. Micro-influences, 
summed up and averaged out, from both within and without the now 
relationally imagined network commonly called a “particle,” would 
then arrive at the decision in the manner of a brain, which is to say, 
distributively and dynamically. Just like a community of nerve cells, 
decisions would be made by consensus. 
 
The catch, however, is that as with the brain, some of these 
influences would be non-local. In the brain, this occurs because while 
nerve cells are almost always linked to their immediate neighbors, 
they are also selectively linked to nerve cells and communities of 
these in distant parts of the brain. It’s the selectivity of the wiring of 
these channels of amplification and inhibition which give rise to the 
distinct patterns of flows which make brains work the way they do, 
and each uniquely. For quantum particles, these long-distance 
linkages would be to everything around it, non-selectively, getting 
weaker the further away things are, and in regard to the types of 
influences in question. But these connections are ultimately to every 
other aspect of spacetime, if ever weaker in regard to distance. 
These are considered “non-local” in the quantum sense once they 
become “spacelike,” which is a term scientists use for when it would 
require going above the speed of light to cover a given distance in the 
time allotted. Since above the quantum level can go faster than the 
speed of light, this notion is often dismissed by scientists. That said, 
quantum particles often act in ways which can be interpreted as 
either random, producing other inaccessible dimensions, or 
exceeding the speed of light. The Bohmian approach reads things 
according to the last option. 
 
By making this choice, Bohm avoids the extreme of reifying particles, 
as in the Copenhagen approach, or reifying objective contexts, as in 
the “many worlds” approach, which assumes that the universe 
produces divergent copies each time a quantum particle makes a 
decision, even though these copies don’t interact after this. The 
Bohmian interpretation, on the contrary, opts for a solution which 



rejects either extreme. It argues for a worldview in which everything is 
connected. Similar to the way in which the movement of air molecules 
on one side of the planet impacts, if in highly indirect, mediated, and 
weak fashion, those on the other side, so it is, for Bohm, with 
quantum phenomenon. The difference is that he believes that 
particles don’t need to be physically touching, but rather, that just as 
smeared particles can influence each other by overlapping, that the 
entire universe presents smearings within smearings within 
smearings, all of differing densities, with “particle collisions” as simply 
the points at which these networks hit a certain level of intensity as 
the clouds of fields shift in relation to each other. 
 
While Bohm’s ideas are a minority opinion amongst scientists, they 
are all agreed that it is as provable, or unprovable, as the majority or 
other minority opinions, for they all interpret the same data, yet the 
paradigms they use to do this require assumptions about aspects of 
the universe that are not only as of yet beyond the realm of 
investigation, but may remain that way. Bohm’s approach, however, 
has the advantage of neither splitting the universe into zillions of 
inaccessible copies, nor reifying particles and requiring “funny” math 
to do so. Rather, he argues that particles may be able to influence 
each other in ways which are not only spacelike, but “timelike” as 
well.1273 
 
Which brings up the question as to why scientists refer to travelling 
faster than the speed of light as “timelike.” Since light is the fastest 
known entity, it functions as a cosmic yardstick for time as well as 
space. And so, for example, large expanses of spacetime is 
measured, for example, by “light-years.” The reason for this is that it 
takes light one year to cover a light-year, and yet, it takes slower 
entities, which are any which are not light, more time. This is because 
they weigh more by having mass, while photons don’t seem to have 
mass, at least, not rest mass. Since mass and energy are ultimately 
the same for physicists, in that one can convert to another, a photon’s 
only mass is its energy, which is not the case for any other known 
particle. These particles would have to shed their mass to travel at 
the speed of light, and it is their mass which prevents them from ever 
being light enough to do so. 
 
In this sense, these slower, heavier particles trade off speed for 



mass, and hence, they will always cover less space in a given 
amount of time than light. In this sense, the speed of light can be 
used to measure not only space, but time, for it represents the fastest 
it is possible to cover space in a given time, which is to say, convert 
one into the other. It’s almost like currency conversion. Light gets the 
best exchange rate when they convert their energy into travel in 
space or time, while heavier particles have to pay a tax which is 
exponentially higher the faster you approach maximum speed, which 
is to say, the speed of light. In this way, a light year measures not 
only distance, but the minimum amount of time that it can take to 
travel that distance. It is ultimately a measure of spacetime, and can 
be divided or unfolded into differing expanses of space and time, 
depending on the matter and energy at work in a given situation. 
Matter, energy, space, and time are ultimately four sides of the same, 
even if they unfold this same, which I’ve called matrix, differently. 
 
In this sense, light is the yardstick for the measure of both time and 
space. It also helps explain why looking into deep space is not only 
looking into space, but also time. The light we see with the naked 
eye, or a telescope, took time to get here. Light from the sun is eight 
minutes old, and so, really, we are seeing the way the sun looked 
eight minutes in the past. We are seeing not only what is far away in 
space, as we do when we see things in the distance on Earth, where 
the impact of the speed of light is negligible enough to be ignored. 
Since the sun is far enough away, it is distant not only in space, but 
also time. When this happens, scientists call the distance “timelike.” 
We see the sun at a distance of not only space, but also back in time. 
Or, when we see distant supernovas explode, we can say what 
happened in these distant locations in the past, but not what is 
happening now. What appears as the present at a great distance is 
ultimately looking backwards in time as well. 
 
Time dilates over great distances, slowing down, in a sense. The 
inverse happens when you speed up. As your speed increases, 
whatever travels with you, in your “frame of reference,” remains the 
same, but, according to relativity, the way your surroundings appear 
warps, even if to those in these surroundings, it is you that warp. And 
so, a spaceship approaching the speed of light appears to scrunch in 
space in the direction of its speed, just as, when it returns to us after 
its voyage, time for the voyager went slower than it did for us. Space 



and time compressed as the ship approached light speed. But for the 
person in such a ship, the opposite would be happening, in that the 
space of its surrounding would seem to elongate in the direction of its 
motion, and the time of its surrounding would seem to speed up, even 
as its clocks seemed to move at the same rate. 
 
As one approached the speed of light, then, the spacetime around 
one would seem to be extending in space until it dilated to zero, just 
as time would increase around one until it moved infinitely. Infinite 
movement in infinite space is no movement in no space and no time, 
or vice-versa. Space, time, speed, movement, all these would 
become meaningless. Likewise, since one would need zero matter to 
be able to do this, one would either need to shed all one’s weight and 
convert it to energy, like a light particle, or have so much matter that 
your gravity creates massive amounts of energy by dragging 
spacetime into you, like in a black hole. In this sense, at the speed of 
light, there is neither time, space, nor matter, perhaps only energy, if 
it even makes sense to speak of this at this point. 
 
Complicating issues a bit more, there are quantum particles that 
seem to be able to go backwards in time. That is, these particles and 
their anti-particles are only different in the direction they spin. When 
they collide, they cancel each other out, and yet, in our world, we see 
both in various places. And yet, if we were somehow able to travel 
backwards in time, we’d see the same particles, moving backwards 
like all the others, yet also moving in opposite directions of spin. This 
is why scientists have argued that there is ultimately no difference 
between these particles and their antiparticles, other than direction in 
time. That is, there is only one particle, when it spins one way it is 
moving forwards in time, and when the other way, backwards in time. 
Two particles or one, two directions of time or one, either approach 
can make sense of the same data, and since quantum particles seem 
to smear spacetime in some of their interactions, who’s to say they 
can’t do this as well? Whether we say there is one particle travelling 
forwards and backwards in time, or two different ones travelling 
forwards in time, the data is ultimately identical. Which is to say, we 
are able to get an idea of what traveling backwards in time might look 
like, just by looking at travelling forwards with a different spin. 
 
There is another relevant complication, namely, that when quantum 



particles interact, they don’t actually do so in reified “collisions,” but 
more accurately, in networks. And depending on which point of 
reference one uses to divide up these networks, one ends up with a 
wide variety of collisions, some of which have particles transforming 
into others. On the quantum level, a particle absorbs energy when it 
absorbs a moving particle in it, but since it has nowhere to “put” it, it 
either speeds up and lets the particle go on its way, or simple jumps 
into the type of particle that includes both of the original ones. And 
vice-versa with decomposition. Particles fold and unfold into each 
other in this way all the time, and are only truly “final” if one reifies 
collisions into pairs that only preserve particles structure. While this is 
a completely acceptable way to divide things up, it is only one way of 
interpreting the data. And so, whether or not particles are “ultimate” or 
continually morphing into one another depends on one’s perspective. 
 
And so, some scientists, often those who like to speak of particles 
travelling backwards in time, have also hypothesized that perhaps 
there are many fewer particles than there seems to be. If all particles 
of a given type, such as light or electrons, are indistinguishable from 
each other, how do we know they aren’t all just refractions of the 
same? This is why some have said that perhaps the universe is a hall 
of mirrors of sorts, or a giant crystalline image. Light particles are 
quite unique in this respect, for they the only particles that are their 
own antiparticle. This means that whether or not one goes forwards 
or backwards in time, light looks the same, and is the only particle to 
do so. And so, as John Bell famously hypothesized, perhaps there is 
only one light particle in the cosmos, reflecting off matter, bouncing 
backwards and forwards in time, like so many images between a set 
of parallel mirrors facing each other. What’s more, perhaps all the 
other particles are simply versions of these reflections that slowed 
down, gained mass, by interfering with each other. We know quantum 
particles interfere with each other and sometimes even themselves, 
so why not? 
 
From such a perspective, it becomes possible to wonder if we’ve ever 
actually left the singularity. Perhaps the universe isn’t an unfolded 
expansion of the singularity, but rather, a form of internal involution, 
and space, time, and matter and energy with it, are virtual. Would 
there even be a difference?Perhaps the difference between a particle 
going the speed of light, and a singularity, ultimately, two sides of a 



very differing same. The first has zero weight, the space around it 
fully dilates and its time speeds up, while the time “within” the light 
particle, to an outsider, slows to zero and its space shrinks to the size 
of a point. What about as one approaches a black hole, which is to 
say, a singularity? Well, scientists believe it would be the exact 
opposite. Again, one’s own spacetime would be identical, for one’s 
inertial frame stays the same. That said, one would have to be able to 
resist the incredible power of infinite gravity, which become 
exponentially difficult the closer one gets to the black hole. And so, 
ultimately, one’s space and time would ultimately compress, but this 
would only be noticeable from the outside, because the change would 
be uniform from within. However, things outside of one would seem 
strange. In the direction of the black hole, space would seem to be 
warping into a point, with clocks getting faster the closer they get to 
that point. From the outside, however, you would seem to simply get 
dimmer and dimmer, with your clocks getting slower, at least from 
outside, while you got fatter and fatter, flattened against the outside of 
a seemingly vast yet curved expanse of blackness with no starts 
behind it. 
 
This is hardly what you’d see, however, rather the inverse. Of course, 
it’s all speculation, because it’s not possible to deal with that sort of 
gravity without being compressed and torn and rearranged so 
violently that a spaceship with even the strongest walls would be 
ripped to shreds as different parts of it compressed ever more 
violently at differing degrees depending on infinitessimally smaller 
distances to the center of the singularity at the center of the hole. But 
hypothetically, as one approached the hole, the closer one gets, the 
more the space in front of one would seem to be scrunching into a 
point with its center at the center of the singularity, with clocks 
slowing down the closer they got to the center. Behind one, however, 
space would seem to be expanding from a point at the exact opposite 
of the center of the hole, directly behind one, with clocks speeding up 
in that direction. What’s more, the dark hole in front of one would 
seem to keep getting smaller yet darker, and the world behind you 
would seem to keep getting brighter, and it would keep expanding, 
even as the world in front of you kept shrinking, until the space 
behind you started to fold over and begin to “enclose” you, until it fully 
wrapped around itself and started to seem to get sucked ever closer, 
but from all sides, towards the hole in front of you. 



 
This is why some scientists have speculated that perhaps there are 
“white holes” which are what are on the opposite side of black holes, 
and just as black holes “eat” aspects of universes, so “white holes” 
spit them out. Perhaps the singularity which starts off a universe is a 
black hole which stored up enough material, and then, when 
something set it off, decided to explode and start its own universe in 
its own dimension, which, in a sense, is the infinity within itself, within 
another universe. There is then perhaps a multi-verse of universes, 
all connected by means of these Swiss-cheese holes, black on one 
side and white on the other, pumping universes into each other, if in 
ways which violate the normal rules of space and time within any one 
of them. 
 
And so, as one would approach a black hole, eventually, one would 
see, at least speculatively, only pure white, as the world behind you 
wrapped around the front until the black hole vanished. Enucleated in 
a node of pure whiteness, until, perhaps, you exploded, and a 
universe of black space began to appear in the very pores of this 
whiteness. The inverse would likely happen were you able to go the 
speed of light, as the whole world around you would turn to pure 
white in front of you, yet getting ever smaller, and the world behind 
you turning ever blacker, until the black reached over and completed 
itself as you hit the speed of light, enucleated in pure blackness. Light 
particles, in a sense, can be thought of all all exterior, with no interior, 
while singularities like those inside of black holes, as all interior. 
 
And just as we speak of human brains as having “interior” 
experience, so it seems happens inside black holes. Space and time, 
matter and energy, are smeared on its exterior from without, yet from 
inside, are smeared within. Singularities are infinite interiority, with 
matter, energy, space, and time, at least in theory, smeared within 
them, just like they are inside quantum particles. The difference, 
however, is that quantum particles smear spacetime within them by 
smearing themselves out in spacetime. Singularities, however, 
compress space and time within them. And if the relation is mutual, it 
is only in the manner of some sort of inner spacetime which, to 
outsiders, is virtual. Perhaps our universe is precisely this, a virtual 
world within an black hole, just as other universes are the same 
within our black holes. 



 
From Mathematical Singularity to the Singularity Before the Big Bang 
 
We can now work to tie this into some of the investigations which 
preceded this in this book, by means of issues related to the time of 
the singular. Before being able to do so, however, some context will 
be needed. In physics, relativity theory and quantum physics 
demonstrated that more rigid, binary, reifying approaches to the world 
could not account for many of the more radical findings of these 
sciences. Relativity theory, for example, showed that different 
experiencers could have radically different interpretations of the 
spacetime related to particular events, and yet, even though these 
differences could be predicted with mathematical precision, neither 
could be said to be more or less correct than the other, rather, they 
were both real in their own way. Quantum physics, for its part, 
produced scientific experiments which produced effects which defied 
any attempt to fix their meaning in traditional binary or more reifying 
forms, even if the seeming uncertainty related to these could be 
predicted with as much mathematical precision and scientific 
reproducibility as in the science of relativity.  
 
Physicists are still attempting to deal with the fallout from the 
“uncertainty” at the heart of relativity and quantum physics. Whether 
their interpretations of the data take a subject-oriented, 
epistemological tilt (ie: the Copenhagen Interpretation), or a more 
substance-oriented view whereby it is the world which has this 
uncertainty within it (ie: Bohmian interpretation), or rather opt for 
infinite regress (ie: Many Worlds interpretations), these are ultimately 
aspects of the same, which is to say, the manner in which, for 
whatever reason, its seems that the experience of the world, when 
pushed to its extremes, will deconstruct, turn into its opposite, 
produce infinite regresses, or otherwise resist extreme reification, and 
the concomitant binarization of inside and outside of a reification 
which always comes with this. 
 
In mathematics, the situation is analogous. Around the turn of the 
century, mathematicians attempted to see if math could be used to 
“prove” its own assumptions, and thereby ground its own practice as 
necessarily true, no matter the physicality of the world, in any and all 
circumstances. That is, the attempt was made to prove the necessity 



of the finding of mathematics using nothing but mathematics itself. 
And this lead to paradox, infinite regress, or aspects of each, 
depending on how you interpret this.  
 
This was framed at the time in regard to the issues of whether or not 
the “set of all sets” could also be considered a set, which is to say, 
whether or not the most encompassing way of talking about the 
world, the “set of all sets,” could itself be considered an aspect of the 
world or not. A similar issue arises, of course, in regard to the 
infinitely small, an issue which arose at the origins of the calculus a 
few centuries before, but at this point, what most concerned 
mathematics was how these limit effects manifested in regard to the 
concerns of the large. In regard to this, if the set of all sets is 
considered a set, then there must be something which could 
encompass this set as well, a yet more encompassing entity, for any 
set could always be a member of another set, thereby leading to 
infinite regress. But if it wasn’t, then the “set of all sets” was 
incoherent, a set that wasn’t a set, or a new type of set, one which 
fundamentally recast what it meant to be a set, for it paradoxically 
had a sort of infinite regress as part of its very definition, that which, 
according to what it means to be a set, would make it not a set. And 
while either option had its attractions, inconsistency was simply not 
what was normally meant by mathematics.  
 
That said, contradiction, inconsistency, or incoherence seemed like 
the only options. And this led Kurt Goedel in 1929 to prove, using the 
tools of the mathematics of set theory and the notion of proof inherent 
within that system, that the foundations of set theory, which was seen 
as the basis of all mathematics at this point, was necessarily going to 
have to deal with either being incoherent, inconsistent, or incoherent, 
depending on how it framed certain variables in regard to the way it 
framed this problem. What is more, Goedel proved that any system 
set up like set theory, including all classical logics, would find 
themselves in a similar situation. That is, Goedel proved that set 
theory, classical logic, and mathematics as commonly understood, 
could not prove their own foundations to be themselves logical by 
only using their own tools.1274  
 
Now this might not seem like such a huge deal to most who are not 
mathematicians. After all, perhaps mathematical notions are only 



abstractions from the stuff of experience in the world, and the truths 
of math are only true to the extent to which they help us coordinate 
our experiences in various ways. Such a more relational approach to 
these issues, however, is not that taken by mathematicans at the 
time, nor today. Most working mathematicians, both at the time and 
today, describe themselves as Platonists,1275 which in regard to 
mathematics, indicates that they believe that the truths of 
mathematics are eternal and beyond time and space. Goedel showed 
that this was an ultimately incoherent, inconsistent, or incomplete 
perspective. No mathematicians have ever successfully disproved his 
findings. Most continue to pretend his proofs did not happen, in the 
hopes that one day a way around them will be found. That said, most 
have stopped trying to so fervently “ground” mathematics 
foundationally in the manner that preoccupied the mathematical world 
at the start of the century.  
 
Which is to say that once again, idealism deconstructed itself by its 
own means, in regard to the foundations crises of mathematics and 
Goedel's proofs, just as materialism, in the form of the science of 
physics in regard to relativity theory and quantum physics, did the 
same from its own side. And as is being argued by may within 
neuroscience and AI, the mind-body divide is now being shown in its 
own way to be incoherent, incomplete, or inconsistent. A more 
relational, non-dual perspective to these issues is therefore, I believe, 
in regard to contemporary science and mathematics that does not 
simply attempt to ignore the radical findings of Goedel, relativity 
physics, and quantum physics, that a more relational, non-dual 
approach is more than justified, if at least to see where this could 
lead, and if it perhaps could help resolve some of the difficulties 
produced by more traditionally rigid, reifying, binary, dualist 
approaches.  
 
Another way to see how this could manifest is by investigating some 
of the physics which arose from the findings of the early twentieth 
century, and how these provide more relationally non-dual 
perspectives on our place in the cosmos. In contemporary quantum 
cosmological physics, “the singularity” is the term most commonly 
used to describe that which gave rise to “the Big Bang” which began 
our universe. The notion of the singularity is itself paradoxical. 
Physicists know that as any entity approaches the speed of light, its 



space and time condense, and that is also what happens as any 
entity approaches a “Black Hole.” A black hole is an entity whose 
gravity and density is so great, that it compresses space and time, 
and matter and energy with it, to a potentially infinite degree. The 
reason we don’t know if it truly ever reaches infinity is because it 
seems impossible to “reach” infinity (is it a place or time that is 
reachable?), but also, because any method we have to investigate 
black holes can only proceed so far until the very forces of the black 
hole itself would either destroy the observation device, or severely 
warp any signs it could send us, as even light cannot elude the grip of 
a black hole once it gets close enough to it.1276 
 
What is more, the mathematical formulas which scientists use to 
model the behavior of black holes, the same mathematical formulas 
used to describe the behavior of the rest of the physical universe, 
which normally produce excellent predictions of phenomenon, cease 
to be of much use the close one gets to a black hole. The tend to go 
infinite, either towards infinity or zero, and ultimately, these are in 
many situations sides of the same. If there measurements of time or 
space, matter or energy, go infinite or to zero, these are ultimately 
simply differing ways of looking at the same. Infinite energy would 
destroy anything not it, but since it was infinite, unless this infinity 
came in several degrees (and would it then still be infinity?), it would 
be uniform, and hence, in relation to various aspects within it, having 
zero difference from itself. And since energy is always a  relative 
measurement (ie: something has energy if it can do more work than 
something else, no difference means no “useful” energy), infinite 
energy would be ultimately the same as no energy. 
 
When mathematical equations bottom out like this, particularly in 
situations that otherwise provide coherent answers, but which when 
taken to an extreme, reach such intensity that the physical quantities 
cease to make sense, this is what mathematicians refer to as a 
“singularity.” A simple case of what happens at a mathematical point 
of singularity can be found if you try to divide any number by zero. 
Since any number can be put in as a possible answer, and any 
number times zero is zero, when you subtract that from zero to see if 
there is any remainder, the quotient and remainder will always be 
zero. And so, divide any number by zero, and any number can 
function as a quotient, and equally get you nowhere, with no 



remainder. And so, any number isn’t quite wrong, because any 
number is as equally wrong or right as any other. Which is to say, if 
you divide by zero, math ceases to function, in this instance, as math. 
This is why mathematicians refer to the answer to this question, and 
those like it, as not being incorrect or wrong, nor impossible problems 
(for there it is in front of you), but as having an answer which is 
“undefined.” And to take this even further, this seemingly innocuous 
term means that it is more than merely not yet know or zero, but 
rather, that it is undefinable. This is different from when you subtract 
five from five, which will give you zero, or you describe a result as “x” 
because you do not yet know what its value is. Rather, there is no 
way to make sense of such an equation, and at this point, math 
meets non-math, it is a horizonal experience not unlike that which 
happens when I look out into the distance in an open field and see 
the limits of my own vision, or try to remember the furthest reaches of 
my memory.1277  
 
In the history of mathematics, these sorts of results were often 
treated as quirks which simply had to be worked around. But as the 
various branches of mathematics, such as algebra and number 
theory, began to link ever more closely with parallel aspects of 
geometry, it became clear that these strange results in equations 
lined up with the strange parts of the figures and shapes they could 
be used to describe. To build upon an example from earlier in this 
text, the center of a circle is not included in the points on the circle, 
and is often not even represented as a point at all, even if it is 
nevertheless present in regard to all the points in the circle as the 
vanishing point in regard to which they curve. This is why the center 
of a circle is described in some branches of mathematics as being a 
part of a circle sphere “at infinity.”1278  
 
For in a sense, if space contracted infinitely, the center would be the 
same as any and all points in the circle, and from the perspective of 
certain more radical geometries of the sort pioneered by Felix Klein, 
and which became crucially important to the science of relativity once 
it became clear that spacetime could be elastic, this was quite a real 
possibility. From such a perspective, the center of a circle is, in a 
sense, extimate to it, included in and by means of its exclusion, and 
excluded in an inclusive manner, and in fact, it is the exclusion of the 
center that creates the circle as an opening in space, and the 



reinclusion of that point which would indicate that the circle had 
ceased to be a circle and been reduced to a point, just as the bursting 
open of a circle would indicate that it had ceased to interiorly exclude 
and excludingly include “its” center.  
 
Something similar happens in regard to some linear functions in 
physics. Students often learn in mathematics classes that if a function 
can be intersected more than once by a vertical line it is no longer a 
function, but the reasoning for this is not often explained, but it is 
worth doing so. A simple function such as “speed equals distance 
divided by time” can be represented as a graph of a line, with the x-
axis representing the distance, the y representing time, and a line 
graphing points between these representing the speed of the car. A 
horizontal line represents the car standing still at a particular distance 
from its original position, a diagonal line of one slope or another 
indicates the car moving at a steady speed, and a curving slope 
indicates an increasing speed, or acceleration. The function is the 
relationship of “speed equals distance divided by time” which covers 
all possible curves one could graph in this manner.  
 
That is, unless the graph goes vertical, even for a moment. Even just 
two data points which can be intersected by vertical line indicate a 
massive problem. For that means that at the same value on the x-
axis, one has two values on the y axis. While the reverse is quite 
easy to understand, for this happens whenever an object occupies 
the same space at multiple moment in time, either by standing still or 
returning to the same place later on, having two y values with the 
same x cannot happen, for this would indicate that object is at 
different places at the same time. This cannot happen, for time and 
space, at least as commonly understood, hinge upon the notion that 
this is not possible. In fact the impossibility of this happening is part of 
what makes these terms what they are, similar to how the excluded 
inclusion and including exclusion of a center is part of what makes a 
circle a circle.  
 
Mathematically speaking, the equation for the function “speed equals 
distance divided by time” exhibits certain issues at such a point. If the 
line is horizontal, there are multiple values on top of the division and 
the same on the bottom, which means that this is mathematically 
equivalent to zero being divided by may numbers, which always 



produced the answer of zero, and this is why the slope of this sort of 
line is describe as zero. But the reverse is equivalent to dividing by 
zero, and at such a situation, the slope or curve of the line is vertical, 
which means it is infinite, and in this sense, breaks the very notion of 
being sloped or curved, and this is evidenced by the fact that 
mathematically, the division equation is not even zero, but rather, 
undefined. One has gone to infinity and to nothing, both at the same 
time. What is more, the mathematical problems indicate that 
something fundamental has changed in the world they describe. For if 
something is at two different spaces at the same time, either this 
makes no sense whatsoever, or, as Einstein theorized in regard to 
Maxwell's equations, the very notion of sense itself had changed. For 
the only way in which it is possible for an entity to be in two spaces at 
the same time is if the meaning of these notions has changed.  
 
Mathematicians use equations of the sort “speed equals distance 
divided by time” to model many aspects of the universe, including 
those which go beyond our ability to directly experience, such as the 
very small, very large, or even in the center of black holes. The math 
allows them to predict what they believe will happen in such 
situations, and many of these equations, certainly since Einstein 
tweaked them to include the science of relativity, have not been 
proven wrong. Had Einstein's equations not worked, we would not 
have been able, for example, to accurately send humans to the 
moon, for in such extreme circumstances, space and time does in 
fact warp. It even does when people ride and airplane, for if you do 
the math, the time you spend on an airplane is a miniscule amount 
less than what it is measured to be on the ground, and this is 
because of the high speeds at which airplanes travel, with their 
acceleration producing slight warpages in the fabric of spacetime in 
ways which can nevertheless be carefully predicted in advanced by 
Einstein's equations.  
 
The problem is that if you extend these equations into the conditions 
which are believed to exist at the center of a black hole, they all 
become like the vertical lines previously described as being so 
problematic. That is, they predict everything in a nice, orderly 
manner, even the space time warping, but at the center of a black 
hole, all the equations go rogue, which is to say, they all do the 
equivalent of dividing by zero, producing infinities of all sorts, or 



vertical functions, and in many such equations at once.  
 
This is what mathematical physicists mean when they refer to the 
center of a black hole as a “singularity.” Mathematically, this means 
that at this point, math breaks down. Now of course, this can happen 
in math equations that you can draw that have no correspondence to 
aspects of the physical world, and it is not a big deal, singularity here 
is just a word and perhaps a quirk of math. But if these math 
equations are being used to model aspects of the physical world, they 
have some very can be used to predict what ceases to make any 
sense in those situations. In this case, within the physical singularity 
at the center of a black hole, space, time, matter, energy, speed, 
position, all the fundamental categories of the physical world we have 
ever come to know through science, they all cease to make any 
sense in such a situation.  
 
This explains why physicists refer to that which gave rise to the “Big 
Bang” as the singularity.1279 Identical to that which is at the center of a 
black hole, the singularity was the black hole like entity that gave rise 
to our universe, and space and time with this. Of course, it makes no 
sense to say this, except sense arose from this rather than the 
reverse, so perhaps it is better to say that it makes no sense to say 
this from the perspective of our everyday notions of sense. Rather, 
there is an extra-sensible or supra-sensible sense here of which 
sense as we know it, of which sense as we know it is a particularly 
delimited form thereof. And this is why quantum cosmologists and 
theoretical physicists who study such things often say things like 
space and time arose from the singularity, as if there could be 
something before time, or a space which is all and no spaces all at 
once, beyond and within them all and none.  
 
If what is described here articulates what happens in regard to 
singularities of the very large, similar phenomenon occur in regard to 
quantum physics, or the domain of the very small. For just as the 
equations of relativity theory break down as one approaches a great 
hole, they also do as one tries to grasp or reify quantum “particles.” In 
fact, the very notion of a “particle” in quantum physics is a fiction. A 
complex process of mathematical juggling is necessary to make the 
results of the equations and experiments become “particle-like.” This 
process, known as “renormalization,” essentially reifies the results, 



makes them “normal” enough for scientists to work with.1280 To 
present a simplified version of what is done, scientists perform some 
gymnastics with the equations that allows them to act as if the 
phenomenon could be reduced to points, and they do this by ignoring 
and working around the undefined phenomenon though a sort of 
mathematical slight of hand that is as efficient as it is a slight of hand.  
 
While this may seem like playing fast and loose with the facts (and 
some quantum physicists argue it is just that), mathematical 
physicists have been doing something quite similar for centuries, and 
the crisis of whether or not this was a legitimate approach to science 
roiled the community of mathematical physicists when it was first 
invented, that is, until if proved too useful to ignore. This was several 
centuries before, however, with the sleight of hand known as “the 
calculus,” a form of math simultaneously invented by both Leibniz and 
Newton. Both of them had major qualms about justifying what they 
were doing, techniques which many argued simply were not 
mathematics.  
 
It is worth going into these for a moment. In order to do any math with 
calculus, one has to treat “infinitessimals,” quantities that one can 
measure in increasingly smaller degrees, as if they are essentially 
reducible to zero.1281 Now we all know that if you take a stone and 
break it into pebbles, and then grind the pebbles into grains, and 
grind the grains into powder, it will never fully disappear, the power 
will only get finer grained, and eventually one will end up with 
molecules, these can be disassembled, etc. But the calculus treats 
this whole process of making smaller as equal to zero, which would 
be the same as saying that the stone that is turned to powder and 
being made into an even more fine grained powder is in fact nothing. 
This is a vague oversimplification at best and a lie at worst, and if 
there are two things that mathematicians never want to be, it is vague 
or inaccurate, and this is both of those things. But as both Newton 
and Leibniz came to realize, if you simply do this, you can do some 
incredible things with mathematics that you cannot do otherwise. And 
of course, we do things like this in real life all the time, we might even 
say that after we ground the stone to a powder, it is “as good as 
gone,” and yet, there is nothing about this that is anything like 
traditional mathematics.  
 



But calculus is not traditional mathematics,  it is math that curves like 
the world does. While Leibniz, Newton, and generations of 
mathematicians hated the fact that calculus “cheated” to get its 
results, the results were so wonderful that they simply had to change 
what they thought mathematics could be. But there is still something 
of the whiff of scandal about it all to those who see what is really 
going on here, just as there is to those who see what Goedel was 
doing. Mathematics, like the circle and its center, has something 
extimate to its relations with the world and ultimately, as Goedel 
showed, with its own foundations.  
 
So it is with physics and both the singularity and quantum 
phenomenon. The divisions between space and time, matter and 
energy, and just about all others begin to warp and unravel as one 
approaches any singularity. A black hole, or the singularity before the 
big bang, are clear examples of such singularities, but so are 
quantum phenomenon, even if less extremely, for they keep getting 
knocked out of “entangled” quantum states and back into being made 
to flash into solid spacetime as material entities by colliding into 
others in what quantum physicists describe as event-particles, even 
as they then vanish into smearing once again.1282 When this happens 
in patterns in which the fields of force of these phenomenon produce 
relatively stable structures of such flashing event-particles over time, 
this is what is known as matter, even if, despite the traditional 
connotations of such a notion, this is anything but static, full, and 
anything but a continually flickering in and out of stable space time.  
 
That said, any and all of these flashings which compose the stuff of 
matter, are hardly solid. Take quarks. Neutrons and protons, the 
fundamental “particles” which compose the nuclei of atoms of matter, 
are composed of patterns of such event-particles known as quarks. If 
you try to split any of these in half, they do what worms do, namely, 
each quark becomes two smaller quarks of the same sort.1283 And the 
electrons which compose the rest of atoms are in multiple spacetimes 
at once, smeared across these, such that they are often represented 
as clouds rather than particles, that is, unless one throws something 
at such a cloud, and then, the electron smear-cloud (depending on 
how you try to understand what is going on here) “collapses” into a 
single event-particle colliding with what you threw at it, and then 
vanishes back into a cloud-smear. This is similar to the double-slit 



experiment, in that one tries to think of it as composed of a single 
event-particle, that event-particle necessarily is in at least two places 
at once. This precisely what was described earlier as happening 
within a singularity, namely, the curve on the graph goes vertical and 
there are two x values for one y value. Time and space as we know 
them cease to function. If these are the building blocks of matter, it 
should be clear that they do not quite experience space and time as 
we do.  
 
All of which is to say that, at least according to the findings of 
contemporary physics, the closer we get to trying to reify the ultimate 
fabric of reality, the more it seems to “resist.” What is more, it seems 
that it also cannot be nothing, there is always multiplicity. Many 
physicists do not believe it is even possible to have nothing, for even 
the void of space seems to contain “vacuum energy” and swarms of 
“virtual particles” within “quantum foam.” That said, no-one knows 
what happens in a true singularity, like those present within black 
holes. Some physicists feel that what appears as a black hole to us is 
the the singularity which, on the “other side” of a black hole, can or 
does give rise to another universe. This has lead some to argue that 
perhaps singularities such as these are like pumps, inflating one 
universe with matter and energy from another, such that the universe 
of universes that may exist beyond our universe, the so-called “multi-
verse,”1284 might be something of a “Swiss-cheese” like affair of 
universes laced into each other by these points of singularity, not 
unlike that of geometric shapes, lines, or equations which intersect 
each other in imaginations of the most fantastic creations of geometry 
and algebra. 
 
Whatever the case with potential multi-verses, scientists seem quite 
sure that there is no void within the cosmos, rather, a teeming froth of 
virtual quantum phenomenon which cancel each other out and hence 
never manage to come to actuality, while those we call matter are 
those which arise because they have not been canceled out by 
contrasting phenomenon, even if they often do get locked into place 
by the force exerted by others, giving rise to the stabilities of matter. 
But if one takes things in the opposite direction, from full virtuality of 
the void to the relative actuality of matter, the singularity is also full 
rather than empty, and then some.  
 



For in fact, the singularity is the virtual potential for all we have ever 
experienced, yet it is quite actual. Just as space and time condense 
and scrunch to infinity as one approaches a black hole, if we run the 
equations which describe the universe as we know it backwards from 
the earliest evidence we have of the Big Bang, which scientists call 
the CMBE, or Cosmic Microwave Background Energy, and attempt to 
model the singularity, no only are all space and time scrunched within 
it, but also, all matter and energy in the universe.1285 All that will 
happen and has happened, along with all that has and will come to 
be and change, are condensed in one spacetime, and to such a 
degree, that it ceases to be large enough to be a space, does not 
change, flow, develop, or unfold in any manner describable as time, 
and has all the potentials which gave rise to our universe, and yet is 
as real as anything ever was. That said, it does not even make sense 
to speak of the singularity as “existing,” for the very word “existence” 
implies that something has an independent reality, for the prefix “ex” 
implies something being outside of others, meaning something like 
“outside of” in Latin, as seen in English words such as like “exit” or 
“exterior.” This is why many philosophers and physicists refer to the 
phenomenon of matter as that which is extended, and this is precisely 
what the singularity is not, even if it is the precondition for this and 
whatever could be opposite of it, for it is everything, nothing, and all 
that could and has and will arise.  
 
And in this sense, if all matter and potential energy is within the same 
spacetime before spacetime of the singularity, even as there is no 
extension in space or time “in” the singularity, or rather, all space and 
time are included as potential within the singularity, then the actuality 
of the singularity is what we are living in right now. The singularity is 
the virtual reality from which our actual reality arose, or put differently, 
the singularity is the virtual intension of that which our universe is the 
actual extension. Our universe unfolds that which was potential within 
the singularity with the unfolding beginning with the Big Bang.  
 
This is not to say that all was predetermined in the singularity. For  
potential energy can take many paths as it is made actual. After all, 
the energy stored within a lump of coal can be used to make 
electricity which an power a car and help me get to work, or power a 
computer and help me write a book. The car and the book are 
matters, and they are already included within the singularity as 



potential, even if this potential is actual in infinite intension, even as it 
is now actualizing as finite extension. That said, if all time scrunches 
as one approaches a singularity, this includes the past and the future. 
What could this mean?  
 
The way quantum phenomenon manifest in regard to such issues can 
be of help. For quantum phenomenon can be seen as being smeared 
across spacetime, which is to say, they exist in multiple locations in 
space and time, both the past and future, at least, until they “knock 
into” others, and this forces them to chose a single location in space 
time and manifest as a particular “event-particle” knocking into 
another. When the collision occurs, both phenomenon are actual, 
taking up one location in space and time, while in between, they are 
virtual, taking up many locations in space and time, and able to be 
actualized in any of these, even if they are more likely to emerge in 
some than others, indicating differences in intensity of quantum 
potential which can be modeled by the equations of quantum physics. 
If the singularity is in this sense what happens if all within something 
like the universe reduces, as scientists describe, to the quantum 
scale and, in a sense, goes quantum, then the time we know as the 
past unfolding into future and the extension we know as space is 
included in a superposition within. From such a perspective, the time 
we are living right now, and the space we occupy right now, were 
included in a sense within the singularity which is beyond all 
spacetime yet also within all of these.  
 
Here is where I will extend what the scientists have described for a 
moment. For what is described here is is similar to the center which is 
both part of the circle yet extimately included and intimately excluded 
from it. That is to say, if the singularity includes the present and of 
here and now, then there is a sense in which we have never left the 
singularity. For if all space, time, matter, and energy unfolded from 
the singularity, then we are all singularity, and so is everything we 
have ever known. That is, we are virtualities within the singuarity, as 
are all the actualizations we know, for it is only the singularity which is 
actual, and we are all virtual realities within it. Then again, none of us 
have ever actually experienced anything like a singularity, not to 
mention a molecule or atom, but when it comes to the singularity, 
there is no way that we could, for the very laws of physics indicate 
that we would be obliterated if we even tried to approach anything like 



it. And so perhaps it is the singularity which is a virtual reality. That 
said, if it is a virtual reality, it is, like those of atoms and molecules, 
freedom or heaven, a quite powerful one, and in this case, the virtual 
reality at the center of the paradoxical anti-foundations at the limits of 
contemporary math and science, that which provides the bases for 
the very equations of physics which describe the most real things we 
have ever experienced. 
 
All of this is more reason to feel that the fundamental stuff of our 
universe is fundamentally non-dual. Virtual and actual hardly apply to 
the singularity or its products, for these are ultimately only aspects of 
it which are only ever partially and relatively applicable. Sense and 
reality as we know them break down at the singularity, and yet, it is 
the foundation of all we have ever experienced, including notions like 
reason or logic. From such a perspective, the foundation of sense is 
nonsense, the foundation of logic is paradox, the foundation of the 
foundation of actuality is virtuality, and yet, we can only ever know 
this by means of using the tools provided by sense, logic, and 
actuality. The very tools we use to trace such aspects of our world 
deconstruct themselves, such that it is possible to say that all we 
experience is neither nor yet both virtual and actual, logical and 
paradoxical, existent and non-existent, sense and nonsense.  
 
That from which reifications arise is present in part within all of these 
yet fully in none of these, and is more than the mere sum of its parts, 
for it is also the potential for those reifications which came to be yet 
could have been otherwise. This helps explain what it could mean to 
say that logics arise from paradox just as much as spacetime come to 
exist from a singularity. Whether physically or conceptually, this sort 
of mechanics can be seen repeating with uncanny regularity.  
 
What is the difference, in this sense, between actuality and potential? 
In terms of human experience, we say that an action is potential if we 
are considering it, yet haven’t yet actualized it. Often we imagine 
several possible experiences, and choose on over others, and these 
actions are spoken of as potential. Objects have potential energy if it 
is stored within them, and can then be unleashed according to one or 
more possible actions. While humans can imagine these actions as 
possibilities, objects, lacking complex brains, seem unable to do so. 
 



Our entire universe existed as potential within the singularity which 
began our universe, and time and space within it. This means that the 
future that we experience unfolding before us is always already 
contained within the singularity. In order to get a sense of what this 
might mean, we can examine how quantum particles “contain” 
aspects of the future within their smeared spacetime state. The way 
this is experienced by those performing experiments on these 
particles is that they seem to “know” what is going to happen in 
regard to very particular situations in the future. For example, there 
are certain things that particles aren’t able to do, like interact with 
another particle, in “unsmeared” particle form, in two places at once. 
Once another particle interferes enough with another, they are likely 
to zap into one location in the overlap and scatter each other as a 
“collision.” 
 
Scientists have developed experiments, however, that try to trick 
particles into doing things like this that they aren’t “supposed” to do. 
This is done in order to see what the rules are. And in experiments, 
such as the famous “quantum eraser” experiments, it seems that 
quantum particles act so they are consistent in spacetime. That is, 
they never do something which in the future could cause a 
contradiction with its past actions. That is, they avoid the sort of 
paradoxes we see in time travel movies, such as when a person kills 
their own grandparents. Quantum particles seem able to only act in 
the present in a way which later will end up having, retroactively, 
been consistent with its past actions. This structure, described by 
philosophers as future anteriority, or the “back to the future” effect, 
makes it seem as if quantum particles “knew” what was going to 
happen to them in the future, and took this into account in the past. 
Of course, quantum particles don’t know anything. But another way of 
looking at this, one which gets rid of the notion of particles which “act 
as if they know what’s going to happen,” is to say that the particles 
are in multiple times at once. This might sound crazy, but what it 
means in practice is that if you do something to the particle in the 
future, this immediately impacts the past so that the past is consistent 
with it. This is what it would look like from an “outside” observer, at 
least. But if one were near the particle, going forward in time, one 
would simply do what one was planning to do to the particle at one 
moment, and then, no matter what one did going forwards, it would 
be as if the particle could anticipate those actions, even if you 



couldn’t. 
 
Quantum eraser experiments were in fact designed to test these very 
notions, and, without getting into the complexities of these 
experiments, it’s safe to say that they prove beyond a shadow of a 
doubt that either quantum particles somehow can anticipate what 
you’re going to do ahead of time, or they are in multiple spacetimes at 
once such that what one does in one immediately impacts the other, 
or there are multiple dimensions involved. Once again, the three 
primary ways of interpreting quantum phenomenon. As with previous 
examples, my approach will be to do with the one that reifies neither 
the particle nor universe, and hence, which opts to smear the particle 
in spacetime. This has ramifications for how one conceptualizes the 
difference between actual and potential.  
 
David Bohm and Explicate Patterning 
 
If quantum particles exist in many spacetimes at once, they can be 
thought of, at least from our perspective, to be only potentially 
existent until a solid interaction occurs which makes them actual. 
That is, during a collision, there is a single particle, fixed in one 
spacetime location. Between such collision events, however, it is 
virtual, smeared in spacetime, in many spaces and times at once. 
That said, it is in some more than others. While Copenhagen 
interpretations of quantum physics argue that these are probabilities 
which measure the degree of randomness involved, and the many 
worlds interpretations ultimately say the same, even if their 
interpretation reads the meaning of this in a reversed manner, the 
Bohmian approach is different from both these mirror images. The 
Cophenhagen approach puts the indeterminacy of the situation within 
the observer, reifying the subjective aspects of the situation, and the 
Many Worlds approach does the reverse. But the Bohmian approach 
argues that the indeterminacy is in the relation between the matter 
and energy of the particle with the space and time over which they 
are extended as so many potentials. 
 
Instead of probabilities, then, there are intensities of matter/energy at 
a given location in spacetime. Some of these intensities are zero, 
which would be calculated by the other approaches as zero 
probability. Likewise, the intensity approaches full intensity, what the 



others would call a probability of one, even though it never reaches 
either of these states until it actualizes in a collision. Ultimately, 
intensity and probability depend upon one’s frame of reference. 
 
Taking the Bohmian approach, however, one could say that the 
degrees of intensity represent the extent to which the particle 
actualized its virtual potential to manifest in a given spot, and that 
these virtualities contracted into a full actuality when one of these 
virtuals actualized in one particular spacetime location. This is what 
others have described as “smearing” of the particle across spacetime. 
Nevertheless, some of the locations have a zero intensity, and these 
are those which are proscribed, because they produce 
inconsistencies in time. 
 
For Bohm, the very stuff of the world continually shifts between virtual 
and actual and states in between. This is why Bohm refers to his 
theory as “ontological,” because for him, the fundamental stuff of the 
world “is” this way. This he opposes to the “epistemological” 
approach of the Cophenhagen school, which puts describes these 
issues as degrees of indeterminacy in what can be known by a 
subject. The many worlds interpretation, then, simply shifts the issues 
off stage, not placing them within the subject, but beyond the subject. 
While I don’t agree that “ontological” is a good way of describing what 
Bohm is doing, because ultimately, the notions of virtual and actual 
he employs deconstruct the boundaries between epistemology and 
ontology, subject and object, at least in any traditional sense. 
 
Nevertheless, if quantum particles spread themselves to varying 
degrees of virtual intensity, which are the degrees of probability they 
will actualize somewhere in relation to what’s around them, then this 
can also be seen as space and time networking virtually within the 
particle as so many intensities of space and time within the particle. 
When particles interfere and interact, they smear themselves and 
their respective spacetimes within each other as so many intensities, 
until they actualize. Actualities always imply one location in 
spacetime, with determined degrees of matter and energy. While 
some particles can be infinitely layered onto each other and simply 
increase in intensity, such as electrons, others “exclude” each other 
(as described by the famed Pauli exclusion principle), such as 
protons, which push each other out of the way like most matter. 



Those which exclude each other like actualize in such an exclusive 
manner. 
 
All of which is to say that within a singularity, an entire universe is 
condensed, with its space, time, matter, and energy all virtualized 
within it. Until, from a speculative exterior perspective, it “decides” to 
expand and give rise to a Big Bang and create a universe, all that it 
gives rise to, and ever could, exists virtually, as potential, infinitely 
condensed within it. Like memories stored in a human brain, all these 
potentials are infinitely expanded throughout it equally in its internal 
spacetime, which is virtual, because it is infinitely compressed. Were 
these potentials actualized, they would unfold potentials into 
possibilities, virtuals into actuals. But in the cosmic bookkeeping, 
there are things which are excluded, which would create 
contradictions. There are branches within the pathways of potential, 
and branches which cancel each other out if selected, as pathways 
interfere with each other, just as quantum particles interfere with each 
other and sometimes with themselves, which is to say, their non-local 
environment if one is a Bohmian, in the world beyond singularities. 
 
According to Bohm, if there is faster than light signaling, or time is not 
as simple as it appears to us, so be it. Perhaps the separate aspects 
of the cosmos are not as completely separate as they may 
immediately seem. That is, perhaps beneath the “explicate” order that 
we observe with our senses, there is an “implicate” order which 
connects the explicate order in ways we have yet to fully 
comprehend. While this may have seemed quite a leap when he first 
formulated his theory, as scientists have come to confirm the 
existence of black holes, and have come to see the universe as 
having arisen from the singularity which gave rise to the Big Bang, 
Bohm's theses seem to make more sense. For if the singularity had 
all space and time, including the future within it, if as potential, then 
are we not all in a sense singularity merely extended? Are we not 
aspects then of one unfolding whole? As Bohm put it, might our more 
unfolded manifestations be ultimately linked by that which remains 
folded in some way?  
While this all sounds quite mystical, Bohm was a highly respected 
physicist, and he backed up his arguments with careful explications of 
the science involved. And while his remained a minority opinion, it 
made sense of the data as much as the others did. Bohm felt that the 



quantum domain and ours are simply explicate and implicate, 
unfolded and folded, and the rules for these two domains are 
different. It is a mistake to think that the quantum domain should 
follow our rules and logic. But we can know the probabilities of what it 
will do with precision according to the mathematical equations. And 
these equations do not merely show us how to predict what we will 
observe, they tell us about how this other order of reality works.  
 
Such an approach is not unrelated to some more recent attempts to 
devise theories which are not quite as extreme in their bifurcation of 
subject and object, observer and observed, as the Copenhagen 
interpretation. Decoherence theorists argue that observation has 
nothing to do with human awareness, and that it is simply the 
interaction between quantum phenomenon and each other or 
ordinary matter which makes them become particle-events, if for a 
flickering moment. Theorists of this approach also feel, like 
Heisenberg and Bohm, that there is more to the observations and 
formulas than merely that. That is, that it is not meaningless to see 
whatever is causing these observations as real, the numbers in the 
equations as corresponding to quantum phenomenon beneath what 
we can directly experience, and that humans need not see 
themselves as completely cut off from reality. That is, perhaps there 
is something there, and our experience is more than merely 
phenomenon within our monadically isolated cinemas, and quantum 
phenomenon are something real.   
 
Temporal Symmetry: The Multidirectional Quantum Networked 
Chronotope of Richard Feynman 
 
There is one final explanation which this section will examine, one 
which, I believe, is far simpler, and more in sync with the goals of this 
investigation. That said, this explanation is one which, like Einstein's 
paradigm shifting decision to question whether or not space and time 
are relative, is similarly radical. Such an approach was put forward in 
regard to quantum physics by Richard Feynman in the 1950's and 
60's, first with his approach to time in relation to electrons, and then 
by means of his famous diagrams.1286 By means of these diagrams, 
Feynman developed an entire new way of calculating quantum 
physical states, one which is equally effective and formally equivalent 
to the wave mechanics of Schrodinger and the matrix mechanics of 



Heisenberg. What is most shocking, however, is that Feynman's 
diagrams have no arrows. And what this means is that they lack a 
forward direction in time. And this is part of what makes them work. 
For just as Einstein realized that discarding the absolute unity and 
flatness of space and time could make sense of what science was 
showing at that time, so Feynman realized that the same could 
happen in regard to many of the aspects of quantum physics if one 
removed the one-way arrow which assumes that time needs to move 
always from past to future.  
 
All of which is to say that the seemingly confounding results of 
quantum physics become much less so and begin to make sense if 
we question one crucial aspects of how the universe works that we 
have not yet questioned. And this is notion that time only flows in one 
direction, which is to say, that the “arrow of time” is always from past 
to future. If quantum phenomenon are seen as having a bi-directional 
arrow of time, however, then everything starts to make more sense 
about how they behave.  
 
Such a perspective is not often given a name as its own 
interpretation, because it is often seen as limited in scope. That is, 
certain quantum phenomenon are simply equivalent in regard to time, 
and no-one working in the field doubts this. For example, some 
quantum particles differ only in regard to whether they spin left or 
right. This assumes of course that time only goes forwards. But if one 
took a film of one of these particles going forwards spinning left, and 
then ran that film backwards, it would show that particle spinning 
right. So is there any difference whether or not we say a left spinning 
and right spinning particle, or the same particle spinning forward or 
backwards in time? These are simply two ways of saying the same 
thing. Feynman saw this, and saw that it could link together aspects 
of the data which formerly were kept separate. That is, if certain 
particles that were seen as different were seen as differing aspects of 
the same particle zipping forwards and backwards in time, things 
made much more sense.  
 
All of which lead John Wheeler, Feynman's dissertation director, to 
once, somewhat in jest, call up Feynman and say that he knew why 
all photons are identical in how they manifest. His answer was that 
they are all the same photon, manifesting in multiple spaces and 



times,1287 refracting in a sense in the manner in which light refracts 
into a panoply of colors in a prism. Feynman found this delightful. And 
they continued on their work, because ultimately, such issues were 
beyond the science at hand. That said, they are not necessarily 
beyond philosophy, at least, if this is seen, as this text does, as an 
attempt to get a sense of how where we are is intertwined with the 
bigger picture as it manifests from here and now with the hope this 
can help lead to ways to bring about a slightly better world.  
 
And some have argued that in fact Feynman's perspective, if 
extended, makes sense of so much quantum physics as to indicate a 
paradigm shift within science of the sort produced by Einstein, 
theorists such as Feynman's student Victor Stenger, Vicent Icke, 
Leon Lederman, etc. While these remain the minority, let us pursue 
this path, for this perspective is not only in sync with the larger scale 
goals of this project, but also the scientific data.  
 
From such a perspective, large scale, macroscopic entities like 
stones, planets, organisms, and tables move from past to future. But 
quantum materials exist in a domain that is more constrained. For not 
only must cause and effect work for them forwards in time, but 
backwards in time as well. This is also a liberation, in its way, for it 
means that they can spread themselves out in space and time, which 
to us, moving from past to future as we do, manifests as being able to 
smear spacetime, which can be seen as, in some ways, be like 
traveling backwards in time, even if this is perhaps a simplistic way of 
looking at this.  
 
If we assume that time for quantum phenomenon requires 
consistency of cause and effect both forwards and backwards, all of a 
sudden things start to make sense, and problems dissolve. That is, 
one needs to read chains of cause and effect not only forwards in 
time, but also reverse, no longer assuming that time necessarily flows 
from past to future with such phenomenon. After all, what does it 
mean that time flows from past to future for humans? It means that 
fire produces smoke, but smoke cannot produce fire. From a 
quantum perspective, then, this would not be a possible option. But 
water can be poured from one glass into two smaller ones, and then 
from two smaller ones back into two. The process if reversible and 
exhibits symmetry such that doing it forwards and backwards in time 



makes sense. While this example oversimplifies a bit, it contains the 
crux of what is at stake.  
 
That is, from a limited human-style perspective on time, I start the 
interferometer experiment, the photon hits the first splitter, and it 
seems to me that it must have gone through one path, or both, but I 
cannot know which, and it seems like the photon cannot know either, 
because it has no parts, less a brain, so seems like it cannot “know” 
anything, even less read minds. As the experiment nears its end, a 
machine decides whether or not to erase the info by placing the 
second beam splitter in place. But at the last minute, I turn it off, and 
decide to choose myself. I put the second beam splitter in place. How 
could the photon known that I was going to turn the machine off, 
when the experiment started with it on? And yet, there it is, the 
interference pattern, as if the photon could read the future.  
 
But if the experiment also runs backwards, there are no surprises, 
other than to the limited human like myself for whom time only runs 
forwards. If time also runs backwards for the photon, however, the 
only things which happen are those which preserve cause leading to 
effect in both directions. Running backwards, if a photon leaves one 
of the detectors and starts flowing backwards down that path, it must 
take one path or the other. It does this, and then it hits the beam 
splitter at the start of the experiment but in reverse, such that no 
matter what path it went down, it now goes down the same path to 
where it was “emitted” going forwards. Running backwards in a 
second way, a photon leaves one of the detectors such that it hits the 
beam splitter at an angle such that it does not split, instead, goes 
down both pathways, entangled and interfering as it goes. When it 
hits the second beam splitter, all this is focused down a single path, 
and when it hits the material that “emitted it” in the first place, the 
parts assemble into one unit, like pieces in a puzzle. It could not have 
gone any other way, just causes leading to effects, if in reverse.  
 
The same can be seen with the EPR experiment in reverse. A 
quantum particle leaves a detector backwards with a vertical 
downwards spin at 8:01 am near the Sun. A minute “later” in our 
reverse time-line, another such particle with a vertical up spin leaves 
a detector near Earth, hurtling towards the same place as the one 
that just left the Sun in between them. When they meet, they form a 



single coordinated particle, each side matching that of the other. It 
could not have happened any other way, for if they weren't a match, 
they would have collided and repulsed each other. But since they 
combined seamlessly, they must have matched. Since there is no 
detection of an interference pattern on a grate in this experiment, 
there is no none produced. But what happens going forwards lines up 
with what happens going backwards, no violation of causality in either 
direction. From such a perspective, there is no reason to say the 
particles are acting like a wave going in either direction, but the 
particles are quantumly entangled because some possibilities are 
excluded going backwards from happening going forwards. This way 
of looking at things distinguishes between entanglement and wave-
like behavior in certain situations such as these, but that is a minor 
difference.  
 
From such a perspective, there is no need for mind-reading, no need 
for “spooky action at a distance” that seems to coordinate faster than 
light, no ability for particles to “know the future before it happens.” 
Everything makes sense as causes following effects. While for large 
entities, such as planets, humans, stones, molecules, and even 
atoms, time only flows forwards, and effects only have to follow from 
effects in one direction of time, quantum phenomenon can only act in 
a manner consistent with effects following from causes in both 
directions of time, forwards and backwards, at once. And so, just as 
one cannot live without having been born, effect following from cause, 
a quantum particle cannot live without then being born as well. While 
our time is unidirectional, quantum time is symmetrical.  
 
All of which might have a strange sort of sense to it, almost too much. 
For if quantum time is symmetrical, why isn't ours as well?1288 Here is 
an example which can help why it would be so difficult for us to have 
symmetrical time as well. If you drop a porcelain plate, it smashes 
into many tiny pieces, and if you try to reassemble it, it is difficult to 
find them all and glue them all together so perfectly as to be 
seamless, and the glue takes up space, and it would have to take up 
none to do this right, which is to say, it takes an enormous amount of 
work, and it is almost as if the very forces of the cosmos were 
conspiring against making that task doable. And in some sense, this 
is true, for repairing the plate is like being a salmon trying to swim up 
stream, only much more difficult. For all the entities around one are 



flowing in one direction, and that direction is from order to chaos, or 
to put the matter more technically, from negentropy to entropy. The 
second law of thermodynamics, thought to be absolute until quantum 
physics, states that all processes proceed to a state of higher 
entropy, which is to say, disorder. The only reason why life has come 
to be on Earth, and that it has evolved, and we have moved against 
this grain, is because our Sun pours energy into the Earth, not 
enough to destroy it, but just enough to keep it on the “edge of 
chaos,” the very rare conditions just right to go for a little while 
against the entropic grain.  
 
Most scientists believe it is the flow of energy in our universe, from 
the high energy conditions of the Big Bang to much less intensely 
energetic states, that produce the “arrow of time.” From high energy 
in one place and much less in all others, a state in which maximum 
work and hence ordering can in theory be done, to a state in which all 
levels of energy are equivalent, and in which no work and hence no 
potential ordering can be done, the Big Bang sets the universe 
moving like an enormous cosmic clock. When enough matter is 
clumped together by gravity and collapses under its own gravity, 
however, it produces a set of fusion reactions such as seen in a star, 
and if that start expels waste products that clump into planets like 
ours that are just the right distance from it, it just might be possible to 
evolve against that grain for a while. While the whole universe is 
running down, we are running up. Our time is in reverse from the rest 
of the cosmos, and moreso the more energy we can channel, with 
evolution as the result, and evolution has given us brains that, like 
quantum phenomenon, can experience time in multiple directions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Networking Time 
 
Let us now review where these investigations of various chronotopes 
have lead us. The singularity and the human brain provide two highly 
complex images of time, the former as the most complex image of 
time known in the mode of potential, and the human brain as the 
most complex image of time known in the mode of complexifying 
concretion. In many senses, these can be seen as obverse and 
reverse, images of time which show us in their very form some of the 
potentials which simpler manifestations of time can become. There is 
one more image of time worth examining in relation to these two, and 
this the time of quantum phenomenon, with all these shedding light 
on each other.  
 
Four Time Images: Reified Clock Time, Relational Quantum Time, 
Singular Virtual Time, and Neural Emergent Time 
 
This text has detailed four primary time images up to this point. 
Firstly, there is the reified time of clocks. Then there is the relational 
yet virtual time of quantum phenomenon between moments of 
reification in which they flicker into becoming the event-particles 



whose weave forms the matter of our world. Then there is the ground 
of it all, the singularity of we are all aspects. And then there is the 
actualization of the potentials within the singularity in the most 
actualized form of this yet known, the human brain. For if the 
singularity has practically infinite freedom in the mode of potential, the 
one freedom it does not have is the freedom to be this or that, which 
is to say, to be concrete. It must in this sense go in and through 
reification and beyond it by reintertwining with itself. From potential to 
differentiation, differentiation to relational intertwining to 
concretization which brings the freedoms of potential into the 
determinacy of the concrete.  
 
Furthermore, there is no more potentially emergent phenomenon 
than the singularity from which the universe as we know it arose, that 
from which all time, space, matter, and energy arose, and which in 
some sense is still an aspect. While this text has stated this notion 
earlier, it simply stated it without explaining it, for there is a bit of 
quantum physics which is needed to get a sense of why this is, and 
what it could mean. In order to take the argument here further, it 
makes sense to now dive in a bit into the science of quantum 
phenomenon which links the quantum aspects of everyday matter, 
more extreme forms of matter, and the quantum singularity in ways 
which can help fill out the process here of describing networked 
images of time. And as will become clear, there are more similarities 
between neural and quantum forms of temporality than may at first 
meet the eye, not in some oversimplifying or superficial “new age” 
style eclecticism, but in a manner which is steeped in the 
complexities of the issues at hand.  
 
For just as human memory can be in multiple locations in space and 
time at once, in regard to how we experience our memory and 
fantasy from within due to the way we feel the spacetimes of our 
brains from within by means of patterns of neural activation, so 
quantum particles can be at multiple locations in space and time at 
once, if in their own way. It is worth examining precisely what is 
meant by this. It is worth keeping in mind that, as Niels Bohr, one of 
the discovers of quantum physics, argued, “if you do not think that 
quantum mechanics is not the strangest thing of which you have ever 
heard, you are not understanding it.” That said, nothing is more 
normal to us, for everything we have experienced is ultimately 



composed of quantum phenomenon. That said, most matter as we 
know it does not behave in any of the more unusual ways which 
scientists have been able to show only occur in conditions quite 
different from those of most life on this planet as we know it.  
 
What is needed today is new chronotopes, able to account for how 
those we have examined to this point intertwine and interrelate, and it 
is to the construction of such a model that this text now turns. For we 
have been sold a model of time which has made the masters of our 
world very wealthy and powerful. This is the time of capital and 
business, according to which “time s money,” in which one must 
always be on time or one will be fined, in which one must always be 
producing value for the system. It is against this model that this text 
finds its purpose. This model of time was already forming in the time 
of Descartes and Kant, and all those who take a dualist view of the 
world, who believe, like Newton, that time is nothing but a straight line 
composed of monadic moments like beads on a string, that there are 
subjects who objectively observe the world of fixed things and that 
there is nothing in between, have worked to capture the radicality of 
what time can mean in order to domesticate the world and our 
relations to it.  
 
This text attempts, in its own way, to push against these models and 
the structures to which they lead. And so, let us abandon the 
contradictions of the hard binaries between subject and object, ideal 
and real, inside and outside, mind and matter. Let us rather engage in 
a thought experiment, and imagine what the world could look like 
when binaries such as these are always provisional poles of larger 
wholes of which they are only ever aspects, just as individual things 
are only ever aspects of their contexts in turn. That is, let us start 
from relation, and work towards the separations, rather than 
assuming the separations, and then trying to sew things back 
together. Such an approach keeps the separations tentative, such 
that they can always be different, as opposed to the overreifying 
approach which assumes the separations which are always already 
there, which only ever describe the world as it has been, rather than 
how it could become, and become differently.  
 
From such a perspective, there is no one, including any sense of the 
whole. Rather, any one is always more, whether one or whole or the 



whole, and any two, or any other such reifying relation, is never to be 
seen as any more than a temporary handle to help us gain traction in 
regard to world, but should never be seen as ends in themselves. 
There is always more, and the more is the very fabric of all we have 
come to think were things, relations, contexts, and aggregates, which 
is to say, the nodes, links, grounds, and networks which always could 
have been networking in new and yet unforeseen forms.  
 
This is an approach which, to use a term employed by Deleuze, 
“believes in the world again,”1289 which takes the hope that the world 
really can be different and better, and threads it, like memory and 
anticipation by our brains in regard to our perceptions, into the very 
fabric of how it sees the world. For we have never done anything but, 
so we might as well do it in regard to dreams of how the world could 
be different and potentially better than it is now. This would be a self-
consciously metaleptic effort to make what Benjamin would refer to 
as a “tiger's leap”1290 into the future by means of the past and the 
reverse as well, so as to change the present in such a way as to help 
bring such dreams about in the process.  
 
This would then be a move within virtual reality, one which keeps in 
mind that it is from such endeavors in the virtual that the potentials of 
most obdurate aspects of world can and have arisen. No one has 
seen heaven, but we have all seen churches. No one has ever seen 
communism, but we have all seen the results of the remains of the 
Soviet mutilation of what this notion could mean. Few things are more 
real than the virtual, and few things more dangerous than what is so 
often dismissively referred to as “merely” fantasy.  
 
From Future to Past and Present: Rethinking Time in An Age of 
Networking  
 
If we are to try to grasp time in a less reifying, less dualist, less 
limiting form than some models past, let us then try to start here, from 
where we have always been, which is to say, experiencing. For it is 
not accidental that certain chronotopes and theories of time have 
appealed to us at varying locations in the space time of our cultures 
through the ages. Rather, our chronotopes are symptomatic of how 
our cultures are changing. This is not to say they are not themselves 
models of time, but simply to reveal more layers to the onion of 



temporalities at stake here, and the feedback loops between these.  
 
While time keeps changing, it seems it has ever been so, which is to 
say, that the forms of time shift with the times. And this brings up the 
question of what chronotopes fit the needs of our age. To even 
propose to address this question, one needs to have a reading of the 
past, and hopes for the future, and these will bring the present into a 
productive tension, “dialectizing” it, in a sense, into a project. In other 
works, I have called this project networkological, for it looks to show 
how ours is an age of networks, and to propose that the notion of the 
network can serve as a model that can help orient us in our current 
age. The argument for this is metaleptic, a particular type of 
chronotope whose time, I believe, is of our times.  
 
Metalepsis is a term from Ancient Greek, there it indicates a type of 
rhetorical figure, one which leaps up over itself by shifting register. It 
is related to prolepsis, a leaping ahead of oneself (ie: “opponents may 
say I am arguing x, but really I am arguing y”), and analepsis , or 
leaping behind (ie: “do not think I was trying to say x, because really I 
was trying to say y”).1291 While metalepsis has had many definitions 
through the ages, one common one us the use of one thing in place 
of another, a sort of leap between that brings things to a different 
context. If I write, as I did earlier, that I am walking in the “garden of 
time,” this is an example of metalepsis, for I am using the notion of a 
garden, usually thought to be composed of flowers or vegetables that 
one cultivates in various ways, to speak about how it feels to live 
within one's inner world of temporal experiences I use one term from 
one context to speak about another, a form of metaphor, and in fact, 
the the word metaphor has the same root at the front of it, and it 
indicates a transference.  
 

The prefix meta- indicates that which is between, amongst, on top of, 
next to, and many other meanings, as it is the prefix which is also 
used in common English words such as media, mediation, 
metacommentary, etc. That said, the Ancient Greek rhetorics do not 
speak of metalepsis, only prolepsis and analepsis, the term 
metalepsis seems to have arisen for the first time in the Byzantine 
period to speak about the the communion wafer in Christian ritual, 
and from there the term entered into tracts on rhetoric.REF  
 



Today some contemporary literary theorists1292 have used the notion 
of metalepsis to encompass prolepsis and analepsis as aspects, and 
in particular for some of the more tricky ways in which these can be 
deployed, including the future anterior, a temporal modality which has 
its own verb tense in some Romance language, but not English. That 
said, one can still chain some terms together in English to say that, 
for example, our will have been an age of networks. I say these 
words in the mode of self-fulfilling prophecy, which is to say, while it is 
clear that ours is the age of the Internet, it is not yet clear to all that 
ours is an age of networks. Nevertheless, if we all begin to see it this 
way, from the perspective of the future, this is how the past, which 
includes our current present, will look, and hence, our will have been 
an age of networks. This text, and the networkological project as a 
whole, is a metaleptic enterprise. But to understand why I say this, 
one will have to have already read the final parts of this text.  
 
For now, let me say that I think in the age of the Internet, composed 
of both hardware wires and servers and the virtual realities of the 
Web, is an age which is as virtual as it is networked. And virtual times 
need virtual solutions. I believe networks are a model whose time has 
come, for I believe networks can provide the sort of virtual reality we 
need to help us move towards less destructive modes of dealing with 
our contemporary world. I do not see this as justified by notions such 
as proof (a boring and dishonest form of narrative if there ever was 
one), nor through more traditional historical arguments (ie: this 
moment lead up to the necessity for such a form of thinking). Rather, 
I believe it can only be justified, as perhaps things have always been 
justified but few have honestly embraced this, metaleptically. That is 
to say, if it helps model our times in ways in sync with them.  
 
Today, our word is intertwining more than it ever has before, and at 
breakneck speed. And yet, this seems to have only divided us further, 
in terms of everyday alienation, divides between rich and poor, the 
resurgences of racisms and religious hatreds, and so much more. 
And this is, I believe, because we have yet to understand what the 
Internet has to show us, which is, namely, that we have always 
already been networking. And if we understand what this could mean, 
we can find some less destructive ways forwards, or at least, that is 
the hope. Earlier sections of this text have tracked some of the more 
reifying approaches to time, and the ways in which time has always 



seemed to slip out from these. So many of these reifications have 
taken the form of rigid binaries and dualisms. It is with the hope of a 
more relational way of thinking that this text will and has already 
worked to unwind the threads which were sutured together to give 
rise to such restrictive modalities, in order to show that other ways 
are possible.  
 
Everything can be different, including time. And everything is 
becoming different, and yet, we live in a world in which the systems 
which dominate everything are dissolving all certainties in order to 
recompose them according to their own over-reifyingly rigid logics of 
profit, paranoia, and new and more devious forms of control, 
oppression, and exploitation. Divide and conquer has always been 
the logic of power, and continues to be so to this day. This is not to 
say that unfettered connection is necessarily better. Rather, one 
needs to understand the logics of networks in order to not reproduce 
some of their more deviously seemingly decentralized but ultimately 
centralizing modalities. One place to start is to unravel some of the 
more rigid intellectual foundations of the Western project of 
domination of nature and the rest of the world. This text has already 
started to tug at some of these. But it is not enough to merely 
deconstruct, reconstruction is also needed if change will have been 
made possible.  
 
A more relational approach to the world is one which sees each and 
any aspect of the world not as a thing connected to other things 
according to the known categories of the past and present. Rather, it 
is one which sees each thing as a network composed of others, 
grounded by contexts full of other networks composed of networks, 
all of which could network differently with others, giving rise to whole 
new types of things and links, which is to say, forms of networking. 
No thing, from such a perspective, is every truly a one, rather, it is a 
one-and. And it is in the attempt to reveal the -and in and beyond any 
one, which links to the potential within any one to be more than what 
it currently is by means of reconstructing the networks which it is and 
can become, that this project finds its impetus.  
 
Let us start, then, here and now, and see what a more relational 
approach to experience in a general sense might look like, and from 
there, work towards the question of what it might mean to see time as 



aspect of experience in regard to such a worldview. And in this 
sense, rather than assume a divide between matter and mind, subject 
and object, let us rather assume that there is no such divide, and in 
fact, that any and all divisions within this, including those pertaining to 
time, arise only relatively from within the unified stuff of experience 
itself.  
 
A More Relational Approach: A Matrix of Experience Beyond Dualism 
 
Experiencing, or experience, is all we have ever known. For any 
experience we have ever had of a world beyond us, or of other 
experiencers such as people, has only ever manifested to us as 
aspect of our experience. None of which should be seen as an 
argument for solipsism, idealism, mere subjectivism, or other such 
reductive understandings of experience. For there is so much within 
my experience that exceeds itself, and does so in ways which are so 
orderly and predictable, that by means of my experience of these 
horizons, openings, and beyonds within my experience, I experience 
in an indirect and mediated fashion what only makes sense to see as 
the world of which my world is but an aspect, a world which is full of 
other experiencers.  
 
What is more, the very notion of a me with my experience is 
fundamentally mediated as well, for I only know that I am a me that 
centers my world by comparing my world with past and projected 
future states through memory and anticipation in relation to how my 
body functions within my world as a horizonal opening onto that 
which exceeds it. Just as I know the worlds of others and the world 
mediately through my world, I also know the me within the mine-ness 
of my world only mediately. Experience is a tissue of mediations, if of 
differing forms and intensities, with horizons that open onto poles of 
relative exteriority or interiority, such as “myself,” “others,” “body,” 
“world,” “the world,” as aspects of the more encompassing fabric of 
experiencing of which any is only ever a facet.  
 
Of these, the most interior pole is my self. My self resides within my 
body, and is often represented by images of my body in my thoughts 
and memories, and yet, it is more a feeling of mineness that 
permeates the experiences which centered around my experience by 
means of the centralizing experience of my world, namely, my body. 



All experiences I have are in relation to my body, including sensations 
that shift in relation to movements of my body, and arrive via sense 
organs.  
 
There are also more radically “inner” experiences, such as thoughts 
and feelings, with feelings seeming to arise in a global manner within 
my body, while thoughts seem to interpenetrate and permeate my 
sensations and other experiences as if from everywhere and 
nowhere, yet somehow in a manner less intense yet also more 
personal than exterior experiences. Other people report thoughts and 
feelings, yet I cannot experience them, and I experience thoughts and 
feelings, and others do not. This leads me to think they are somehow 
within me, and theirs within them.  
 
Of course, the borders between inside and outside within this are 
relative. If you one takes the horizon of the body as the limit of “my” 
experience, should one consider what my eye sees as within me, or 
my brain, my optic nerve, my eye, the light which transmits this 
image, or the world? Am I equally within all of these, and if not, are 
there shades of gray, or a continuum, or jumps within a differential 
continuum of sorts? Perhaps I am more intensely within the brain 
than the optic nerve and the world, but they all feel like they have an 
aspect of mine-ness to them, for after all, if I close my eyes, I no 
longer see what I saw before, and in this sense, what I see is at least 
to some extent an extension of my agency. Then again, once I open 
my eyes again, I see the same thing as before, which leads me to 
believe what is beyond me is also relatively independent as well.  
 
Or, take another examples, let us say that I have a friend that is a 
surgeon, and I am awake during a medical procedure done with local 
anaesthesia, I may see an aspect of my body which is inside of me 
yet still see it from outside, and it could then be a shared experience 
from outside, even if my experience of this from inside as well is 
temporarily in suspension. But take the anaesthesia away, and I will 
experience this part of my body from inside and outside my body, 
seeing it from outside as well as feeling it as pain from the inside. And 
there is every reason to think the brain is similar, as countless 
examples of people having neuro-surgery done with only local 
anesthesia has shown. Inside the brain is just neural wires, nothing 
that evidences a soul. And so, there is every reason that mind is just 



how we feel this lump of flesh, if the most complexly dynamic looping 
bit of matter known to humans, from the inside.  
 
That said, it is a bit oversimplifying to say that our experiences of 
exterior things are ever quite the same, they seem in fact to only ever 
be potentially similar. My experience, after all, is shot through with 
different memories than that of my friend, and so will be slightly 
different, as my present experience is full of memory, as is my 
friend's. And I may have a slightly different body with different 
capabilities, for example, I may see green and blue differently than 
my friend, a common set of bodily differences which is often referred 
to by those who try to normativize body types as a sort of “color 
blindness” rather than simply differing types of color vision. Either 
way, however, our experiences are usually similar enough for us to 
be able to coordinate, and that tends to be what matters most to 
people.  
 
The same can be found if I pursue such issues within me. Are my 
thoughts the most “mine” aspects of my world? Perhaps. But they 
often seem to arise whether I want them to or not. I often cannot 
control their flow as I would be able to control a more external part of 
me, such as the movement of my arm or leg. Scientists tell me that 
my brain is pre-processing so much of what I see, and doing all sorts 
of processes without my conscious awareness, such as keeping my 
heart beating, which happens even I I try to stop this. I do things, but 
if I question why I did what I did, I often feel like there could be many 
reasons.  
 
And in this sense, if I try to grasp myself within all this, I find nothing 
but a centerless center. Everything in my world centers around my 
body, but if I look for me within this, it is hard to say what this is. I 
have memories of my body, and how it does things, memories of 
thoughts and feelings, but all these feel to some extent external to 
me. Perhaps there is, as the Buddhists have long argued, no “self” in 
any definite sense, but rather, only heaps or aggregates of stuff 
(skandhas, Skt) that hang together due to habitual patterns of action 
and reaction (karma, Skt). Or as Hegel argues, maybe the self is the 
form that the content of the world takes, the envelope of the world as 
I experience it.  
 



Whatever the case, it does seem that my body is that which creates 
this selfing of my world, for when I walk down the street, I see the 
images shift around me, and if I sit in my room, I feel the thoughts 
whirl within me, thoughts which scientists tell me arise from my 
physical brain. So perhaps in all this, a self is what it feels to feel the 
world from this type of body from the inside.  
Within this world of mine that I feel, there are experiences of what is 
beyond the limits of my senses. If I am in an open field, my vision 
gets blurry if I look too far away, but as I walk in that direction, new 
images arise into clarity while those I walk away from grow hazy. If I 
turn around and go back, the same entities were there as before. All 
of which leads me to think that world exceeds my world, and my 
world is an aspect of this larger world, even as the world is an aspect 
of my world as well, certainly as it manifests to me.  
 
There are particular experiences within my world, however, that have 
bodies that resemble mine, and report having feelings and thoughts 
as well, and whole worlds within them that resemble mine, and similar 
experiences of the world beyond them. In this sense, the world 
contains all our worlds, even as our worlds contain the world, and by 
means of this, others who have their own worlds that contain the 
world. There are loops within loops within this which take the form of 
what mathematicians have often called “non-orientable” entities and 
spaces. No aspects of the physical world seem to have these 
aspects, but any that involve inner experiences seem full of these. 
For example, my memory includes me, and I include my memories, 
and there is nothing strange about this, such mutually including 
experiences are the stuff of my everyday life. That said, I have never 
seen a box contain a box that also contains itself.  
 
That said, there is one type of highly complex part of the physical 
world that is able to contain itself containing itself in this manner, and 
this is that which scientists call the brain. The patterns of activation in 
the living wires within a human brain can contain each other 
containing each other at one moment and then reverse the next, or 
even, through chains of feedback within overlapping or redundant 
circuits in the brain, of which there are countless, at the same time. 
And so this would make sense of this experience of strange 
containment. What is more, it seems that all the inner experiences 
with these strange, looping topologies can be seen as arising from 



what it feels like for me to feel the way the patterns of activation of the 
living wires in my brain, with their countless loops and feedbacks in 
relation to each other, explore my brain in countless directions at 
once. In many senses, the wires of my brain are like a vast subway 
that puts any subway in the world to shame by incredible levels of 
magnitude, and the moving trains and flows of people are like the 
patterns of activation within the subway paths. I am all of these, if 
differently and in a manner which is continually shifting and changing, 
rapidly with the patterns of activation, more slowly with the shifting of 
the patterns of connections of the wires.  
 
There is no need within this for firm binaries. Rather, I am more 
intensely within me, and less without. Such an approach can avoid so 
many of the logjams and issues created by more binary ways forms 
of understanding. From such a perspective, experience is a 
multiplicitous networking, full of experiencers with worlds which are 
how the they feel their bodies feeling the world beyond them, and 
they are in fact this feeling of their bodies feeling, and this is what it 
means to have a world of the world. While it may seem that some 
experiences are cut off from others within this, it is merely that they 
are less intensely present. I cannot see patterns of ultraviolet light, 
and bees can, and this is due to differences in the structures of our 
bodies. But I can see how bees react to ultraviolet light, and in this 
manner, I indirectly experience the ultraviolet light, similar to how my 
brain can indirectly experience what my eye experiences when it 
sees light, and then converts that light into neural patterns of 
activation that can be read by the brain.  
 
Likewise, when my friend tells me that they are hungry, I do not feel 
their hunger. But I do hear them tell me they are hungry, and they tell 
me the did this because they were hungry. Even if they were lying, I 
am indirectly experiencing something within them that caused them to 
say this, and in this, I am indirectly experiencing whatever caused 
them to say this, even if I am unsure precisely what that is, even if it 
could very well be the experience of hunger. If we then get food and I 
see my friend eating with glee, I can suspect I was right.  
 
This is not much different from if I am walking along near a stream, 
and in the distance see a blur of moving near the surface of the 
water, and I think it is a fish. As the water flows closer to me, I 



become unsure if I am seeing a fish or a bit of wood that has fallen 
from one of the nearby trees into the water, and then the blur goes 
underwater, and I am never quite sure which I saw, though I know I 
saw something. While I may say that I was in error, there is nothing 
that can be untrue about experience, only my reading of it can be out 
of sync with my later reading. Similarly, the external actions of my 
friend seem always caused by inner actions, even if I cannot be sure 
which because I cannot feel their bodies from inside as they do, 
though I can notice patterns and guess, similar to what I can do with 
the blur of color in the water, even if I can be much more sure of what 
is going on with the blur of color if it does not go under water too 
quickly. The differences between these situations, however, seem 
more differences of degree than kind.  
 
One might argue that while my world and the world are like two sides 
of a sheet of paper for me, there is no way to be sure if the world as it 
is for me is the “world as it really is.” Of course there is no way to 
know this, because there is no “world as it really is.” Or at least, I 
have never experienced anything like this, and I do not know anyone 
else who has either, rather, each has their experience of the world as 
it manifests to them, which is to say, their worlds, and I experience 
the world as it manifests to me, or my world, and the only way we 
know that there is a world of which ours are aspects are because our 
worlds are threaded through with aspects which are extimate to them, 
such as horizons and limits, such as the limits of our vision, or the 
furthest reaches back in time in our memory. There is no experience 
of “the world as it really is,” only our worlds with their fingers that 
extend beyond into the haze of the various horizons relevant to them.  
 
Is this much different than the scientists who have never seen sub-
atomic phenomenon with their own eyes, but do see measurements 
on scientific instruments that they say are the result of these aspects 
of experience they have not seen? By means of talking about what is 
beyond their direct apprehension, they are able to perform some 
operations that impact these phenomenon, and these give rise to 
consistent results in what they can see. Such procedures allow them 
to do things like design computers. So it is with our ability to 
experience the world through our worlds. My friend and I experience 
our worlds, and we know that each of our worlds has aspects that are 
in excess of each other's. I cannot feel my friend's thoughts, nor my 



friend mine, but we can both experience the words which each of us 
tells the other express these thoughts.  
 
In this sense, the term “the world” should not be seen as meaning 
anything like “the world as it really is.” To me, the world is the term 
which describes the aspect of my world which is extends beyond my 
more immediate experience. If I imagine walking down the street 
where my house is located, I imagine the sights of the buildings and 
trees I remember. If I then decide to leave my house and go and see 
if these sights are still there, they always are, and if they are not, 
there are understandable reasons why some of them might be slightly 
different. But there is incredible stability to the experiences that arise 
each time when I walk down the street on which my house is located. 
And other experiencers have reported similar things.  
 
This leads me to believe that there is something that exceeds my 
world and which is the world of which mine is an aspect and which is 
an aspect of mine. Can I be sure of this? No more than that the street 
on which my house is located will resemble what it did yesterday. The 
notion of the the world of which mine is an aspect is simply a term 
which helps me interpret some of the experiences which arise in my 
experience and relatively consistently in regard to their limits, and the 
way this overlaps with how others report experiencing similar aspects 
of the limits of their experiences within my experiences of their 
actions. That said, there seems every reason to think that my world is 
an aspect of this world, for if I modify my body in various ways, my 
world changes. If I cover my eyes, my sight vanishes, and if I uncover 
my eyes, it returns.  
 
Does this mean that my world is part of the world? Yes. And that the 
world is part of mine? Yes. And does that contradict? Only if we try to 
understand it with traditional logics, with their notion of the principle of 
the excluded middle as theorized by Aristotle. But as many logics 
within mathematics are now dispensing with the necessity of this, so 
it is with experience. Which seems more certain, my world or the 
world? Depends on one's perspective. And there seems no real 
reason to come down on one side or the other, unless you are one of 
those who needs to feel that they have something like certainty to feel 
good about their place in the world. But there has never been such a 
thing, and we have all operated in our world just fine without it. There 



is no way to be certain that my mind is not controlled by space aliens, 
but until there is any evidence for this, it makes sense to keep going 
as if this were not the case.  
 
Rather, there seems every reason to think that subject and object, 
subjectivity and objectivity, are relative determinations like inside and 
outside. We never get any of these in a pure state, and if we look for 
those, we will only find contradictions and confusions. Rather, if we 
see them as locally useful aspects of a more encompassing whole of 
experience which is always more than such terms, the need for rigid 
notions like certainty vanishes, and we can go about our business in 
much less rigid and limited forms than before.  
 
What seems indisputable is that there is experience. If there is 
experience which is mine or beyond mine, these are only ever 
aspects of this. If I come think some of my experiences are mine and 
hence subjective and aspects of my world, this is because I have 
come to experience these from within the experience which I have, 
and if there are experiences beyond mine, either they are completely 
beyond mine, and I cannot experience them at all, or they are fuzzily 
or distantly  near the limits of my experience, and I can experience 
them in some way. Even if I experience them indirectly, as a sort of 
pattern, curvature, or shaping within what I experience that leads me 
to think that there is something beyond my experience that causes 
what I can experience to be the way it is, this is still a part of my 
experience, or I could not even be talking about it.  
 
My experience of the world is something like this. I experience it as a 
sort of patterning within the limit experiences at my world, those 
experiences which continually give rise to new experiences and 
which I think of as horizons, such a the limits to my sight, or the 
depths of my mind, or my experiences of the actions of the bodies of 
others. There are repeating structures to how new experiences 
emerge at these, and by means of these, I experience indirectly what 
is beyond my direct experience. So it is with all my experience, it is all 
indirect, as my eye experiences the light which experiences what it 
sees, and my brain experiences my optic nerve experience my eye. I 
am all of these, and they are all me, and I they are mine and I am 
theirs, if each in their way. So it is with the world. It is mine and I am 
its. We intertwine and interbecome. Just as the center of a circle does 



not touch the points on the circle, yet indirectly is present to all of 
them in the form of that around which they curve, so it can be said 
that the world is like the center around which the circle of my world 
curves, and so it is with the worlds of others which manifest 
overlappingly in my world in relation to a similar curvature.  
 
In this sense, the world is the term I use for the experiences within my 
experience of those aspects of my world beyond my body from which 
new experiences arise, and the patterns which arise within these, as 
well as those reported by others of their similar experiences as 
manifested within my experiences of their experiences. And the term 
my world is the term I use for those aspects of my experience which I 
am experiencing now, even if others may or may not experience them 
in ways which they report to my experiences as similar to mine.  
 
If this were solipsism, I would imagine that the world vanished when I 
close my eyes, but I am as certain that it does not as I am that my 
memories are mine and not fabrications from some computer 
program. And I am certain of neither of these, nor do I need to be to 
operate just fine in my world. What is more, from the perspective of 
other experiencers and scientists, it is my inner world that is less real 
to them. If another person hits me, I feel that pain and cannot wish it 
away. What seems more real to me now, the world outside of my 
body, or my thoughts? In fact, the more the outer world impinges 
upon me, the less real my inner world begins to feel.  
 
And when it comes to the inner world of others, they seem almost 
unreal to me, and so, what is to make me think that my inner world 
should be an exception? And to scientists, it is my inner experience 
that is not to be trusted, as it could be mere fantasy, and this is how I 
treat the inner worlds of others, so what is there to make me think 
that my world should be different to them as there is to me? Whether 
inside or outside seems the basis of certainty depends on one's 
perspective, and either perspective can seem solid until it does away 
with the other and we realize we are missing something, and then, as 
was shown in the preceding sections, one extends the arguments to 
their conclusions and the bottom drops out.  
 
The reasons why this project argues that subjective and objective 
approaches to experience are one-sided have already been 



discussed. One implication of this, however, is that the world cannot 
be seen as something unitary, but rather, multiplicitous. And so, if my 
friend and I disagree about whether the color of two objects are the 
same or not, one of us may see colors differently than the other, and 
this may be due to the differences between how our bodies are 
constructed. Neither of us is right, and neither is wrong, for in fact, we 
are both right in our own way. Einstein argued something similar in 
regard to two observers experiencing events differently if they are in 
differing conditions in relation to spacetime curved by gravity-
acceleration. For Einstein, neither and both are correct, and in this 
sense, neither and both are incorrect, or rather, these terms no longer 
fully apply. For what he is describing is a perspective fro which the 
unitary nature of the spacetime of the world which is dismantled. 
Spacetime can be different depending on that which is relating to it. 
Understanding the particulars for how this tends to manifest is what 
got astronauts successfully to the moon, something that would have 
failed had they done otherwise.  
 
What is being argued here is similar to what Einstein argued, but in 
regard to everyday experience. That is, for one person an object may 
be green and to another it is blue, not due to differences in their 
interpretations of what these colors mean, but in comparison to other 
objects with colors, such that the difference is in the physical 
structure of their eyes. And from such a perspective, they are both 
correct and incorrect, and both correct and incorrect. The fabric of 
experience can in this sense be seen as being as multiplicitous as 
spacetime as described by Einstein.  
 
None of which is to say that the world and our ability to navigate it 
falls away. On the contrary, the world can always have been 
understood this way. And so if my friend and I disagree about the 
color of a particular object, we can coordinate by means of its shape. 
Extrapolating from this, those experiences which tend to line overlap 
with others, we call objective and aspects of the world, and those 
which do not we call subjective and inner experiences which are 
aspects of our worlds alone. There are some experiences of the 
world that exceed relatively direct manifestation in my world, and 
there are aspects of my inner world that exceed relatively direct 
manifestation to others in the world, even if all of these manifest 
relatively indirectly within each other in the manner in which a center 



manifests in a circle.  
 
That is to say that there is every reason to see experience as a 
fundamentally nondual, multipliticous meshwork, in which the world 
only manifests through worlds, and worlds only manifest through the 
world. Like two sides of a sheet of paper, each is an aspect of the 
other, and follow any long enough, and one will find oneself on the 
other side, often without even at first realizing it. And this is why it 
makes sense to say that my world and the world, the world and 
worlds, inside and outside, subject and object, subjective and 
objective, these are all aspects of experience of which these are 
aspects.  
 
From such a nondualist perspective which starts from experience and 
moves from there, space can then be seen as the most stable 
general network of shared experiences among experiencers. If I 
move an object, and my friend sees this, we both see the object 
moving, but also the world around this staying relatively stable in 
relation to the moving object. From a nondualist perspective, the 
notion of space can be used to describe the relatively stable network 
of experiences which forms the unifying background in relation to 
which the changes of the experiencing world takes place. When I 
move something, others reveal themselves and take its place, and in 
predictable ways. Perhaps space is just our abstract way for talking 
about all these ways in all these outer experiences shift in relation to 
each other.  
 
And so, my friend and I can play catch with a ball, and in this case, 
the ball and the park in which we are playing this game are part of our 
spatial contexts. The ball displaces air, the air moves around it, I feel 
the breeze of this air, I try to catch the ball and miss, and yet I know 
from the past how it will roll along the ground, and I the ground rises 
to meet my feet in ways like I am used to it doing. The ground, the 
ball, my body, we all coordinate in relation to each other without me 
having to think about keeping the ground and air and ball coordinated 
as I do with my body, they all manage themselves, and this is what is 
meant by space, this fabric of connections which weaves all these 
outer experiences together. Of course, if a black hole opens up next 
to my friend, we may all of a sudden have differing experiences of 
space, but if we later compare notes of the differences (assuming we 



all manage to get away from said black hole), we may have differing 
experiences of space, but in ways which still indicate a coherent 
terrain of potential movements, changes, places, and displacements 
which could be made to reassemble into the coherent field which 
existed before the appearance of the black hole.  
 
And in this sense, it would be a mistake to imagine, however, as 
idealists often do, that it is possible to simply do away with the notion 
that there is something like a world of which our individual worlds of 
experience are aspects. If this were so, I could imagine away the 
electricity bill and this would not lead to a shutoff in my electricity, but 
the world shows this is not the case. And so, there's a need to retain 
the notion of a common context, a world of which my world and that 
of my friend are aspects. What does not seem needed in all this is 
that our worlds are the same. Not only does Einsteinian spacetime 
show that, so does everyday life. It would similarly be a mistake to 
imagine that inner worlds do not exist. For if they did not, then you 
would know what people around you think, and you do not. Pure 
subjectivity and pure objectivity are fictions, and in this sense, it 
makes more sense to see these as poles of the world, aspects which 
are more inward to experiencers such as myself, and those which are 
more external, and see everything as ultimately a shade of gray in 
between.   
 
Such a perspective on the world sees any attempt to completely reify 
anything off from experience, whether it be an object, a subject, a 
concept, or anything else, as ultimately leading to what Goedel 
described in his incompleteness proof, namely, incoherence, 
incompleteness, or inconsistency. If you imagine something is 
completely unrelated to the world, then you could not know it, 
experience it, discuss it, imagine it, and even to attempt to do so 
would be to show how it is related to this world if by means of the 
form of relation of negation. Even that which is relatively separated 
off, the literal meaning of the term abstraction, is connected in some 
form of another, otherwise it could have no meaning, use, or value for 
us.  
 
And so, let us say that any particular aspect of experience, that of 
which worlds and the world are aspects, is always exceeded by 
experience of which these are aspects. Experience is therefore a 



matrix, that from which experiences arise. Furthermore, it is one-and, 
or oneand, which is to say, considered either as part or whole, it is 
always more than one. For as soon as one thinks one has a pure 
unity, there is potential multiplicity, that which is neither simply one 
nor many, which is simply dormant. If I look at a lump of coal, I know 
it is composed of carbon atoms. I know my brain is also composed of 
carbon atoms linked with atoms of other materials. Yet my brain is 
able to do write about philosophy, while to my knowledge the coal 
does and cannot. And yet, the carbon atoms in the coal and those in 
my brain are, if one abstracts them from how they are intertwined with 
others, identical. And at even deeper levels of scale, the electrons 
and subatomic particles which are the building blocks of these 
carbons atoms are the same as all others of their types in the 
universe.  
 
If an electron can be part of a brain that does philosophy as much as 
a lump of coal, there is no limit to what an electron can do, and so it 
seems with every aspect of the world. That is, the potentials which an 
aspect of the world can unfold seem to be infinite, if not ultimately 
then certainly practically, which is to say, following Spinoza, that “we 
do not know what a body can do,” or paraphrased, that we do not 
know what any aspect of our world can do. For if you network it 
differently with what is around it, new potentials can unfold. Put y 
body in the sun and it becomes light and heat, and put it on earth and 
it produces philosophy instead. The same stuff, different conditions, 
different potentials unfold. Likewise, the same molecule of H20 
becomes steam, liquid, or ice, depending on that which is around it 
and acting upon it, and yet, when I look at a block of ice, I can only 
imagine it as steam, something which does not resemble ice in any 
way. What is more, one ice cube produces a near infinity of bits of 
steam, one becoming many, just as I can spill that ice cube in its 
liquid form and give rise to so many puddles and droplets. Which is 
the H20 really, all or none of these? One or many? What is seen here 
is similar to what Einstein has argued in regard to spacetime, and 
was argued here earlier in regard to experience. That is, there is 
nothing in experience which seems to be other than fundamentally 
multiplicitous, even if this often can only be revealed in regard to the 
ways in which it networks with what is around it.  
 
From such a perspective, to say that there is “an” ice cube as a unity 



is an overreifying if at times useful fiction. I can say to my friend, 
“please hand me that ice-cube,” and this is a useful statement in this 
situation. But there is only a unity to the ice-cube in regard to the 
situation around it, including air-pressure, temperature, gravity, 
location in spacetime, etc. Change any of those, and there is no one, 
and the many emerges from the one, which is to say, the one is a 
multiplicity even if it does not immediately appear to be. Deleuze 
makes a related argument in regard to speed. All the molecules and 
atoms in my body and on this planet were ultimately produced as 
waste products from the Sun which will reclaim these when it goes 
supernova. To say that I am different from the Sun and everything on 
this planet is in this sense only a relative way of speaking, for in terms 
of the time frames of the cosmos, I am only borrowing some of these 
molecules from the Sun. I am only an aleatory oneness within the flux 
of one-many-multiplicity.  
 
And it is this multiplicity of the stuff of experience which is oneand. It 
is matrix because it gives rise to the world and experience, and is 
present in any and all aspects thereof, and it is “oneand” because it is 
always in excess of any attempt to reduce it to any reified unity. Any 
segment, discrimination, unity, binary, quality, motion, concept, term, 
self, world, or anything else, would only ever be an aspect of matrix, 
or oneand, which is grasped in each and all experiences, and is that 
of which experienced, experiencer, experiencing, and experience are 
composed as so many of its aspects. Matrix, or oneand, is beyond 
whole and part, container and contained, or any other binary 
distinction, as well as beyond any unitary description, such as 
experience or appearance, or even attempts to be described by 
notions such as matrix and oneand. These two names, placeholders 
and useful representations at best, are simply two aspects of this 
fundamental stuff. 
 
Martrix, or oneand, can then be seen as beyond any and all attempts 
to grasp it, even if present as an aspect within all of these. When I 
see a tree at the edge of my sight, this is one yet also more than just 
one, for I can approach the tree, walk around it, new experiences 
emerge in relation to it, the air around it, the soil beneath it. No one 
aspect of the world is only one, it is always networks of networks 
within and without, relations and processes that unfold without end, 
and seemingly at potentially infinite levels of scale. Use a microscope 



or telescope if you do not believe this, there is always more to be 
seen at the limts, and all these mores can be seen as aspects of the 
oneand or matrix of experience, the experiencing of which all 
experiences are aspects.  
 
In fact, there is every reason to think that the only reason we imagine 
there are ones is that our hands like to grasp aspects of our world, 
and when they do, they reduce the multiplicity to what is in our hands 
at that moment. When I cup my hands to drink some water from a 
pool, I do not assume that what I grasp is “a” water, but rather, 
“some” water, as evidenced by the way it keeps slipping through my 
fingers. When I pick up a stone, I imagine it as a stone, and yet, on 
the quantum level, there are gradients of intensity in electrons and 
protons in the stone and the air around it, differences in degree but 
not in kind. So it is, in its way, with everything, even if our bodies 
seem to predispose us to imagine that which we can grasp as a 
“thing.” That said, in English the word “thing” originates from an 
Ancient Anglo-Saxon practice of communal meetings which were 
used to produce collective decisions in time of need. The thing 
formed, did its work, and then dissolved. This is similar to Sun, which 
produces the Earth and all its things, which keep recycling on this 
planet, and then reclaims these. Everything in this world is, as the 
song goes, rearrangements of “stardust.”  
 
There are ultimately no things, no ones, only oneand, and in this 
sense, there is no ultimately, no abstoluely, no such extreme 
formulations make any sense. These are impossible perspectives on 
the world that imagine one can experience it from beyond all space, 
time, perspective, culture, embodiment, and yet, we only ever 
experience the world in and through these, so why do we keep 
imagining otherwise? There is every reason to think that this is a 
result of not only how our bodies like to grasp aspects of our world 
and reduce them in this sense to what we think of as “things,” but 
also of how our brains are structured.  
 
For neuroscientists have shown that our brains do not store 
particulars. Even if you remember what you ate for breakfast 
yesterday, this is a reconstruction which your brain produces on the 
fly from the varied maps it has of the components of such a scene, 
components such as colors, shapes, textures, objects, and concepts. 



All of these are stored in the brain as maps and meta-maps, sorted 
by similarity and linked by associative connections and nested 
hierarchies of various sorts. In this sense, what is stored in the cortex 
in long-term memory is not anything in particular, but rather, “invariant 
representations.” The color green of radically different objects, from 
peas to limes to grasshoppers to grass, these are all stored in the 
same color maps and are retrieved when I think of any of these in 
relation to varying other networks in the brain to compose these 
thoughts. And it is these invariant representations which allow me to 
relate to my world, recognize aspects of it, project potential futures, 
remember various occurrences, etc.  
 
All of which is to say that just as my hand produces relative 
reifications of aspects of the world, so my brain produces relative 
reifications of more abstract aspects. When we say that we grasp 
something, after all, we could mean with our hands, or that we grasp 
it conceptually, something which is shown in the famed relation in a 
language such as German between the verb greiffen (to grasp) and 
the term ein Begriff (a concept). Our brains then, in this sense, seem 
to only be able to remember in universals, even if our senses grasp in 
particulars, and our experience links incoming sensation with stored 
universals, within what scientists call “cortical columns” in the brain, 
and this is what is called recognition. Our experience is in this sense 
hybrid. And yet, when we philosophize, we can get seduced by our 
stored conceptual reifications of the world, and so many difficulties 
and impasses in the history of philosophy are the result. But as soon 
as we become reenmeshed in the world, our fundamental hybridity 
reveals itself one again.  
 
While such a non-dual approach to experience finds much of its 
support in developments in science which are increasingly calling into 
question the binary and dualist paradigms of the past, such a 
perspective on the world also has a history. In the time since 
Descartes and Kant, it has been a minor yet nevertheless powerful 
tradition within the history of Western philosophy, one which has its 
contemporary avatar in the works of Gilles Deleuze, but before this 
can find antecedents in the works of figures such as Merleau-Ponty, 
Whitehead, Dewey, Peirce, Nietzsche, and before this, Marx and the 
German Idealists. It may seem curious to see Deleuze as having 
anything in common with these theorists, but Deleuze's anti-



Hegelianism was more a response to the Hegel of his day. For in fact, 
all the German “idealists” found their inspiration in their opposite to 
the divided worldview proposed by Kant.  
 
F.W.J. Schelling spoke of an unconditioned, or ulimited, that which 
was a ground of any and all conditioned, which is to say, limited, 
entities. G.W.F. Hegel built upon this further, saying that this absolute 
was that of which any aspect of the world was a part, including 
concepts, things, persons, experiences, history, and the world itself. 
The basic thought here is actually quite simple. Any part of the world 
has to be a part of the whole of the world, which is always more than 
the sum of these parts, even if present in some way within all, and 
never reducible to any of these parts, because it it what is beyond 
them and gives rise to them. Without such a notion of the whole 
beyond any whole, paradoxes emerge. For example, what was 
before our universe, or where did our universe come from? Such 
questions lead to infinite regress, or paradox, or inconsistency, and 
the limit effects to which these often give rise, effects with often very 
real consequences in the world.  
 
That said, Hegel and Schelling were hardly the first to have these 
ideas, Both argued, each in their own ways, that “the absolute” was 
fundamentally non-dual, which, to use the language of Hegel, means 
it is “speculative,” beyond the limits of “picture-thinking,” the term he 
used for thought which attempts to reduce things to fixed 
representations. The absolute is beyond the limitations of language to 
describe it, and any notion of concept we use to grasp it has to be 
beyond the simplistic notions of logic we use to grasp less complex 
aspects of our world. Any simpler ways of grasping aspects of the 
world are then only limited aspects of our grasp of conceptuality, 
which, in its fullest form, is fundamentally non-dual. 
 
Similar notions, namely, that binary, dualistic thinking are 
simplifications of the more fundamentally non-dual, non-binary 
thinking which is needed to understand more fundamental aspects of 
the cosmos, are much older than the nineteenth century. Hegel, for 
example, was influenced by the Christian mystic Jakob Boehme, 
amongst others. In his later years, Schelling increasingly looked for 
the origins of his notion of the ungrounded in various world religions. 
And there is much in common between notions of God as present in 



many theologies and this notion of the absolute or ungrounded. For is 
not God, whatever this term might mean, at least, in theory, supposed 
to be outside of time, space, world, subject, object, experience, 
language, and thought, and yet be present in any and all of these, as 
that which is always beyond any and all, yet cause and even ultimate 
purpose of all of these?  
 
If one traces the influences of these thinkers, both came to their ways 
of thinking in relation to the theorizing of Friedrich Hoelderlin, who 
argued that if there is subject and object in the world, and they are in 
some way split, then philosophy should start by looking at that wider 
context from which this split arose. And all of this flurry of activity by 
figures such as Schelling, Hegel, and Hoelderlin arose as ways to try 
to think their way out of the binarized worldview of that Kant, that 
radicalizer of Descartes' binary worldview, which found its start in 
German intellectual culture at that time in the work of Fichte and in 
the rebirth of interest in Spinoza in regard to the so-called 
Pantheisumusstreit, and in many senses, it is Spinoza who provided 
the model for how to get around the Cartesian model which Kant tried 
and suceeded in further anchoring in the Western intellectual 
traditions.  
 

Spinoza, of course, found his primary influence, along with more 
minor influence by Stoics and other classical theorists, in Moses 
Maimonides, the famed Jewish philosopher who distilled so many of 
the nondual models developed in the Arabic and Islamic philosophical 
worlds. The relational worldview that Maimonides reworked, Spinoza 
reworked, and the German “idealists” reworked, in fact find their roots 
in Islamic reworkings of ancient Greek philosophical models, 
including those of Plotinus and the Stoics, who may have been 
influenced by the Ancient Indian philosophical schools, and which 
provided a counterpoint to the more binary worldviews described by 
Plato and Aristotle.  
 

For in fact, it is Western dualism, along with other over-reifying 
formations exemplified by capitalism and the extreme concreteness 
of the empirical sciences, which are the exception in this world rather 
than the rule. Throughout history and around the globe before the 
period of imperialism, non-dual approaches were the norm rather 
than otherwise. This is not to say they are necessarily better. 



Reification certainly has its uses in the world, and the fact that our 
computers use radically binary and serial models of computing makes 
them particularly good at doing what human brains are bad at doing, 
such as long strings of numerical computations. Without reification, 
no DNA, no writing, no math. All of these arise by means of particular 
aspects which separate off in a relative manner (ie: words, numbers, 
genetic codons), to reintertwine in complex networkings which 
potentiate whole new forms of complex networking. But when such 
individuation, cordoning, and relative nodularizing centralization 
becomes and end in itself rather than towards endeavoring to 
potentiate the robust co-emergence with its contexts, that it becomes 
problematic at best, if not outright destructive. 
 
From Brain to Quantum and Beyond 
 
Brains can be in more than one spacetime at a time. So it is with 
quantum phenemenon. One crucial difference, however, is that while 
this happens extensively within the human brain, it happens 
intensively within quantum phenomenon. For quantum phenomenon, 
often simplified into “particles” in mainstream literature, can be in 
states which layer various spacetimes within themselves as so many 
varying intensities, giving rise to tension within themselves between 
various inner states, or, to put this differently, as many physicists 
have done, quantum particles can be seen as “smearing” themselves 
out accross multiple spacetimes. Looked at inversely, however, this is 
ultimately the same as saying that multiple locations in spacetime are 
smeared “within” a particle as so many intensities. That is, there are 
networks of spacetime folded into these particles which are extended, 
or unfolded, across locations in spacetime. This is in fact the obverse 
of the human brain, which can occupy multiple spacetimes by 
exploring multiple spacetimes, at a miniscule scale of course, within 
its own maps of abstractions of the world beyond it.  
 
What’s more, we know that as we approach a singularity, of shrinking 
a domain of spacetime into the space of a quantum particle by means 
of strong acceleration or gravity, that spacetime contracts, as if 
folding into the particle in question. Whether extending a single 
particle across an area of spacetime, or folding an area of spacetime 
into a super-dense particle (ie: a blackhole), the result looks similar, 
which is to say, spacetime is distributed as networks of intensities 



within a particle. 
 
There are, however, crucial differences between the way brains 
intensively store spacetimes within them in the form of memory, and 
the way particles, as singularities or otherwise, do this. Quantum 
particles only ever mirror the structure of the spacetime they fold 
within them, if in relation to the particular type of particle they are. 
And as mentioned earlier, all quantum particles of a type have an 
identical inner strucutre, while each human brain has a similar 
structure to others in terms of large-scale architecture, but on the 
micro-level, is full of radically different structures, which give rise to 
the distinct memories and personalities of each person. 
 
What’s more, quantum particles, when on their own, collapse when 
disturbed by others. That is, if two “smeared” particles end up in the 
zone of each other’s influence, they will ultimately disturb each other, 
and pull each other out of a “smeared” state, so that each particle has 
to “choose” a specific spacetime location with the other, giving rise to 
an event, a “particle collision,” when often transforms them and sends 
them flying off in new directions. While human brains may loose their 
focus on a given memory, if you hit a person’s body, the whole body 
or thought doesn’t “collpase” in the manner of a particle’s “smeared” 
or “cloud-like” state. This is because the matter of the universe which 
is above the quantum-scale, which appears “stable” and doesn’t 
flicker into and out of localized spacetime like quantum phenomenon 
do, occurs when quantum particles form relatively stable networks 
that dance together in relatively stable patterns, like organisms whose 
cells all work together in a semi-stable balance. While the particles 
still “flicker” in and out of existence, they largely do so in place, 
because they keep each other in check, and this is what is meant by 
atoms and molecules. 
 
What quantum particles clearly can’t do, however, is shift their focus, 
or “explore” their internal structure the way humans do. While they do 
fold the area of spacetime through which they are “smeared” into 
them, if in regard to their own internal structure, this intertwining 
enfolding only changes in regard to changes in their internal and 
external structure. Since it seems the internal structure of these 
particles are all identical, essentially, additional layers of internally 
folded spacetime which “unfolds” at higher energy levels (ie: the 



quark jets which are revealed to exist within protons), then the folding 
of a segment of external spacetime within a quantum particle is like a 
refractive mirror. In fact, it is uncannily similar to the description of the 
inner world of monads as described by Leibniz in his famous work of 
philosophy, The Monadology. 
 
Human brains, however, have dynamic inner structures which are 
highly individualized, and so, they each refract the outer world they 
“smear” inside them differently. And as we know from experience, we 
also slice and dice our experience, refract that on bits of spacetime 
enfolded long ago, yet also rearranged in memory maps and meta-
maps, and then project back imaginary reconstructions of what could 
happen, and after comparing many of these, choose one set to 
become our “actions.” None of this seems to occur with quantum 
particles, which seem to refract the world around them in one set of 
intensities, and while these impact the actions they make, these 
seem determined by the way dynamic forces interact with internal 
elements which seem dynamically frozen into stable patterns which 
give rise to stable probabilities. 
 
And yet, quantum particles are one of the very few aspects of the 
physical world which, like the brains of organisms, do not behave in 
completely predictable ways. Quantum particles appear to “choose” 
some paths over others, and in relation to micro-influences from 
beyond their immediate environment (a more relational, Bohmian 
inspired interpretation) or due to a predictable degree of randomness 
(a more reifying, Cophenhagen-style interpretation of events, which is 
opposed to a Many-Worlds interpretation which refracts this these 
issues to “other universes/dimensions” beyond our knowledge). While 
brute physical matter, like stones or molecules of water, largely do 
whatever the sum of the forces of the environment around them, only 
quantum particles and animal brains seem to have something like the 
“freedom” to decide in relation to their environments. The fact that 
they are both able to “smear” or “fold” spacetime into themselves is 
likely not to be accidental in this. 
 
Crystalline Networkologies 
 
What is being described here is not far from the God of Leibniz, as 
described in his Monadology, a work mentioned earlier in this text. 



According to Leibniz, God is the being that has all possible universes 
in his mind, as so many virtual pathways, and as the world actualizes, 
God is the giant computer programmer that makes sure that the best 
possible world ultimately comes to be, considering the current state of 
things and the virtual possibilities. That is, if a butterfly flapping its 
wings in one part of the world will make the butterfly gain a mouthful 
of food, but be the event which leads to the proverbial chain of events 
which causes a hurricane elsewhere, all things being equal, God will 
make sure the butterfly goes for the morsel of food that avoids the 
hurricane, so long as it doesn’t ultimately lead to something worse. 
God needs infinite foresight, to check the future possibilities. Which 
means, then, that God needs to “smear” its consciousness in multiple 
locations in spacetime, and in regard to our universe, smear it 
through all spacetimes, just like a quantum particle smears itself 
through spacetime. 
 
This is similar to what many mystical traditions have aimed at in 
meditation, namely, the ability to concentrate on many different things 
at the same time, and many different times in the same space. The 
smearing of the mind through spacetime, and the smearing of 
spacetime in the mind. Returning to Leibniz’s notion of God, however, 
if smearing quantum particles in spacetime is the same, ultimately, as 
saying that spacetime is smeared within these particles, so it is with 
this description of God. That is, if God’s mind is smeared across all 
the spacetimes, it is also possible to say all the spacetimes are 
smeared within God, and all at differing intensities. From such a 
perspective, every possiblility in space and time can be seen as 
virtually present in the mind of God, with differing intensity to the 
degree to which it is compatible with the overall actualization to its 
“best,” fullest development in relation to the rest. And God would be 
present in everything, if moreso in things which promote the 
development of the best within the world around them. 
 
There seems, however, to be no guarantee in the world of science 
that things always turn out for the best, nor that there is an omniscient 
God making sure things work out well. But writing at nearly the same 
time as Leibniz was Barch Spinoza, and his model of the world, and 
God, while not able to account for virtuality and actuality like this, can 
complement Leibniz’s notion of God in some fascinating and helpful 
ways. 



 
Leibniz’s God is one which describes a world unfolding in time, 
selecting pathways through the virtual worlds of possibility, and 
bringing the best to actuality. Spinoza’s world is one in which truth is 
beyond time, and God, which is the principle of truth, fundamentally 
non-dual. That is, God is both within time and space and outside of it. 
God is reason, and reason, for Spinoza, is that which cannot 
contradict itself, which is to say, God is, at least in this respect, similar 
to that described by Leibniz, a principle of consistency. For example, 
if a triangle is something with three sides, and this is the essence of a 
triangle, that which is impossible to doubt if one knows the concepts 
intended by these words, then this essence of triangleness, the truth 
it represents, is a part of God. God is simply the ultimate rational 
pattern which contains all the others which make sense of the world 
as we know it. 
 
What this means, however, is tricky to say. For Spinoza, we can 
deduce certain truths from others which are more fundamental. And 
so, while we find the definition of a triangle fundamental once we 
know what its components mean, we can then deduce things from 
this, such as, for example, the notion that it is impossible to have two 
sides not add up to more than the third. While we may deduce this, 
and this may take time, and require several steps in an argument, 
these are all present simultaneously with the notion of a triangle in 
the mind of God. God is beyond space and time, and is the 
necessary truths of the world, in and beyond space and time. But 
God is also the cause of them, because God not only a cosmic 
bookkeeper of logician, but also the most real and most powerful 
entity in the world. God is the power which gave rise to the universe, 
and thus the standard of all values.  
 
That which happens, for Spinzoa, is the best that could be, 
considering all that could happen, simply because it is the only 
standard against which we could make such a judgment. There is no 
perfect world outside of this one in regard to which we could judge 
this one, unless we want to judge an imaginary world better than a 
real one. All we have ever known, and the standard for any good we 
have ever valued, is the world in front of us. The best within it, and 
the most reasonable, is what is most Godly. Likewise, that which is 
the most powerful. This doesn’t mean Spinoza valorizes evildoers, 



but rather, he believes that those who are cruel and terrible to others 
may have short-sighted benefits, but ultimately dig their own graves 
and cause their own troubles. For Spinoza, nature and politics bear 
this out. Ultimately, however, his concern is ultimate, not with human 
action. The universe is the most powerful thing we have ever known, 
and is the only standard against which power can be understood, the 
same with value and reason. 
 
The inheritor to such an approach to the world, and God, is the 
German Idealists, Schelling, and then Hegel. God is the 
unconditioned, the Absolute, the invariant within all experience. As 
the invariant, God is the standard against which any determination of 
reason, value, power, ethics, or anything else can be judged. Space 
and time are simply the unfolding of the absolute in itself. The 
absolute unfolds from virtual to actual. And it does so, for Hegel, to 
move from abstract absolute to concrete absolute. A concrete 
absolute is one which is determinate, and negates itself and its world 
by holding its particular, determinate aspects apart from each other 
and the world in and within itself in relation to the world. For example, 
a real tree holds its leaves apart from each other, keeps its green 
pigments separate from its brown ones, and is distinct from the idea I 
may have of this in my head. The tree also holds apart, in a sense, 
the various moments of time in which it exists. But when I imagine a 
tree in my head, all trees in the world and all times I’ve ever seen a 
tree in get collapses, and all the parts, colors, and other aspects of a 
tree become a fuzzy mess. Indistinct and abstract, the parts aren’t 
determinate, nor fully distinct from what’s around them, nor do they 
mutually negate either other, either logically or in space or time. They 
are, in Hegelian terms, abstract, not concrete. 
 
From this foray into philosophy, we can then postulate what it might 
be like to exist within a singularity. All that has ever existed exists 
within the singularity as virtual pathways within virtual spacetime. 
Similar to the branching pathways in a human brain, with so many 
feedback channels, the singularity would then be a giant virtual brain 
whose thoughts are so many virtual scenes of events and pathways 
through it, all interfering with each other to give rise to so many varied 
intensities whereby various pathways intensify or inhibit others. What 
is more, it seems that every quantum entity may also have such a 
temporal structure, even if this seems to decohere at macro/non-



quantum sizes, only to reappear in reworked form in the interiority of 
the lived experience of time in terms of memory and anticipation, with 
all the quantum-like aspects this seems to reveal. All of which is to 
say that this structure may not only apply to the singularity, but to 
lesser degrees, all aspects of the universe which arose therefrom, 
with some more reified and actual and less virtual than others, and 
yet, still networks within networks of such a mode of poly-
dimensional, virtual-actual networked temporal branching. 
 
All of which is fundamentally different from what we experience in the 
everyday external spacetime of physical objects, in which entities are 
actual, which is to say, determined, and extended so their aspects 
are distinctly unfolded and exclude and displace each other in space 
and time, and some events give rise to others. Time unfolds in space, 
and vice-versa, causes leading to effects, but never the reverse, due 
to the single direction of the flow of energy from the Big-Bang and its 
way of pushing along the non-quantum aspects of the universe in one 
direction alone. This can be seen as simply a collapsed, reified 
version of the more complex forms of quantum time and neural 
experienced time. 
 
That said, ultimately, we have no way of knowing, of course, if what 
seems so solid is here as it appears to be. That is, perhaps we have 
never left the singularity, such that all of us, the objects of the world, 
and all our worlds of experience are simply virtual projections within 
the singularity itself. Of course, saying we have never left the 
singularity is the same, ultimately, as saying that the singularity has 
never left us. From such a perspective, we are smeared in it, and it in 
us. 
 
If this is the case, and we have no way ultimately of knowing it is not, 
then then universe could be viewed in two very different ways. In the 
first, we never have never left the singularity, but the intensity of the 
pathways through it change in intensity relative to each other, causing 
all we experience. There would then be no movement forward in time 
for the singularity as a whole, but only changes in the intensity of its 
pathways in space, as some vanish, and others increase to full 
intensity, while others increase or decrease in intensity relative to the 
main branch pursued from the center to periphery, which are 
ultimately simply aspects of each other, because this space is virtual 



anyway. But we could, at least virtually, figure the center as the now, 
the branching pathways to the periphery as the virtual futures, and 
the actual past as that which has gone through the center, and is 
written on the exterior, extended in virtual space, with the most recent 
events as the largest, and those in the distant past as the smallest. Of 
course, for this to be more accurate, the branching virtual pathways 
would have to be three dimensional, as would the writings on the 
sphere itself, and the interior of the sphere in virtual space, and the 
circumference of the sphere in the actual. And then we would have 
an image of our own universe as it unfolds in spacetime, and perhaps 
of time itself, fractally proliferating to quantum, collapsed objective, 
and neural forms. 
 
From such a perspective, then, there is no difference, ultimately, in 
saying that we are all still within the singularity, and it is within us, for 
every aspect of the universe can ultimately be seen as little more 
than the holographic and fractal refracton of the singularity, each 
more intense the more as it actualizes the full scope of the virtual 
potentials of the singularity within it. Of all the aspects of the world, 
the human brain is able to bring into the actual world the virtual 
potential of the singularity to the greatest degree. This detour through 
neuro-science and artificial intelligence, quantum physics and 
cosmology, physical and speculative, has brought us back, now, to 
where this began. 
 
The preceding discussions of aspects of neuroscience, artificial 
intelligence, quantum physics, and cosmology, the latter two 
extrapolated speculatively beyond the limits of experience, provide a 
basis for the more directly philosophical model to follow, rejoining the 
discussion of the first part of this essay. 
 
We have no way of knowing if we have ever left the singularity, and 
ultimately, whether we are all virtual presences within the singularity 
whose intensity increases as we actualize more of those potentials, 
or the singularity is present within us more intensely as we actualize 
its virtual potentials, is ultimately two ways of saying the same thing. 
What is more, there is no reason not to think of the singularity as 
what the philosophers have often called the Absolute, the 
Unconditioned, or the mystics and theologians have called God, at 
least, if by God we mean the ultimate horizon of all experience, that 



from which all space and time, matter and energy, came to be, is a 
part, and likely will return or continue to mutate infinitely, which may 
ultimately be two ways of saying the same. 
 
From such a perspective, God, or the singularity, or in the terms 
described above, matrix or the oneand, gave rise to matter and 
energy, space and time, by differentiating itself, by emerging from 
indeterminate virtuality into determinate actuality, from potential to 
actual. As it differentiated, it rewove with itself, and gave rise to more 
complex actualities, aspects of itself that didn’t layer differences and 
samenesses in space and time, matter and energy, intensively onto 
each other, but rather, extensively, with each excluding the other to 
varying degrees, with space, time, matter, and energy as the result. 
The world moves forward in time and explores itself in space, yet 
within the singularity, these are all stored, virtually layered on top of 
each other in the same infinitely compressed yet infinitely extended 
spacetime. From the center, infinite pathways extend, with each 
possible scenario in the universe, and yet, there are feedback 
channels between these, threading the threads. The center is the 
now, and the branches move closer towards it feeding back more into 
each other and becoming more definite from the virtual haze 
surrounding them as they near actualization. Interfering like so many 
branches of lightning, the pathways and scenarios increase in 
intensity as they approach the center, which is always the most 
intense, for it is the peak of actualization. 
 
This node of actualization, burning white hot in intensity, sucks the 
pathways into it, like so much matter and energy in a black hole, and 
what it sucks into it are virtual pathways, like so many networks in a 
brain. What emerges out the other side of this hole, however, is the 
universe as we know it, actual, and extended in spacetime, in which 
time flows linearly forwards, yet differentiated in spacetime, just as in 
the singularity, it is the reverse. And yet, on the other side of the core 
of actualization is also another virtual pathway, the periphery of this 
infinitely extended virtual universe, a spherical enclosure, whose 
exterior flattens upon it the space we experience, holographically, 
compacting dimensions, with the more recent events larger, and the 
more distant ones smaller. Infinite in expanse, this sphere is infinitely 
small, for it contains all the virtual worlds we could be inside of it, and 
our actual world outside yet receding into it from all sides. Like a 



black hole, but turned inside out, like the famed “white holes” 
described by physicists. Simply inflate this image from three 
dimensions to four, and you get a description of our actual universe. 
 
From such a perspective, we have never left the singularity even as 
we are always leaving it, for it is virtually smeared through the whole 
universe, and the whole universe is virtually smeared in it. It is the 
potential which the whole universe actualizes, the essence of God in 
any and all, which is to say, the core of emergence within any and all 
aspects of the universe. It is physical energy, as well as all the virtual 
possibilities which this makes truly possible as potential in any given 
actual situation. Energy is the name of this essence in the abstract, 
but because energy is always bound up in matter to unfold in 
particular ways, this reification of one aspect of potential is a highly 
reduced notion of this seed of emergence, of all the virtual potentials 
present, within each and any and all, such that each and any aspect 
of the cosmos is a refraction of the singularity, of God, of the matrix or 
oneand, each in its own way. 
 
And each in differing degrees of intensity. Those which bring the 
virtual freedom to be any and everything, like the quantum particle, of 
which the singularity is the most virtually free, into the world of the 
actual, is the most Godllke. The human brain, then, as the most 
complex and free actuality, is the most intensely Godlike aspect of 
the world we know, just as the singularity is the most virtually Godlike. 
All value, from which all ethics derives, exists on a continuum of 
degrees of intensity of potential to make actual the virtual potential 
present in the seed of emergence present in any and all in relation to 
that in and of any and all. 
 
All time and space is within us, if virtually, for the history of the entire 
universe would ultimately be needed to fully explain each and any of 
its most minute aspects. How to explain why you are thinking what 
you are now if you hadn’t been born in a particular place, in a 
particular society, in this particular species, on this particular planet, 
in this particular solar system, in this universe given rise to by a this 
singularity? Each and any aspect of the world can trace itself back to 
the singularity this way, just as any and all aspects of the world are 
pathways to the singularity within it, even as we are within it, each the 
essence and core of the other, virtual and real, potential and actual. 



 
For the singularity, time is fuzzy, indeterminate, enfolded, vague, full 
of options and pathways. From the pure light of indeterminacy, the 
universe is like a the brain of infants, born with far too many nerve 
connections, which slowly prunes itself as some connections grow 
stronger than others with time, and those which aren’t used die. The 
singularity is dominated by possibility until it begins to actualize and 
determinate shapes come to be, and it begins to grope to grasp some 
of those with others, define aspects of itself, and eventually, by giving 
rise to consciousness and self-consciousness, to come to know itself. 
Just like our thoughts arise and fall away, yet leave traces in the 
physical structure of our brain which impacts pathways for future 
thoughts, organisms are like thoughts in the brains of the world, 
objects are like nerve-cells, and yet, it all pulses with life and, even if 
at simpler degrees, something like awareness. And though organism 
rise and fall, we leave traces in the fabric of the brain of which we are 
aspects. We are how the singularity comes to feel and think itself. 
And just as thought is how humans feel their brains from the inside, 
feelings how we feel our brains feel out bodies, and sensations how 
our brain feels our body feeling our world, so it is with us. We are the 
way the singularity comes to feel itself, and as we develop, so its 
ability to feel itself becomes more defined, more complex. 
 
And we, and all other matter, are how the singularity comes to move 
from the fuzziness of potential to the definition of actuality. Quantum 
phenomenon actualize within webs of virtual potentials. If one starts 
from the perspective of a given quantum particle-event, it is as if it 
sends out virtual ‘feelers’ to imagine future possibilities, and then 
‘chooses’ one to act on, similar to the way in which humans imagine 
possibilities, then actualize choices. Nevertheless, the notion that 
quantum-particle events are ever truly distinct is a useful fiction, for in 
fact, these are reifications of the shimmering networks of events, the 
networks of virtual possibilities and actualized events described by 
the famous diagrams of physicist Richard Feynman. Quantum 
particle-events are simply nodes in these vast networks of flickering 
virtual potential and actual events, wrapping in and out of each other. 
And just as quantum event-particles seem to smear spacetime within 
them, so it is with the singularity, it has all of spacetime smeared 
within it, along with all its virtual and actual potentials. It changes 
within itself, slowly shifting from mostly virtual to mostly actual, and 



this is what we experience as movement in spacetime. 
 
Perhaps, however, it is more apt to describe it as a shifting from 
unfocused to focused, from undefined to defined, from fuzzy to 
concrete. While there is a loss of pure potentiality, there is a gain in 
specificity, concretion, definition. Things become, to use a more 
commonplace term, more intensely real, and hence, less nebulous 
and indistinct. And this is another form of freedom, the freedom from 
the indefinite. If the singularity looses the pure abstract freedom of 
possibility to concretion, it gains it back as this concretion increases 
in complexity. Human brains are clearly evidence of this. 
 
What we give to the singularity is definite, actual, concrete, and 
determined existence in delimited space and time. Only by means of 
such a loss of freedom, of reification and enclosure, can any aspect 
of the pure potential of the singularity distinguish itself enough from 
what is around it to then be able to intertwine with others equally 
differentiated to give rise to greater intensity of differentiated 
intertwining, which is to say, complex networking. This is emergence. 
This is the standard of all value, that which potentiates itself the more 
intensely it complexifies. 
 
We are all of God, as is every aspect of the world, and yet, to differing 
degrees, to the extent to which we have the potential to actualize the 
potential of any and all by means of our own. This is a non-dual 
ethics and practics, one which only grows as a self by growing others, 
and vice-versa. A network ethics of robust complexification of self and 
world, of coming into sync with the manner in which the world 
develops in and through you. To come into sync with emergence is to 
have it emerge in and through you, it is action as inaction, the 
maximal freedom, power, and pleasure possible from one’s particular 
location within it. Ultimately selfish in its unselfishness, it is the 
distribution of control and potential, the fostering of difference to the 
maximum sustainable to degree. For so long as difference and 
change do not overwhelm the ability to give rise to yet more, they 
feed emergence. Versus paranoid control, centralization, 
hierarhiczation, this is potential set free, to the verge of chaos. Our 
world is far, far from chaos due to proliferating difference, and in fact, 
only ever seems on the verge of chaos from the crises which massive 
over control bring about, and claim to be caused by the reverse. 



Decentralization, diversification, proliferation, investment in any and 
all, rather than for the few, to the verge of chaos, this is the pathway 
towards robustness for our world. 
 
As the singularity wrested itself into actuality, giving rise to life, then 
self-consciouness, then language and culture, it has always balanced 
reification with distributedness. And yet, the evolution of nature is 
radically brutal and cruel, each species taking the next for fuel and 
raw materials. Carnage and brutality. Humans have inherited this 
terrible lineage, and we have never ceased to be brutal to each other. 
And yet, our minds only developed this way because we learned to 
cooperate, we are social animals, and this is the only way to move 
forward, to unlearn the brutality of evolution in the harsh 
environments of our past. We now have the technology to eliminate 
any suffering, we have tamed nature, and yet, since it forged us, we 
now need to brutality that the millenia have etched in our souls. This 
inflection point in human evolution, and of life and nature, is 
humanity’s mission, to redeem the suffering that was needed to give 
rise to it, but now taking over the path of evolution, and evolving 
ourselves, and with us, the world. Before our own technology 
destroys us. We are on the verge of revolutions in bio-tech and nano-
tech, unknown vistas of potential, but peril as well. If we don’t learn 
the lessons of evolution before it is too late, we will be yet one more 
evolutionary dead end. 
 
If individual humans live in a time state which is fundamentally 
networked, ever more like the singularity, able to imagine possible 
futures and consider the best, if we don’t do this now as a species, by 
means of our massively networked communications networks, we will 
be doomed by the work of our own hands. So far we have been able 
to avoid nuclear destruction, but can we survive the technologies on 
the horizon if we don’t finally come to self-consciousness, as one 
enormously distributed human brain, and begin to stop destroying 
and oppressing ourselves and world? 
 
Humanity has always been approaching the stage of being one 
massively intertwined organism, a giant brain for processing its own 
development in relation to the world around it. And yet, while this 
giant brain of our collective consciousness is consciousness, it is 
hardly self-conscious. We are beginning, only now, to become aware 



of ourselves as a species, a collective mind composed of collective 
minds, as the internet weaves us together into transpersonal 
communications networks. Like an infant slowly coming to realize that 
its disparate sensations are aspects of itself, and some are under its 
control, ultimately nucleating an ego out of partial nodes of 
awareness of its body, to finally grasp itself as a self, so it is with our 
collective coming to self-consciousness as a species. We think of our 
individual selves as so many monads, or as monadically isolated 
cultures, and yet, these are only ever virtual networks within the 
world, which is the ultimate horizon against which this is all possible. 
Protecting what is ours alone, we chase egoic dreams, and the result 
is destruction. Those like me, those near me, those part of my 
country, community, this is the path to decomplexification. Growth 
becomes paradoxical as it approaches its limits, for overemphasis 
upon the reified requires the reverse to bring about growth, and vice-
versa. 
 
From such a perspective, time is many, many things. It is the time of 
the singularity, pure virtual enfolding of any and all potentials that 
could be, compressed infinitely in spacetime within the singularity, 
and actualizing itself in refracted form in any and all aspects of the 
world we have come to know. It is the networks of branching virtual 
pathways within the singularity, and the progressive now lacing 
various virtual strands together into one thread of actuality in the 
extended domain of each actual in spacetime. It is the layering of the 
traces of these threads within the impacts these actualizations of 
events leave in the stuff of matter as so many layers of memory. It is 
the extension of memory into the future by the habits of living 
organisms, and the increasing complexification of pathways of 
moving matter as it intertwines in organisms in patterns which 
perpetuate themselves. It is the layerings of these patterns as the 
amplify and inhibit each other in the nervous systems of organisms, 
and ever more so through brains. It is the branching pathways, 
dilations, and layerings, and networks of realities and fantasies of the 
ways organisms experience the more constrained networks of 
displacement in physical spacetime of matter. And it is the virtual 
brains of human culture, the Internet, and the new artificial bio- and 
nano-tech brains we will likely give rise to which can, if we survive, 
bring actuality closer to the freedom of the virtual, if at higher levels of 
complexity, intertwining virtual and actual to ever more complex 



degrees. 
 
Beyond Mysticism via Thomas Kuhn's Scientific Paradigmatics 
 
Some may say that what is being described here is nothing but a sort 
of mystical quasi-theology, but in fact, it is simply the tiniest 
extrapolation of what is considered settled science. Of course, as 
Kuhn and the history of science have shown, no science should be 
seen as ultimate, and from the perspective described here, any 
attempt to establish ultimate truth or certainty should likely be taken 
with great suspicion, and this text takes its own formulations with 
such suspicion as well. All formulations are nothing but, even if some 
may be more in sync with the lines of force at work in our situations 
than others, all of which hinges, if in ways which can only be 
metaleptically grounding in the sort of world we want to see in relation 
to the best interpretations we have of the worlds in which we find 
ourselves and in a continually refractive movement between these. 
That said, there seems every reason to see what is being described 
here as not only based in science, but in sync with the needs of a 
networked age whose overeifying structures, from paranoid neo-
territorialisms to the runaway territorialism in disguise of cancerous 
hyper-capitalism. 
 
Returning more directly to the issues at hand, however, whether or 
not we call this notion “the singularity,” “the divine,” “the oneand,” or 
whatever else is perhaps largely irrelevant. While naming things 
matters, what is much more important is how you use things, 
concepts included. That is, what really is at issue is how such a 
perspective impact how we act, speak, and relate to the world around 
us. As Gregory Bateson famously argued, information is a difference 
that makes a difference. Following this, perhaps what matters about a 
concept is the way it is linked to others in networks which promote 
understanding the world and acting in relation to the world in 
particular ways over others. And perhaps meaning has never been 
anything but. That is, if the ideas expressed here do not somehow 
make a difference to and for us in how we relate to our worlds, then 
perhaps they are no ideas at all.  
 
Returning to the question of whether or not what is being described 
here is something like quasi-mysticism, well, perhaps it is. But is also 



quite different from many mysticisms past, as it grounds itself in 
science and mathematics and careful argumentation in regard to 
these more than anything like personal revelation. That said, the 
similarities between what is described here and various notions of 
what has been described in terms such as the divine or God in 
various devotional traditions, philosophies, and other such worldviews 
is perhaps not coincidental. For if the empirical data and equations 
beloved by the most intensely atheistic scientists and mathematicians 
lead them to find that this leads them to something that resembles 
many aspects of many of the mystical notions of the divine in many 
world traditions, it is worth trying to understand why this might be, and 
what it could mean.  
 
And what it likely does not mean. For while such notions may lead to 
something like the notion of the divine described by mystics of many 
world traditions, mysticism is not religion. The protectors of the status 
quo in many world religions have been as terrified of mysticism as 
atheism, if not moreso, for mysticism destroys the ridigities upon 
which orthodoxy and orthopraxy are based. Mysticism is most often 
based on the inability to ever completely express that which is can 
only be indirectly described in words or otherwise grasped. Scholars 
of mysticism often describe attempts to articulate mystical 
experiences as taking the form of apophatic language, language that 
calls attention to its own limits, as exemplified in formulations such as 
“words cannot express what it means to experience” this or that. 
From the perspective of the apophatic, any and all attempts to 
articulate the mystical divine are always partial, as are any attempts 
to capture in language what could be meant by such experiences. 
Those adherents to the ultimate nature of past revelations, or rigid 
ways of doing and thinking, are often highly threatened by the notion 
that anyone and everyone could see the potentials within the stuff of 
the world to show them that everything is only ever partial.  
 
Then again, there tend to be two types of mystics, those who feel that 
their revelations give them access, even partial access, to 
unmediated truth, and those who feel that any and all can get equal 
access to their own form of this in a manner similar to them. The first 
tend to found religions which then turn into orthodoxies and 
orthopraxies in turn, while the later tend to embrace any and all 
mysticisms which see every aspect of the world as having the 



potential to open on to the all. The writings of Ibn 'Arabi in the Islamic 
tradition, or the current Dalai Lama in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, 
are examples of such more open forms of mysticism which 
encourage you to find your own opening on to the all in the any, while 
being skeptical of any attempts to reduce the potential of the world to 
open on to what exceeds it. Whether or not this has anything to do 
with God is a whole different matter. God is such a fraught notion, 
and often has very contradictory meanings. Perhaps “God” is a word, 
a human idea created by our cultures, a projection of our greatest 
hopes, dreams, idealizations, desires, and perhaps fears. From such 
a perspective, the institutions of world religions have tended to be an 
attempt to domesticate, institutionalize, instrumentalize and control 
the fundamentally destabilizing insights of their more open mystics.  
 
What is being described in the preceding sections, however, has 
nothing to do with God or religion in any sense, certainly not in any 
institutional sense. It is also not anything like atheism, which is a form 
of certainty which is an irrational faith as much as anything else. What 
is being described here is not articulating anything like that the 
singularity is all powerful, can grant wishes, knows our thoughts, 
cares about sins, hears prayers, or anything like any of these more 
traditional notions of the divine. Rather, what is being described is the 
notion that the singularity was a quantum superposition of time, 
space, matter, and energy which is now unfolding and intertwining, as 
the scientists say. The only extension beyond this is to say that each 
and every aspect of our world is thus an aspect of the singularity and 
vice-versa, and even this is essentially what the scientists are saying. 
Where this resembles mysticism, of course, is that it coincides with 
some beliefs which show up in many mystical discourses in various 
world traditions, notions such as “all is one,” “each is an aspect of all 
and vice-versa,” “each is only a part of the all,” and related 
formulations.  
 
Scientificially speaking, this can be thought of as a set of insights 
which are fractal and holographic in structure. A fractal structure is 
one which is self-similar at multiple levels of scale, which is to say, if 
you zoom in and examine it from a microscope, and then zoom in 
again, you see a variation of the same structure. This can be seen, 
for example, in the branches of many structures in nature, such as 
branches on trees, branches in the human bronchial tubes in the 



lungs, etc. The reason why is that this is the simplest way to produce 
variation, essentially, use the same code for larger and smaller, and 
have the code intertwine itself with local manifestations to produce 
variations on a theme that all resonate at multiple levels of scale. This 
is one of evolution's primary strategies. A holograph is a structure in 
which the whole and parts intermediate, such as is used to create the 
holograhic images on many identity or credit cards today. These are 
used because of the complex equipment needed to produce these, 
making them difficult to forge. That said, any living organism can be 
seen as a holograph of sorts, because the DNA in each and all of my 
cells creates a situation in which the parts of my body and the whole 
all intertwinedly coordinate in a manner we call life.  
 
A relational perspective on the world is one which sees all aspects of 
the world as intertwined, if each in their own differing ways. While this 
has some aspects in common with various world mysticisms, it is 
based on science even if it does not deify science any more than it 
deifies the singularity, and in this sense, has  
almost nothing in common with any organized religions or their 
obverse, namely, atheism. This is not faith, rather, it is simply reason 
taken to its own logical breaking points and foundations, and by its 
own means. Reason cannot found itself, for like everything else in the 
world, it deconstructs, and this ends in paradox, inconsistency, 
incoherence, or some mixture of these. Or something much more 
interesting, such as the highly grounded and practical, scientific and 
pragmatic worldview being presented here. 
 
From such a perspective, any attempt to describe the notion being 
described here as “matrix” is necessarily partial. And the more it 
attempts to completely reify this notion, the further out of sync it will 
be with it, even if some degree of reification is necessary to even 
approach it at all. Between reification and pure openness, matrix is 
neither nor as well as both and. There is in fact here the core of an 
ethics, middle path between pure reification and pure dissolution, an 
ethics of development and growth of manifestation of matrix in all its 
fullness and potential.  
 
None of which should be seen as taking the insights of contemporary 
science uncritically, for science and mathematics, which often claim 
to be beyond ethics, are always already shot through with biases 



which imply various ethical ways of relating to the world. After all, why 
do we value doing science, or value doing mathematics? Why 
discover more about the way the world works, or try to control and 
harness the powers of nature? These endeavors only make sense in 
relation to the situations in which we find ourselves in our world, and 
while people may say they are looking for something like 
disinterested truth, it does not seem possible to be disinterested in 
anything. We are always in context, always full of desires, hopes, 
fears, dreams. Better to try to understand and work with these than 
pretend they aren't there. From a relational perspective, whatever we 
value or devalue, even if it is passionately dispassionate activity, 
matrix must be at the core of this as well. 
 
But what could this mean? If matrix is not only everything and 
anything, but the foundation of all values, the source of all value and 
valuation, that which is valued in any valuation, as well as that which 
is beyond all value even as it is always an aspect of any and all 
values and valuations. When we begin to question which values we 
value valuing, the very notion of value will deconstruct like any others, 
and matrix will be staring us back in the face. 
 
If it is possible that matrix is at the foundation of physics and 
mathematics, as well as that which all ethical and religious systems 
attempt to describe, and in fact, is that of which any aspect of the 
world is an attempt at representation in it s own way, then matrix is 
that which is refracted in any and all, even as some aspects of the 
world are more intensely matrixal, which is to say, they have more of 
the potential of matrix within them. The singularity, of course, but the 
singularity also destroys, which is to say, deconstructs, whatever it 
absorbs, and as such, it is neither life nor death to the cosmos, but 
also both of these and the other, beyond these and the foundations 
from which they derive. 
 
Ethics, Or The Time of Value 
 
But the human mind, the inner experience of the world, now that is 
something which is able to bring the whole world of experience 
together within it, and reimagine the world in ever more powerful 
ways, then bring these dreams into the world, and unleash ever more 
potentials of the world. This mind, however, is a product of the deep 



creativity of the world itself, of the evolution of life and the cosmos. 
The human mind is perhaps the most fully realized representation of 
the singularity yet developed, even if a poor one at that. 
 
And yet, the mind seems only the way in which our physical body 
feels itself from the inside, with thought as how the brain feels itself, 
feeling how the brain feels the body, and sensation how the brain 
feels the body feeling the world beyond. We are the sense organs of 
matrix, the way in which it comes to feel its world from outside its own 
insides. We are its dreams, thoughts within its giant brain, body, and 
world, which is to say, the cosmos, which is both inside and outside 
of us, as we are all inside and outside of matrix. Have we ever left the 
singularity? Is the Big Bang just a dream, as much as our cosmos, as 
much as our own experience, and our dreams of dreaming? The 
argument is little different than that which questions if we are living in 
a simulation. What matters, ultimately, is the difference this all makes. 
 
And it seems that if matrix values anything, it is the further 
development of matrix. Which is to say, the robust emergence of 
more emergence. For what matrix does is emerge, it is emergence, 
and when it is more intensely emergent, it emerges not only in the 
present but future, it gives rise to time from the process of its 
emergence from itself. Spacetime results from emergence emerging 
from itself, as that which is opened within matrix so that it can emerge 
as emergence, which is what it is. Emergence is simply another name 
for matrix and oneand, for it is that of which these are, essence and 
existence being oneand, even if more intensely so in some aspects of 
the world than others. Dormant emergence is emergence turned 
against itself by extreme reification, while emergent emergence is 
emergence in the process of existing as its essence, which is to say, 
to emerge, and to do so in a way which feeds into future emergence, 
avoiding extreme reification as much as dissolution, while making use 
of both towards the end of greater emergence beyond past, present, 
and future, yet within all of these. 
 
And so, if we are to develop an ethics from this, values to guide our 
projects, then we need to find those aspects of the world which are 
most intensely and sustainably emergent, and model our behavior on 
these, learn from them. And since matrix is fundamentally non-dual, 
is should come as little surprise that those aspects of our world which 



are most intensely emergent, which is to say, which complexify the 
most intensely and sustainably, are those which do so by intertwining 
with others, by emerging in relation with them, intertwining their own 
projects with those of others. No aspect of the world can emerge by 
reifiying itself, or turning other aspects of the world into reified mirror 
aspects of itself. No, the world resists this. All aspects of the world 
which thrive are other-centered and directed, because this is the core 
way in which one can be self-centered and directed. 
 
But there is a middle zone. Towards one extreme in our world is the 
matrix which pursues the pathway of maximally robust self-
centeredness, and those who tend to the other extreme, which is 
maximally other-centeredness. Those which follow the first path, 
which can be thought of as paranoid, tend to thrive in the short run, 
but undermine their own success in the long run, producing continual 
crises and potential crashes as they destroy the very aspects of their 
world which sustain them. Those aspects of matrix which are other-
centered tend to proceed at a much slower yet more distributed way, 
and in the long term, this is more productive, stable, rich, and in sync 
with the deep patterns of matrix itself. Those which are purely other-
centered or purely self-centered, however, will ultimately deconstruct 
themselves, but those who pursue the middle path will find a degree 
of resonance with that of the world around it as it tries to emerge 
more robustly as well. The distinction between self and world, in fact, 
begins to deconstruct, and what remains is the emergence of 
emergence. This is a non-dual ethics and way of life. Such an 
approach to the world, however, is ultimately relative to one’s 
surroundings, for the middle pathway is only ever the middle between 
reification and dissolution in relation to the world in which it finds 
itself. 
 
Matrix desire to liberate matrix from its fetters, which is to say, from 
limitations, to develop itself and emerge in the most profound yet 
sustainable way possible. At least, this is what the history of the 
cosmos seems to show. All that we value is based upon life and life 
more abundantaly, and this is the result of the manner in which matrix 
valued and hence worked to give rise to something like matter and 
life which could value something like life and life more abundantly in 
the process. The paradox, the non-dual irony, perhaps, is that the 
more we value the quality of life of others is the greater degree to 



which ours increases. 
 
And this seemingly opposite, dialectical logic is the way the world 
seems to work. Take any particular aspect of the world to its extreme, 
and it will deconstruct its own foundations, yet intertwine it with others 
towards non-dual ends, and new emergences will come to be which 
will give rise to new dualities which can give rise to yet more intense 
emergences, in and beyond duality and non-duality. Dialectics and 
deconstruction seem to be a part of this process. 
 
In the process of emergence, matrix gives rise to a world fuller and 
deeper than it was in the singularity, a world with us in it. The 
sigularity has given us the world, and we can give it back, and in the 
process, gain it ourselves, in, through, and beyond ourselves. We do 
this by desiring liberation via the middle path, between reification and 
dissolution, for any and all, and working to make this possible. Within 
the zone of robust emergence, it means pushing things away from 
reification and mirroring of the same, and towards the refraction of 
difference, towards curiosity, desire, change, multiplicity. Politically 
speaking, this is radical socialist democracy, not chaos, but the world 
described by post-anarchist thinkers. Certainly, it is different from the 
evil world of today, ruled by mega-corporations which run countries to 
divide and conquer the world via racisms, borders, queer-phobias, 
misogyny, and general impoverishment of “others,” as well as the 
incarceration or bombing of others, always imagined as well valuable 
than ourselves, thereby producing a world always on the verge of its 
own deconstruction. Slower yet more distributed development is the 
only ethical way, investing in others until all are ready for the next 
step, and distributing control of the process, economically and 
politically, to the maximum degree that is sustainable. That is a robust 
world, a world that is maximally emergent. 
 
While nature did not emerge that way, for it emerged from scarcity, in 
a world of animal eats animal, biological evolution hit an inflection 
point with humanity, it evolved altruism and cooperation, as well as 
recursive thought, and these gave us the ability to take evolution to 
the stars. They also gave us the ability to destroy and be cruel to 
ourselves, as well as the ability to extinguish all life on our planet. 
Unless we learn to conquer our inner worlds, we will destroy our outer 
ones. The fiction that science and mathematics are beyond values 



fails to take into account the fact that as science is on the verge of 
deconstructing the human to give rise to the post-human, via 
technologies such as artificial intelligence and nano- or bio-tech, we 
need to deconstruct our values to emerge from these as well. 
Emergence, and the pathway provided by the middle path of robust 
emergence, which models its behavior on the most robustly emergent 
aspects of the world around it, is a way to deconstruct the dualities 
which have reified our world into its currently dangerous and painful 
state. 
 
There are philosophies of the past which have argued many of these 
notions, if without making use of the logics of mathematics and 
physics. The philosophy of the West, particularly that which comes 
from the path-breaking work of Gilles Deleuze, is currently tending in 
this way, and the Deleuzian notion of the virtual is a definite influence 
on what I am calling matrix, the oneand, and emergence. The major 
influences on Deleuze, such as Henri Bergson, Gilbert Simond, A.N. 
Whitehead, C.S. Peirce, or Baruch Spinoza also indicate similar 
pathways. Relational emergentism has always been a minority 
position within Western philosophy, an underground current that was 
always overshadowed by the thinkers of reification, such as Rene 
Descartes or Immanuel Kant. Despite Deleuze’s antipathy to Hegel, 
as well as many of Hegel’s own later writings, Hegel’s more truly 
dialectical works, such as the Phenomenology and the Logic, are also 
crucial precursors to this mode of thinking, even if this is often 
obscured by interpretations of Hegel, including those of the late Hegel 
himself, and to a lesser extent, Marx. 
 
But even before these, there are precursors in the Classic Arabic and 
Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhist philosophical traditions which 
provide incredible resources for imagining non-dual philosophies of 
relational emergence today. That said, many of the forms of non-dual 
insight present within these traditions retains, like most Western 
philosophy, aspects which keep the powerful non-duality of some of 
its most crucial insights in fetters. Classical Arabic and Buddhist 
countries through the ages are not necessarily the zones of the 
greatest robust emergence. For even if they liberate the mind, they 
do not necessarily liberate society, just as Western societies tend to 
liberate the physical world for a few but not the many. A truly 
robustely emergent, non-dual worldview would have to deconstruct 



aspects of all of these precursors to imagine something new and 
different in sync with the particular needs of the middle path of the 
worlds in which we find ourselves. Any robustly emergent worldview 
will always selectively employ dual and non-dual elements in order to 
deconstruct local roadblocks to liberation to maximally sustainable 
robust emergence, and to help solidify and temporarilly reify those 
which are needed to allow for greater emergence in the future. A truly 
complete non-dual philosophy would deconstruct itself. All 
emergence is local, and hence, all strategies to further emergence, 
which is to say, worldviews, ultimately are as well, including this one. 
 
Beyond Reified Chronotopics towards the Time of Networks  
 
We live in an age of networks, and I have written extensively 
elsewhere about what a philosophy of networks, based in emergent 
relationalism, as its local manifestation, might look like. Such a 
worldview would have to deconstruct the traditional reifications 
between philosophy and politics, science and fantasy, ethics and 
knowledge, in order to produce something which emerges from these 
contemporary cultural stases. And if we live in networked times, it is 
from networks we must emerge, and through which we can, for 
networks are ultimately ways of thinking of how emergence occurs. 
Composed of nodes, links, grounds, and levels of processes, all 
these can be seen as aspects of the ways in which emergence 
comes to be, between the extreme reification which nodes often give 
rise to, and the dissolution of processes. Between these, networks 
come to be, and from these, the potential for liberating our world to 
more robustly emergent ways of being. 
 
This essay began with an investigation of time. From a 
networkological perspective, any aspect of the world can only ever be 
understood in relation to the whole, for if all is matrix, part and whole 
always exceed each other, for both are oneand. And so, any term 
needs to be deconstructed and reconstructed in regard to how it 
relates to the local attempt to give rise to even greater robust 
emergence in any and all. Matrix is fractal and holographic, and so 
must its method of analysis and synthesis, deconstruction and 
reconstruction. 
 
From a networkological perspective, time is an aspect of emergence. 



Emergence is most reified, in the temporal sense, when reduced to 
space, which is what was described at the start of this essay as 
spatalized time, which is to say, the time of clocks. Clock-time, or less 
extreme reifications of time, such as moments or memories, can then 
be linked together to form networks. These include the linear 
flattenings of time and its moments into the image of beads on a 
string, or a set of events placed one after another in a repetition of the 
progression of homogenous moments. But such a network is one in 
which the pure linearity implies a point at a distance, a virtual point, 
the image of a moment as monad which extends itself in one-
dimension forward, and the network formed between the points of the 
line and this virtual center, one which flattens the time of a circle into 
a straight line yet is as controlling as the center is to its 
circumference, is always present in its absence within each moment 
and all, regulating their form and linkage, their slicing from their 
surroundings and their reconnection into linearity. Events with 
completely homogenous form, forced into homogeneous order. Such 
is what the attempt to reify time at the level of the link looks like, even 
as the reified instant of the clock, or the moment, is this at the level of 
the node. When this occurs, all time at the level of the ground, which 
is to say, as change, that which is both within and without moments 
and their progression, is conceived in relation thereto. As a result, the 
process of emergence itself is radically foreclosed, and all change 
seems simply the repetition of the same. 
 
There is another way, in which the “–and” of the oneand peers out 
from within the one of any node, link, ground, and process, as well 
the processes of noding, linking, grounding, and emergence which 
give rise to these. At the level of the node, time is much more than 
clock time, nor any idealized or homogenous moment. Time is 
fundamentally multiplicitous, never the same, and any reification of it, 
any grasping, can keep grasp in a manner which reveals this 
openness as much as conceals some of it to make this grasping 
possible in the first place. Likewise, at the level of linking, moments, 
episodes, actions, these don’t need to be linked in a straight line, nor 
made part of a grid pattern like space (ie: a “database” approach to 
time). There are as many ways to link moments as there are ways of 
creating networks. Each of these maps of time, or chronotopes, has 
its particular flavor, and may be applicable in various ways to 
particular situations. Some are more decentralized than others. A line 



is the most centralized and controlled way of turning change into a 
perfectly regimented series of monadic nodes. And yet, the more 
loops and short-circuits within this, the more the line folds back upon 
itself, and produces networks which subvert linearity from within it, 
liberating it from the iron yoke of progression. Memory, anticipation, 
the more these enter into time, the less time is just a focus on the 
actual and now right in front of us, the more free it is. Of course, if the 
moment can also be liberated, expanded to include the whole world, 
full ot past and future, exploding the node from within. Whether 
exploding the node or link, relative dereification, at least in a world 
like ours, allows more emergence to bloom between the cracks of 
paranoid control. 
 
If networks are made of nodes and links, they always define 
themselves against backgrounds which ground them, and these 
grounds are neither fully within nor fully outside of these networks. If 
moments and their modes of linkage are the basic ways of conceiving 
of time, and this is seen against the background of physical change in 
space, then to liberate this is to see the emergence underneath this, 
the ways in which change is so much more than physical. Physical 
change and mental change are aspects of each other, we only ever 
apprehend the physical world through our filters. Even what seems 
like simply physical change can be interpreted in so many different 
ways, and this occurs by means of its intertwining with memory and 
fantasy, of the future-past which is the ground of the now and vice-
versa, of the neither/nor at the heart of change. And here we see how 
we verge on that which is neither/nor or yet also both and, which is to 
say, emergence. When emergence is reduced to processes nested 
within each other, to the quantitative emergences, simply one layered 
on top of the next, which gives rise to spatial, physical change, and 
none of the qualitative emergences which produce truly emergent 
newness, deconstructing and reconstructing nodes, links, grounds, 
and levels, all towards giving rise to more robust emergences in the 
process, then nodes, links, grounds, and levels of processes 
producing networks and their aspects are so many distinct reified 
aspects. 
 
When these are all seen as aspects of emergence, however, 
everything shifts. Emergence gives rise to processes which 
intertwine, and these give rise to stable environments with stable 



structures which produce entities which can then link with each other, 
and as each continues to emerge in relation to each other, the parts 
and whole emerge at ever greater levels of emergence. Node, link, 
ground, and process are so many levels within the networks of 
emergence, each nodes which link together against the ground of the 
world of emergence itself. 
 
Time is only ever an aspect of emergence, just as space is the 
background of invariance against which change occurs. Time is 
closer to emergence, and space to reification, and yet, both are 
aspects of the manner in which emergence differs from itself to give 
rise to a world whereby it can emerge more profoundly from itself. 
Space is congealed time made static in matter which displaces other 
matter, and time is how this is reunified in a matter which experiences 
the displacements of others. Experiencers can notice change 
because they compare change to sameness, time to space, and in 
the process, can even come to realize that they are experiencing. 
This is what humans do. Time displaces itself within itself as internal 
emergence and flow, and space in regard to what is outside of itself, 
as physical change. Inside and outside, space and time, both 
deconstruct, and are aspects of emergence, which is beyond all of 
these, even if each is a reification of emergence which has the 
potential to emerge more robustly, in regard to itself and world, if it 
loosens the hold of reification upon itself and world. Networks are 
simply one way to conceptualize this. But they are a model in sync 
with out increasingly networked times. 
 
If clock time is the simplest time, then what is the most complex we 
know? Ultimately, the most profoundly emergent temporal 
phenomenon we know is the human brain. A brain is a network of 
intertwined pulsing fibers. These fibers pulse faster when stimulated 
by the pulses of others, and when this happens, they secrete a 
material that strengthens their connection backwards with whatever 
stimulated it. Intersecting and looping back into each other, the fibers 
feedback and forward into each other. Their intersections are so 
many nodes, linked together, giving rise to modules and nodes which 
are so many wholes which ground them, and a processes which 
emerge from these.  
 
While some of the modules are relatively fixed in form, the brain is 



constructed for maximum sustainable flexibility, which is to say, fibers 
have links to diverse parts of the brain, and the firing of one inhibits or 
promotes a wide variety of others. As a result, the brain is continually 
voting on what it percieves from the outside world, and each part of 
the brain continually voting to produce guesses for what it believes 
other parts of the brain and outside world will do next, based on its 
memories of what these were in the past. When parts of the brain 
agree, they fire in sync, their pulsing producing a rhythm, and as 
various other parts of the brain vote, the sync flows up and down the 
levels of the brain, from sensory nerves to emotional and cognitive 
centers, until there is, with any luck, some agreement, and when this 
happens, so long as some other part of the brain with veto power 
doesn’t intervene, sensation gives rise to action. The patterns of sync 
are ideas, and the largest pattern of sync in the brain at any given 
time, its “dynamic core,” is consciousness. 
 
The brain is a time machine, a fundamentally distributed network, and 
it produces the most fundamentally complex form of time we know. It 
stores its memories distributively, and makes its decisions by 
debating which memories to choose to interpret the present and 
imagine about the future. All of this is done by means of the 
networking of matter, and our world is simply what this feels like, in 
relation to what’s around it, from the inside.The distributed nature of 
the storage of memory in the brain is oddly resonant with one other 
model for the most complex phenomenon we know, which is to say, 
quantum phenomenon.  
 
It would be wrong to say that quantum “particles” are complex, for in 
fact, there seems no way to tell one electron or proton from another. 
But while they are simple from the outside, the fact that they are 
particles at all are, as mentioned earlier, fictions. Rather, they are 
ways in which quantum field processes reifiy each other in particular 
ways, giving rise to the spacetime between them in the process. The 
particles are hardly separate from the fields, and seem, if nothing 
else, simply the manner in which these fields emerge from 
themselves by intersecting themselves in relation to each other, and 
in ways which confound traditional notions of space and time. Anyone 
working high energy physics as much as any basic science textbook 
today will attest to the fact that quantum phenomenon defy everyday, 
normal human notions of space and time. 



 
The manner in which they do resembles the structure of the human 
brain to an uncanny degree. Quantum “particles” can in fact even be 
thought of “smearing” spacetime. That is, they seem to be in many 
places and times at once. And just as they “smear” themselves over 
spacetime, so it can be said that “spacetime” is smeared in them, for 
ultimately these are two ways of saying the same thing. From such a 
perspective, what are distinct moments and positions in space and 
time for everyday humans are positions which can be thought of as 
existing intensively, which is to say, within, a quantum particle, as 
much as they would normally be extensively without it. The famed 
probabilities of quantum mechanics can then be thought of as the 
degree of intensity whereby each “external” location in spacetime 
beyond it is present “internally, within” a given “particle.” 
 
From such a perspective, there are networks of space and time, of 
varying intensities, within quantum phenomenon which are only ever 
somewhat separated from the world of which they are a refraction, 
and which smears into them and them into it. What’s more, these 
probabilities, when viewed in a non-reified manner, can be seen as 
the distant influences upon the “particle” by those aspects of its 
environment which are non-local to it. In relation to its environment, a 
particle decides which of the micro-influences get the most votes and 
follows it, harmonizing its inner structure (evident only at even higher 
energies), and its outer structure. This only appears random when 
reified from the larger ground of emergence of which it is only ever an 
aspect. 
 
The similarities to human lived time are incredible. Human brains 
have external positions from the outside world present in them as so 
many intensities of pulsing within its internal networks. Its decisions 
are made by harmonizing sync between inner and external 
influences. And as a result, there is a sense of space and time 
“within” our experience, if of a different nature than in the external 
world. The difference, it would seem, is that the inner structure of the 
human brain is radically different from that of quantum particles. 
Quantum particles differ in what is around them, but their inner 
structure, when “magnified” at higher energy levels, seems to be 
identical, if fractal. Human brains are anything but. The reason is we 
don’t store information outside of us, as the physical world does, but 



also inside of us, storing memories in the internal environment of our 
brain. Each one evolves uniquely. As pulses ride around our brain, 
each with its own experience more linear time, the networks of these 
give rise to the distributed experience of time we call lived human 
temporal experience. 
 
Little wonder our time feels distributed, as if it can expand or contract 
at will, and is shot through with memory and anticipation. The 
physical structure of our brain is like this, and wherever the pulses 
increase in intensity and come into sync, there some aspect of us is, 
smeared out like a quantum particle in spacetime. Our experiential 
spacetime is little more than what this feels like from within. We can 
be in many times and spaces at once, separate, flowing, layered, and 
to varying degrees of intertwining, blending, and refraction. The 
reason for this is that this is how this very complex organ feels as it 
activates varying networked patterns of activation within its more 
fixed yet still ultimately rewireable hardware of wires. 
 
The structure described here is mirrored by one other phenomenon 
reworking our world today, namely, the internet. A web-page on our 
screen can the be the product of sync between vast amounts of data 
from a wide variety of computers across the globe. The physical 
architecture of the internet changes over the time, as does the 
software it runs upon it, and any of these may change what we see 
on our screen, though depending on how they are organized, they 
may not, even as distinct happenings in our world, or activation of 
similar circuits in different parts of the brain, may give rise to 
experiences we may read as the same. 
 
The internet is making our world more brain-like, more non-linear, 
and with it, we are beginning to experience forms of memory and 
anticipation which are more human, and less like the spatialized 
linear time of clocks, within the physical world around us, even if by 
means of virtual avatars. The internet is an enormous brain of brains, 
yet outside of human brains, and interaction between the internet and 
our brains is changing how we think of time. We feel less need to 
reify time, and our films and popular culture evidence this in a wide 
variety of ways, even by means of philosophies that attempt to think 
in more networked ways. 
 



In the process, we are starting to see time in more networked ways, 
more quantum, brain-like ways, and the potential is radically 
liberatory. Then again, humans have almost always found ways to 
turn new liberations into new forms of enslavement, and to complexify 
in the least robust ways which are sustainable. But each 
transformation employs deconstruction and reconstruction, and 
hence, the chance to truly change things. To imagine the world in a 
more liberatory way. And this means getting in touch with the core of 
emergence, that destabilizing, dereifying core which has the potential 
to bring us from the path of maximum sustainable pain and 
destruction to that of the middle path of maximum sustainable 
robustness. 
 
As our models of time become less linear, let us try to keep the 
potential for liberation in mind, and question the value of the values 
which guide our transformations, and the potential for a deeper 
relation to the non-dual core, the potential for radical creativity, which 
is within any and all, yet which can only ever be released by means of 
networking, by reaching beyond oneself, unraveling to some extent 
one’s reifications, and enclosing one’s openings, going beyond the 
binaries to find a non-dual core, potential, and pathway, an ethics, 
politics, and worldview, which is less destructive, at least, one hopes, 
for any, each, and all. 
 
All of which is to say that time is, perhaps primordially, non-linear, 
both in humans and the physical world. And that makes sense, for the 
structure of the human brain is ultimately a resonant echo of the 
world which produced it. The most complex actual entity the world 
has yet known, namely, the human brain, is a refraction of the most 
complex potentiality the world has yet known, namely, the singularity 
of all singularities, ‘the’ singularity, which began the largest context 
we can imagine, that of which all space and time are extractions and 
reifications. From these twin poles, the brain and singularity, it 
becomes possible to extrapolate a time beyond the more traditional 
and limited human notions thereof, and then reconstruct these, and 
potential pathways beyond these, in relation to a sense of time of 
which these are only ever partial graspings. 
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CHAPTER TWO: Networks and Soft Computing 

 



From Hard to Soft. Soft-Computing as a field is generally seen as being made up of the 
relatively new convergence of research related to a variety of existing computational 
technologies. Some define the boundaries of soft computing narrowly, others widely, 
depending on what is seen as being at issue with the notions of hard and soft. Often the 
categorization isn't made on a conceptual but rather practical basis, simply describing all non-
mainstream forms of computation as soft. Nevertheless, most soft-computational modalities, 
in one form or another, do away with one or more of the aspects which are generally seen as 
making mainstream computing hard, such as its attachment to binary code, serial ordering of 
computational operations, static hardware with traditional architecture, and programming 
which doesn't rework itself in response to its environment. If these are in many senses the 
very definition of the modern computer, those which are more inspired in various ways by 
'computational' processes in the physical and biological world are then, in contrast, generally 
seen as soft. Of course, the binary itself is perhaps problematic, a notion which suits a soft 
approach to binary thinking in general, even if there remains a consistency which allows soft 
computing in general to be distinguished from mainstream computation if at least in regard to 
what it is not. 
 

Taking a historical approach to the notion, the term “soft computing” was coined by Lofi 
Zadeh, one of the pioneers of fuzzy logics, in 1990. Writing shortly thereafter, in 1994 he 
states that the field of soft computing should be seen as composed of “fuzzy logic, 
neurocomputing, and probabalistic reasoning, with the latter subsuming genetic algorithms, 
belief networks, chaotic systems, and parts of learning theory”. The term gained traction, and 
starting in the late 1990's, there was a flurry of publications on the term, a trend which 
continues to this day. While Zadeh's perspective on the field bears the stamp of his own work 
in fuzzy logic, some of the parameters of the field shifted a bit as more interlocutors from 
other areas of specialization began to engage with this notion. 
 

And so, according to most accounts, the field is generally seen as consisting, at its core, of 
fuzzy, neural, and genetic approaches, with probabalistic methods (including Bayesian 
reasoning and support vector machines/SVM's) generally seen as having more in common 
with either fuzzy or genetic methods, depending on how one theorizes them. This is often 
supplemented by a fourth approach to computation, one related to robotics, which views the 
physical form of the bodies of machines as essential to their jobs, an approach often 
described as embodied or morphological computation. If and when quantum, nano, 
atomic/molecular, or biological forms of computation become realities, these will likely also be 
thought of as forms of soft-computation, with quantum technologies having much in common 
with fuzzy systems, and the others related to embodied or genetic formations, depending on 
whether they are considered individually or in groups.99 

 

While the term soft computing is new, the technologies behind these approaches are not, and 
in fact, many of them have developed alongside the mainstream computational paradigms, 
even if they were rarely as well funded or investigated. Many of these were the “roads not 
taken” which branched off the tree of the history of mainstream computing, only recently 
congealing into a new paradigm which Zadeh labelled “soft.” This itself was largely due to the 
very success of hard computers themselves, their increasing speed and decreasing size and 
cost, all of which lead to the ability to do more soft computational research in simulated form 
via software on traditional hardware for a fraction of its prior costs. In this sense, hard 
computing gave birth to its own softening from inside itself, subverting itself from within, as 
paradigms, in the Kuhnian sense, often do. 



 

While those working within the various branches of what is now thought of as soft computing 
would likely not have seen themselves as working on aspects of the same field in decades 
prior to Zadeh's act of naming, they would nevertheless recognized that they worked on the 
margins of mainstream approaches to computation. There is nevertheless a “family 
resemblance” between the notions, something which Zadeh intuited when he developed the 
idea for this new field, and which many have articulated in work in this area since. 
 

In many senses, the four soft computing technologies at the core of this text are 
complementary technologies. Fuzzy systems theories can be seen as rethinking the basic 
“units” of computation, namely, the binary switch. Fuzzy control systems use ‘fuzzy set theory’ 
and ‘multi-valued logics’ to develop modes of thinking which perform computation on numbers 
between 1 and 0. Perhaps not a revolutionary concept in a sense (didn’t we learn fractions in 
elementary school?), but revolutionary within the realm of computing, which has a long history 
of reducing the world to just 1s and 0s. By means of multi-valued logics (also called 'fuzzy' 
logics, even though this is often seen to be a misnomer, because these systems make use of 
fractional or decimal values which can be quite precise in the shades of grey they employ), 
fuzzy systems show how it is possible to move beyond the ‘all or none’ logics favored by 
traditional computers to give rise to forms of computation which are more flexible and less 
rigid than those employed by traditional computers. 
 

If fuzzy systems can be seen a rethinking the basic unit of computation, the binary switch, 
then artificial neural networks (or ANNs) recast what it means to link units of computation with 
each other. Using fuzzy units based on simulations of biological nerve cells, or neurons, 
artificial neural networks are unlike traditional serial computers which do all computation by 
connecting computational units in a straight line. On the contrary, artificial neural networks are 
interconnected in a variety of ways, and just like biological brains, they can increase or 
decrease the strength of the connections between units so that they can at least partially 
reprogram themselves over time. 
 

While artificial neural networks recast what it means to link together units, then embodied or 
morphological computation works to tie these artificial nerve cells and nerve networks into 
their environments by giving them bodies. This approach to computation, drawing from the 
fields of experimental robotics, argues that the “one-size-fits-all” approach to the hardware of 
computers, based on the notion that a computer should be a general purpose computational 
machine which could be fitted into any body regardless of the task, is an ultimately limiting 
paradigms. As roboticists have come to realize, it is possible to often exponentially reduce the 
amount of computing power required of computers when required to do “real world” tasks 
when placed in the right body. Taking cues from the shape or morphology of living organisms, 
as well as experiments in bodies developed with materials which exceed some of the 
characteristics of biological ones, embodied computation is an entirely new way of looking at 
what it means to compute which, when combined with “soft” approaches to neuroscience, can 
help us rethink the very binary distinctions we often make in regard to the boundaries of 
computation and thinking. 
 

Embodied/morphological computing links the simulated brains of neural networks with the 
fuzzy units of artificial neurons, but genetic/evolutionary algorithms take this to the next level 
by creating populations of entire simulated organisms. Each simulated organism has a 
program whose 'DNA' is a bit of computer code. These simulated organisms are then put into 



a simulated environment, and made to evolve in a manner quite similar to that employed by 
biological evolution. Rather than program genetic/evolutionary algorithms by writing code, one 
often starts off with random data and then simply lets one or more solutions come to the 
surface by means of the principles of evolution not unlike those described by Darwin. 
 

From cells to organs to bodies to populations, or in terms of networks, nodes, links, contextual 
grounds, and processes of emergence, soft-computing describes four ways of rethinking what 
it means to compute. Combined with each other, we get a picture of what it might mean for 
computers to be complex adaptive systems in processes of emergence in relation to their 
contexts. For by means of intertwining all these modalities of computation – fuzzy, neural, 
embodied, and genetic – computation ceases to be like the entities we have on our desktops, 
laps, and phones, and more like complex dynamic systems and even living organisms. 
 

Such an approach to computation is a deconstruction, and reconstruction, of what is meant by 
computation. It emerges from computing, and moves towards thinking, in the sense in which 
this notion is usually employed in regard to living entities. And it helps us to think about 
thinking in a way which is not based on computers, and which can help us to rethink what we 
see thinking as really being about. All of which frees us up to recast the stakes of thought and 
thinking in regard to this new set of contexts which also seems to grow from precisely the 
same contexts from which thought and thinking emerged as aspects of the world we are 
currently in the process of thinking about when we think about thinking here and now. That is, 
perhaps by thinking about thinking anew in this way, we can help imagine forms of thinking 
which are no longer bound by modes of thinking which delimit what this might mean, and 
which can begin to see thinking as sustainable emergence as such, and sustainable 
emergence as that which thinking at its best is all about. While this argument is perhaps 
getting a bit ahead of itself, it is where the line of thinking outlined by soft computation will, at 
least for this inquiry, ultimately lead. 
 

What follows will start, however, by discussing the technologies and their new ways of 
thinking about computing, and ultimately, thinking, themselves. This will be done in a way 
which works to place them in context, so as to not only introduce these alternative 
approaches, but to help loosen the sense of necessity which often attends to more 
mainstream approaches to computation. Later sections will then connect the notions at work 
within soft computational paradigms with others from neuroscience, cultural theory, and 
beyond, in order to show the powerful implications of network thinking for a wide variety of 
issues beyond those which dominant notions of computation have traditionally seen as their 
limits. 
 

--- 
 
 
a. Fuzzy Units and Fuzzy Systems 
 

Thinking Fuzzy - A Beginner’s Guide. In 2010, Apple introduced Siri, an application which 
could recognize human language. While there have been many attempts before this to 
develop computers which would respond to a wide variety of commands in everyday 
language, Siri represented a tipping point at which this notion because widely available to the 
mainstream users of computers. While the system is at times clunky, it has continued to 
improve not only the degree of prompts to which it can respond, but the fluidity and flexibility 



with which it does so. 
 

Siri, like all natural language recognition systems, works because of fuzzy systems 
technologies. But how? We all know that humans use a fundamentally different type of 
language than the binary codes employed by traditional computers. While binary language is 
rigid and exact, human language is flexible, poetic, and messy. What fuzzy systems allow is 
for translation to occur between these two fundamentally different ways of dealing with the 
world. And contrary to the name, fuzzy systems are anything but inexact. They can be as 
precisely as messy or as binary as you'd like… 
 

But if you've got a fuzzy computer doing the work [of setting the temperature in your house as 
a thermostat], it's easy. Set a value for “hot” and “cold,” and let the computer do the work for 
you. The computer will set the high value as 1 for hot, the low value as 1 for cold, and 
distance from these values as decimal values. There are many advantages to such an 
approach. All values are present between states, you don't have to constantly have your 
system switch between full on and full off, which may put wear and tear on your system. 
There is also a massive increase in precision over hardwired binary thermostats. It is also a 
matter of simple math to adjust the curves which determine how fast or slow the temperature 
changes, as well as how that rate changes based on how close one gets to the high or low 
temperature settings. While the math here may be relatively complex for users to do in their 
heads, the interface will nevertheless remain simple, tied to common words like “hot” and 
“cold,” and if one wanted to adjust rates of change, “faster” and “slower.” What is more, 
thousands of personalized settings can be saved, so that each person can have a different 
set or parameters for what constitutes “warm” for them. And if you want to then study these 
values and how they differ across users, all you need to do is download the data. 
 

Most importantly, however, when such a system is combined with neural networks which can 
learn from experience, each such thermostat could be made to start off from an average set 
of values and then, based on how you change it over time, could learn your preferences and 
adjust itself around you. This could take into account time of day, weather changes, and a 
variety of other variables. Like a nice comfy chair, it would just mold to the user. 
 

Of course, a traditional thermostat is often easier and cheaper, because it does not require a 
computer of any sort for it to function, and for most situations, it simply does the job well 
enough at a fraction of the price. But this assumes that all variables will be roughly the same 
across circumstances. For if one wants to use the same thermostat in a very hot climate 
versus a very cold climate, one will have to physically change the coil in the thermostat, 
wheres a fuzzy system could be simply reprogrammed. And for processes which require 
smooth operation rather than jerking between on and off, such as applying pressure to the 
brakes to a train or car, the difference a fuzzy system can make can be profound. 
 

One thing that's worth noticing here, however, is that the central part of a thermostat, the 
metal coil which expands and contracts, actually is itself fuzzy computer, in that its contraction 
and expansion indicate all sorts of shades of grey in temperature, with a curve between these 
determined by the degree to which the metal changes size in relation to temperature. What is 
binary is the rest of the system, which turns the heat on or off in relation to whether or not the 
wire connects a circuit. That said, this is not the only way a thermostat could be constructed. 
If you connected the coil of wire to a dial, it could increase or decrease the temperature 
according to how much it expands or contracts due to heat. This would be a very primitive 



fuzzy computer only slightly more expensive than a traditional binary thermostat. In many 
senses, fuzzy computers can be both simpler (the coil of wire) and more complex (a fuzzy 
program that learns your preferences) than binary computers, which are simply limited forms 
of the more general type of fuzziness seen in the world. 
 

In all their forms, fuzzy systems are more attuned to aspects of the world which aren't binary, 
and this is most of the world. For in fact, it is only binary computers which are binary, almost 
everything in the rest of the world happens in shades of grey. And this is certainly the case 
with humans and our complexly fluid use of language, and it is here that we see why fuzzy 
computation is a crucial part of the computational logics of the future. For as we design 
computers to interact more with humans, and to try to get them to understand commands 
from humans in everyday language, computers will have to get fuzzier and fuzzier, as fuzzy 
as the humans and their languages, and the worlds beyond… 
 

A Basic Fuzzy Unit – The Human Neuron, Or, Five Reasons Why Neurons Are NOT Like 
Binary Switches. Despite the hype spread spread by cyberneticists mid-century,  and the 
pretty wide influence this had upon the general public's way of thinking about things, neurons 
not only aren’t binary switches, they aren’t even close. And yet, I remember quite clearly 
learning in biology classes all throughout High School that a nerve cell fires when it receives 
an impulse from  at least one other. Like all myths, there is some truth to this, but it's a 
selective reading of a much more complex state of affairs. 
 

To help clarify, here’s a quick summary of points to support the claim that neurons aren’t like 
the binary switches in computer. 
 

1) Each neuron sums up an enormous number and types of inputs, and can either 
inhibit or excite. One nerve cell impulse is never enough to make another fire. In fact, since 
each nerve cell is likely to sum between 1,000 and 10,000 inputs,1293 nerve cells are quite 
close in function to the fractional summing which was described above as characteristic of 
fuzzy computational units, since each input gets only a miniscule fraction of a say in whether 
or not a given nerve cell will reach a firing potential more quickly.1294  What is more, each 
nerve cell then fires off its impulse to an enormous variety of cells, adding to the degree of 
fuzzification. While there are some areas in the brain which do have serial wiring (the 
cerebellum), these are the exception rather than rule, and while nerve cells do have more 
direct forms of wiring, these are primarily for communication (ie: between the brain and a 
muscle) rather than processing (ie: deciding whether or not to tense that muscle). What is 
more, there are many types of neurotransmitters which have different types of impacts on the 
incoming side of nerve cells, leading to even further neuronal variety.1295 What is more, nerve 
cells can either inhibit or excite those they influence, and can be influenced by neurons of 
both types.1296 

 
2) Neuron’s don’t really switch on/of, they pulse. To say that a nerve cell doesn't fire until it 
hits a threshold is a bit of a distortion of the way nerve cells function. For this implies that 
nerve cells won't fire at all if there is no input, and that this might in fact be the case when that 
neural pathway isn't being stimulated. But nerve cells don't ever stay dormant, and in fact, like 
muscle tissue, nerve tissue needs to be used every so often or it dies, even if it can't be 
overused either. Nerve cells are in fact designed to dynamically fluctuate between a range of 
states, and they become damaged if they are too dormant or too active. And so to say that 
neurons fire like a light being turned on an off by a switch when the receive an outside 



impulse or set of these would be inaccurate. Rather, nerve cells pulse, and as such, they 
more resemble a flashing light than a thermostat.1297 

 

But why then the old story that neurons fire when they hit a certain threshold? Well, this is 
true as well, just not the whole picture, for the nerve cell was going to have to fire again soon 
anyway, due to a buildup of inner tension produced by electrochemicals produced from within 
the cell itself. And so what is at issue is not whether or not the cell will fire at all, but rather, 
how quickly it pulses. So, when a nerve cell is stimulated by others, it is like a light that 
simply flashes faster. Networks of nerve cells are actually dynamic pulsing systems of relays, 
and it is the manner in which these pulses speed up and slow down and come into sync with 
each other that produces the patterns within neural networks. 
 

3) Nerve cells always come in bundles or webs. When scientists have often employed the 
notion of the “reflex-arc” between individual nerve cells, a notion often depicted graphically in 
biology texts, this image is a gross oversimplification. In fact, each nerve fiber or “nerve” is 
composed of innumerable actual nerve cells. When enough of them start to fire more quickly 
and they reach a consensus and begin to sync at faster rates of frequency, we have what 
scientists, when referring to lay-folks, often call an “impulse.” But what is really going on is 
much closer to a set of small eddies in a stream turning into a coherent wave. That is, there is 
a complex interaction between individual agents until there is sync between these, similar to 
“the wave” in a baseball stadium. The situation is a bit different in the brain, particularly the 
cerebral cortex, in which there are dense webs of neural tissue, interacting in complex, non-
linear fashion. While there are sections of the brain which do have the sort of linear, serial 
forms of computation seen in binary computers, particularly in the cerebellum, this is the part 
of the brain which is largely responsible for automatic behaviors which have been learned or 
memorized and no longer tend to require conscious thought (ie: walking). Within the particular 
serial fibers, however, the bundle concept applies. Nevertheless, at no point do nerve cells 
have a one-to-one relation to just about anything, something which is implied by the reflex-arc 
concept, even if in misleading fashion.1298 

 

4) Nerve cells are random/noisy. While it might seem then that nerve cells fire more quickly 
when they reach a certain threshold of activation, even this is not always the case. Rather, 
nerve cells have a much higher probability of firing, but sometimes, they’re just plain off.1299 
Neurons aren't perfectly reliable, they're sloppy. Oddly enough, however, this makes them 
much better at what they do.  While this might seem counter-intuitive, nevertheless, as any 
physicist will tell you, small amounts of noise actually make systems more robust, more 
tolerant of larger interferences, more flexible, and less brittle. Loosely coupled systems with 
an ‘optimal’ amount of noise are like reeds that can blow with the wind, and end up being 
more creative and flexible, because they allow some chance into a system. 
 

And so, when scientists want to really model neurons in artificial nets, they are often more 
flexible and effective when they include what is known as a Boltzmann generator (named 
after the man who discovered the element of statistical randomness at the heart of physics 
even before Heisenberg, Ludwig Boltzmann), a neural mechanism which adds just the right 
degree of unpredictability, statistical “noise” if you will, to neural nets.1300 Boltzman machines 
are ways of making sure that neural nets don't get stuck in ruts, and miss the forest for 
focusing too much on any individual tree. That is, they provide just enough static to keep 
things from getting too stable and settling in ultimately unproductive ruts. 
 



5) Chemicals called neuromodulators greatly impact the way nerve cells function, and 
in ways which make any attempt to understand the function of individual neurons an 
abstraction and distortion. Neuromodulators, including chemicals such as serotonin, 
dopamine, acetylcholine, norepinepherine, gabba, and a variety of other chemicals wash over 
massive swaths of the brain, and interact widely with various other systems in the body.1301 
These chemicals are responsible for global states such as moods, and allow for feedback 
between the the central nervous system and other parts of the body, such as the gut (which 
helps explain why our stomach reacts when we get nervous, or vice-versa!). Neuromodulators 
have a powerful influence on how individual neurons function, making it a radical distortion to 
talk about the way individual neurons work in abstraction from their environment in the wider 
neurological systems of which they are parts. 
 

There are many powerful ways in which neuromodulators impact neural functioning. Many 
antidepressants, for example, in the SSRI class (Serontonin Reuptake Inhibitors, including 
popular drugs such as Prozac), make more serotonin available for nerve cells in parts of the 
brain, increasing their ability to fire more regularly when stimulated.1302 

 

One powerful way in which neuromodulators impact individual nerve functioning is they 
modulate the curve which determines when a nerve pulses. That is, if neurons were truly 
binary, they would employ a unitary rectangular or square shaped curve to determine the 
relationship between activation potential in the cell and its firing off of a nerve impulse to other 
cells. But this is not the case. While nerve cells can approach this type of curve, even at its 
most mechanical seeming nerve cells don't present a square wave, but rather, an “S”-shaped 
sigmoidal curve.1303 While this is a sloppy binary curve of sorts, there is a decent amount of 
difference between these (and in fact, while some early researchers in artificial neural 
networks knew this, they saw this as 'relatively unimportant' for their at least at first binary-
minded cybernetically oriented!).1304 But beyond this, the sigmoidal shape is only one of a 
range of curves employed by nerve cells in relation to shifts in neuromodulators, and many of 
these curves are much closer to saw tooth wave shapes, and often with curved aspects which 
add a bit of non-linearity to the mix.  While this sort of curve can at times approximate a 
“sloppy” version of a binary rectangular wave, it may also shift into a saw shaped curve. 90 

 

In addition to this, the interaction between neuromodulators, including serotonin and 
dopamine, determine the degree of “spreading activation” whereby the functioning of nerve 
cells impacts that of those around them.1305 That is, when there is a low degree of spreading 
activation, nerve cells act more like autonomous agents, but when there is a high degree of 
spreading activation, they act more fuzzily in relation to each other, often allowing for input 
from less powerful yet more distributed connections to more distant neural networks. This 
allows the brain to shift between more rigid and efficient types of thinking which are 
nevertheless less creative (with higher degrees of dopamine, think of for example how the 
brain functions on stimulants), or states which are more free-associational, relaxed, and 
creative (higher serotonin and lower dopamine). In this sense, neuromodulators can 
determine the degree of fuzziness at work in already fuzzy systems of neurons. What is 
particularly powerful here is that not only does the degree of overall fuzziness shift, but by 
impacting the overall shape of the threshold of activation of neurons, even small impulses 
from distant parts of the brain can trigger faster pulsing of a nerve cell. Much more will be said 
about neuromodulators and spreading activation in chapter 3.   
 

All of which is to say that your brain is much more like a buzzing symphony of fuzzy violinists 



than a mechanical grid of switches. And as any musician will tell you, it is the minor 
imprecisions, the tiny manner in which acoustic instruments are slightly out of tune with each 
other and aspects of themselves which provide the fullness of sound we expect from these. 
Even analog synthesizers, which use electronic circuits, often sound fuller than digital 
instruments precisely because the non-integrated circuits, a much older technology than 
today's microchips, allow for small deviations in the levels to which circuits heat up, impacting 
the sound, producing warm sounding tones. In sum, your brain is much more like a classical 
orchestra than a digital synthesizer. And its parts can only be studied in isolation at great risk 
of seeing only what one wants to see, particularly if this is a binary switch. And yet, little in the 
brain seems to function this way when one takes an even slightly more holistic perspective.   
 
Fuzzifying Information. In 1937, Claude Shannon invented the modern discipline of 
information theory, a discipline which became central to the invention of the modern 
computer. Shannon realized that all information has a cost in energy, and conveying that 
information accurately from one point to another costs energy too.1306 Building upon this, 
Norbert Weiner saw the relationship between these equations and those for entropy, as 
quantified in statistical physics. From these basic notions, modern information theory was 
born. 
 
For an example of how this works in practical terms, let's say you step on the wet sand on the 
beach. Over time, that footprint will wash away, crumble due to the effect of wind, the impact 
of future footprints, etc. But if you guard the footprint, perhaps even building damns around it 
to protect it from the tide, you could, at least in theory, maintain the shape of that footprint. For 
information theory, all memory requires energy of one form or another, even if those 
contained with in the chemical bonds of various materials. For according to the famous 
Second Law of Thermodynamics, all entities in the universe, unless they are receiving energy 
from somewhere, will eventually move closer to a simpler state, one which is relatively 
random and indistinct. The pull towards this state is generally called entropy, and there is a 
complex set of mathematical calculations which tie the randomness of entropy to probability. 
 
The basic notion here is that while randomness is natural in a world of increasing entropy, 
while something of great order and details, for example, the Taj Mahal, is highly unlikely to 
have come about by chance. If it did, this is considered to be really something. And learning 
about this, at least if one was surrounded by complete randomness, would be learning 
something indeed, and hence be considered a high quantity of information. Learning that the 
Taj Mahal was the result not of chance but a highly developed civilization populated by 
advanced human communities, however, is hardly surprising, and hence, is considered to be 
a lower degree of information. 
 
There are two schools of thought on this linkage of probability and information, however. For 
to say that random things are higher entropy, and hence, that order within this context has a 
higher degree of information than otherwise, is to assume that what determines the quantity 
of information in a particular situation is an objective fact, regardless of who observes this 
information, or for what purpose. Most working in the physical sciences approve of this 
approach to information theory, while those working in the life sciences tend to argue that 
information is only relevant to the needs of organisms to put that organization to use. Both 
tend to quantify information, but only the former to tend to do so in regard to entropy and 
energy. 
 



It is this approach, nevertheless, which had an important role in the development of 
computers. For as any computer scientists will tell you, to store something in the memory of a 
computer requires electricity, at least if the memory is a pattern of switches in a binary 
computer (ie: RAM), and if not (ie: a hard drive, or ROM), energy will be needed to extract 
that information and make use of it. And if you want to convey that information from the 
memory of your computer? More energy still. 
 
While the approach to information described above has clear uses, in that it allows for the 
quantification of the amount of electricity needed to store and transmit certain types of 
information, it does have certain problems. For example, does learning about the existence of 
the Taj Mahal have the same informational value to a human professor of archaeology as to a 
fish who probably never studied archaeology? Most likely not. But according to physically 
based information theories, information is information, regardless of whether or not it matters 
to anyone. To use a common example, the impact of a meteor on a distant planet is 
information because it leaves a crater, even if there is no-one there to see the crater. That is, 
if a tree falls in the woods, it definitely makes a sound, while to the biologically oriented 
information theorists, this is just a silly question. 
 
What matters to both of these approaches, however, is the amount of energy it takes to 
transmit a message accurately or store things in memory, something which matters very 
much to living organisms, for example, which need to maintain memory in DNA and neural 
networks, all of which, as with computers, need energy for memory maintenance and 
retrieval. According to Shanon, energy is required to maintain the signal to noise ratio, the 
difference between the information at hand, the message, and that which gets in the way of 
this, which is described as noise. While Shannon's original work dealt with the amount of 
electricity and width of copper cabling needed to maintain a particular signal to noise ratio in 
telephone wires, the implications for computer science are manifold, as they describe the 
amount of money which needs to be spent on electricity and materials to accurately store and 
use information in a computational context. 
 
There are many ways in which the physical side of information theory, while useful for 
developing computers and communications infrastructure, nevertheless misses the fuzziness 
related to information in biological contexts. While some aspects of biological processes can 
be quantified (ie: the amount of energy needed to maintain a strand of DNA, the percent of 
times a message is communicated properly in a particular language situation), others are 
much more difficult. For if the Taj Mahal really does have greater informational content to a 
professor of archaeology, who may be able to learn from its myriad details, than to a fish, who 
may only deal with it as an obstacle while swimming, then might not the content of information 
be relative to the receiver of that information? That is, might information be a variable 
relationship, relative to perspective? Might it perhaps be fuzzy, and in a sense different yet 
related to that described by fuzziness in the sense as used by Zadeh and fuzzy theorists? 
That is, might it be a cloud of possibile values? 
 
Of course, fuzziness is ultimately a word, one shifts meanings, fuzzily, in relation to particular 
uses. Sometimes it means imprecise, othertimes improbable, othertimes fractional. Which 
does it really mean? Perhaps the power of human language, and its inherent fuzziness, is that 
it sometimes can be some or all of these, depending on the circumstances. A binary 
computer, however, in its hardness, will always have one definition for things, and one 
approach to a situation unless programmed otherwise. Organisms, however, adapt, and 



language has been a supremely adaptive evolutionary development for humans. And one way 
in which language is often superior to traditional computational forms of information is that it is 
able to be fuzzier. 
 
Sometimes, according to logician and philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, it is simply more 
accurate to say “stand roughly over there” rather than “stand 2.35 meters to the North West,” 
because the latter requires a degree of precision which is far in excess of the situation. The 
second description would be quite easy for a computer and difficult for a human, but the first 
description much easier for a human. And so, if I yell “get out of the way” to a human in the 
face of an oncoming car, a human would understand that any direction is equally as good so 
long as it gets out of the way of the car, but an a computer program would likely need to know 
first where to go. Which is more robust in such a situation, the computer or the human, the 
hard or the fuzzy?... 
 
[b. artificial neural networks 
c. embodied cognition and morphological computation] 
 
Emotional Modulation. According to Antonio Damasio, in texts such as Looking for Spinoza: 
Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling Brain (2003) and The Feeling of What Happens: Body and 
Emotion in the Making of Consciousness (2000), many of the commonplace theories of the 
relations between the body, emotions, and thought need to be reworked. As Damasio works 
to show, increasing evidence supports his theory that emotions are produced when the brain 
senses large-scale bodily states. This of course reverses the chain of causality most 
commonly ascribed to the way affects are produced. That is, common sense seems to 
indicate that we experience something tragic, then feel sad, and then our body expresses this 
by crying. But according to Damasio, this is not the case. Rather, when we experience 
something tragic, our brain rifles through past experience, and reacts appropriately by crying. 
Affect only comes after the fact – first our brain uses its maps of general body states to detect 
this action, and then it takes the appropriate action to crying, namely, releasing the right 
chemical cocktail to trigger the global experience we call sadness. This is then recognized by 
the body in turn, and I may think to myself, “oh, I'm sad.” While the brain eventually learns to 
do some of this in a manner that bypasses the body, for Damasio, affect/emotion originates 
with the “loop” through the body described above.1307   
 
And common sense actually bears this out as well. It is well known that laughter can make 
you happy, and that pretending to cry can actually make you sad. Going through the motions 
often produces emotions. Damasio’s point is that all emotions in fact operate this way, that 
emotions are nothing more than the brain’s way of expressing its sense of the overall state of 
the body, and changing one's bodily state will change how we feel, because the brain picks up 
on this and sends out the right chemicals accordingly. When the body reacts in ways which 
indicate that things are good, the brain releases serotonin, and we feel relaxed and happy, but 
when things are potentially dangerous, our brains release chemicals which lead to the release 
of adrenaline.1308 

 

What's more, there are sound evolutionary reasons for why things work like this – our reflexes 
react way before conscious thought can even catch up. With a good shot of adrenaline in the 
bloodstream, however, the brain gives itself a chemical bath which allows for the extra focus 
needed for fight or flight situations. Likewise, when the brain needs to remember something 
successful, a nice dose of serotonin allows that memory to be associated with the “feel-good” 



chemical, thereby making sure that the memory in question has an emotional imprint to make 
sure it is likely to engrave itself deeply in memory, and the reverse for bad memories which 
can help ward off stressful situations in the future.1309 In all of this, the body acts in continuous 
feedback with the brain. And since simple animal brains are often simply connections of a few 
ganglia (basically traffic cop neurons which help with neural flow between basic reflexes), it is 
likely that the brain itself emerged from the body simply as a way to manage an ever more 
complex set of reflexes. 
 

In all this, morphological computation shows how the neural side of animal computation exists 
to bring about feedback between various aspects of the body, and how the body, conversely, 
allows the neural system to “loop” itself beyond itself into a feedback circuit with the outside 
world. And in this sense, the existence of the emotional/affective complex in animals is 
perhaps the most massive system for looping feedback circuits from the brain to the body and 
back. And this allows for additional forms of feedback to occur, in that global bodily states 
related to the chemicals which give rise to mood help an animal know if it has been 
successful or failed. Without this, evolution would not be able to guide animals to perform 
specific types of beneficial behaviors, according to evolutionary success of populations of 
ancestors, by means of a reward function. That is, without a chemical cocktail which makes 
us feel globally great when we have sex, why would we want to rub some of our organs 
together so frequently? Or without the feeling of dread, why would we run away from 
dangerous situations? 
 

By means of this sort of chemical bribing, instinct describes the manner in which we are 
hardwired, in a sense, to run towards certain situations, and away from others, linking up our 
neural, morphological, and evolutionary layers of computing, and in ways which generally 
bypass and in fact direct much of our more explicitly cognitive processing. If our brains are 
largely plastic, our general emotional structure is much less so, as it relies on the chemical 
networks of feedback between organs which evolutionarily preceded neural ones, but which 
retain their power nonetheless, as additional feedback loops alongside neural ones. And as 
with all evolutionary processes, this is not always simply adaptive to the environment, for 
things evolved for one purpose often find use doing something else. This is a process which 
evolutionary theorists distinguish from adaption via the key term exaptation.1310 As ever more 
complex problems needed to be learned by higher organisms, emotional systems became 
exapted for a variety of purposes. The fact that sex sells thousands of products each year is 
evidence thereof. 
 
The relation between chemical and neural forms of feedback are complex indeed. As many 
artificial intelligence theorists have argued, emotions are not incidental to thought, for 
emotions actually sculpt thinking and memory. For the brain is wrapped in net of nerve cells 
which, when given proper cues from brain modules which regulate affect (such as the 
amygdala, a key processor in determining anxiety states), release chemicals called 
neuromodulators which not only are responsible for creating moods and emotions, but 
actually alter not so much what we think, but rather, how we think.1311 As mentioned a few 
paragraphs ago, the release of adrenaline in the bloodstream helps the brain focus. The way 
this is done is by the release of dopamine, a neuromodulator which not only increases the 
speed of neural transmissions, but also restricts the “spreading activation” whereby nerve 
cells light up extra nerve connections around them. In this way, dopamine restricts our 
attention to that which is right in front of us, in this case, a perceived threat. As such,  the 
more creative, associative thought necessary for the creation of art, among other things, sits 



on the side-lines while the organism gets out of danger.1312 In this manner, the brain 
modulates its modes of thinking and remembering via the affective/emotional system, which 
as Damasio has worked to show, is fundamentally linked to the general map that the brain 
maintains of the body. 
 

All of which is to say that it is simply not possible to think in anything like a human manner 
without a human style body, and one linked up to its brain by something like neuromodulators 
and various chemical messengers which create feelings such as emotions and their attendant 
affects on global cognitive states. Any attempt to separate body from mind will always founder 
on the question of emotions, for not only do these knit the body and brain together, but they 
also orient the entire way our brains relate to our bodies and their problems. For while our 
desire to get out of pain causing situations show how specific neural pain can motivate us 
negatively (ie: “stop pinching my arm, that hurts!”), if you want to get an organism to do 
something, you need to bribe it with feel good chemicals, usually the high of dopamine or the 
well-being of serotonin, which the organism will seek to repeat the release of in the future. 
 

For without these and related neuromodulators, it is unlikely we'd do much of anything at all 
other than run away from pain. And of course, particular combinations of these 
neuromodulators, or the lack thereof, can also create feelings of tension or distress which can 
be as acute as neural pain. Neural modulators thus not only change how we think in the 
present by impacting things such as attention and focus. They also orient our entire relation to 
the past and future, in that they are what makes our cognitive brains care about what 
happens, and engage in specific activities over other. By means of pain, pleasure, and all the 
emotions and moods in between, our neuromodulatory and chemical networks keep our 
neural networks which do our more abstract forms of thinking engaged with our more 
concrete forms, grounding them continually in the activities at work in the world. 
 

For this reason, neuroscientist and cognitive theorist Gerald Edelman has renamed the 
affective/emotional system the organisms “value systems,” in that they determine the value a 
given perception has for the networks of goals and sub-goals which weave an organism into 
the dynamic processes which link them to their worlds. 1313 Learned responses to the 
environment can thereby be linked via memory to set emotional/affective responses, and vice 
versa, all looping in and out through the body and world. Morphological computation can 
thereby affect not only the way the brain wires itself via softwiring, but also via softwiring in 
relation to the modulations that the body entrains on the operations of thought as it is in 
motion. Separating the body and mind is in this sense a complete abstraction, for not only 
does the body think, and the brain respond to an already thinking body, but the brains global 
modes of operation and orientation in general are determined by neuromodulatory networks 
which keep the brain grounded in the body. 
 

No wonder disembodied AI doesn’t work. But what might radically embodied AI look like? For 
a glimpse of this future, we can look at Rodney Brooks’ revolutionary robot COG, which uses 
“heat sensors to gather information about how hard various motors are working” (Clark, Being 
There, 19). Doing so allows its neural nets to integrate artificial neuromodulators (often 
referred to simply as “neuromods”) into its structure. Such a robot could learn, at least in 
theory, to feel virtual forms of anxiety or well-being. That said, it's motivation would still occur 
only because it is programmed to do what it is told, including run away from anxiety and 
towards well being. Would any of this mean that it would feel something like desire and 
aversion, pleasure or pain? I'm not sure, you'd have to ask it, just like I'd have to ask you if 



you feel those things, I can only judge from your exterior actions. That said, the more the 
feedback between its brain and body resembles that of living organisms, my guess is that the 
answer would edge ever closer to yes. Either way, it seems, the distinction between such 
robots and living organisms would become ever thinner, revealing the non-binary form of this 
divide in the first place. Perhaps then we’re not far here from robot Prozac, only rather than a 
pill, this sort of Prozac would be a program. But isn’t Prozac simply a program contained in a 
molecule anyway? 

 
All of which is to say, a brain’s body is part of that mind. Likewise language, culture, and all 
the other ways in which the brain externalizes various parts of its operations by means of ever 
more complex feedback loops can be seen as additional layers of cognition. Andy Clark, 
following Vygotskyian theories of mind, calls these forms of mental scaffolding. 1314 Others 
have called this the ways in which the brain “off-loads” some of its computational tasks to 
“cognitive extensions” so that they do at least some of the thinking “for” the brain. Call it 
compliance, ecological balance, or external computation, but either way the result is 
enormous amounts of information – for “free.: Of course, such a perspective calls into 
question the distinction between computation and its others, as well as that between 
information and its substrate, form and content. Yet another deconstruction of binary logic. 
 
d. evolutionary computing 
 
Can’t solve a problem? Evolve a solution. A thinking entity meets the world, and 
immediately it finds itself frustrated with a problem. Trial and error, calculation and random 
guesses, reflection and sheer effort – many are the strategies of the problem-solver, but most 
take time, and energy. Wouldn’t it be simpler if you could just copy yourself, and then all your 
little copies could tire themselves out trying a bunch of different strategies all at the same time 
while you go have a sandwich? 

 
This is essentially what evolutionary computing does. When encountered with a complex 
problem, traditional computing usually approaches it systematically – if the programmer hasn't 
figured out a solution, the only way is to using massive computing power to try out every 
possible combination until something sticks. Thus, if you try to break into a password encoded 
file with, say, six digits, traditional computing will start from 000000 and proceed at top speed 
to 999999, hoping in between that something will work. There are often short-cuts which can 
help, of course, such as the use of prime factoring or statistics (ie: Monte Carlo and Markov 
chain methods)REF, but if the programmer doesn't know the shortcuts, or has employed them 
and the problem is still vast, solving the problem is limited by time and computing power. The 
problem is, if you expand the difficulties, you expand the amount of computing power needed 
or the need for short-cuts. And while guessing the password for a coded device is certainly 
difficult, this is nothing compared to real world problems, those which have their difficulty on 
more than one dimension at a time. And what if even the terms of the problem keep shifting 
underneath you, even perhaps changing in response to your own moves! 
 
Such is the hurdle faced by living organisms evolving on this planet. Living is, in many 
senses, a problem, and each day, each organism makes computations about the best 
approaches to the multi-dimensional problem we call life. A bear, for example, might decide to 
break off from her normal pattern of following a river to look for fish, and instead go to in 
search of a campground where she thinks she'll find some garbage containing food scraps left 
behind by humans. But what if instead she faces a human with a shotgun. How to weigh the 



potential costs and benefits to not only her but her cubs? 
 
If we imagine organisms as “doing computation” when they think and act, and computers as 
particularly limited types of brains, with computation done by computers as merely one limited 
type compared to those done by thinking brains, then we can in fact see all of nature as a 
computer of sorts, with organisms as its sub-computers. And neither organisms nor nature as 
a whole, or rather, biological evolution, tends to think in series, in the manner of traditional 
binary computers of the sort described above trying to break a code. After all, there's no time 
to try ever possibility systematically, especially with predators and starvation to contend with. 
If there were infinite time and computing power, and no dangers to make time precious, why 
not try every option one by one? But the real world simply isn't like that, and never was. While 
some situations benefit from what traditional binary computers are good at, others, like those 
faced in nature, most often simply do not. No, there's a need for educated guesses, applying 
what worked in the past with a bit of modification (so long as the environment hasn't changed 
too massively in the intervening time, of course), and trying many different solutions at a time. 
 
And so, evolution, to personify a bit, tends to thinks rather in parallel – like a neural net. But 
unlike neural networks floating in virtual space, simulated in software, organisms evolving in 
populations out in the world carry their neural nets, or brains, around with them. And unlike 
simulated neural nets, which usually involve one network at a time, evolution tries out many of 
these nets at a time. And it places each within a body which carries that network around, 
trying out various solutions, and working to support that brain even as it is supported by it in 
turn. Beyond simulated networks, these are embodied neural networks out in the real world, 
dealing with real environments and real issues. 
 
From such a perspective, it makes sense to see life-forms as walking, moving, desiring, 
hungering computers – we literally take problems, and solve them, input data, output data, 
and requiring energy to keep going. In gross terms, we can even think of the body as the 
hardware and the brain as the software, even if, particularly as the next section will work to 
show, this distinction, derived from the architecture of binary computers, ultimately breaks 
down under closer inspection. For certainly then DNA is part of the software as well, and 
perhaps language and various other cultural artifacts which store rewritable memory, even if 
the shape of our bodies, like the analog computers of old, holds the memory in its very form 
which is what is generally thought of as hardware. 
 
While describing life-forms as computers is not something new, treating computer programs 
as if they were alive, or designing them to take on life-like aspects is certainly revolutionary, at 
least from the perspective of classical computation. For if fuzzy systems, neural networks, 
and embodied computation take their cues in many ways from nature, evolutionary computing 
takes nature’s most complex program – evolution itself – as its instruction manual. 
Evolutionary computation grows programs like nature grows organisms, gives them virtual 
bodies, and has them fight out it via a survival of the fittest. Programs that don’t work well die 
off, and successful ones get to pass on virtual DNA which are bits of successful computer 
code. This helps explain why this form of computation is also described as that which uses 
“genetic algorithms” (algorithm is the word for any sort of recipe, like a recipe for a curry or 
pie, even if it is generally applied to computer program which take the form of chains of 
“if...then” rules linked to an “execute” command). 
 

In many cases, it is infinitely quicker to evolve a solution to a problem by using multiple 



agents working in parallel (often called a “multi-agent” approach) than using a single, fast, 
mega-computer which blindly throws the kitchen sink at a problem without doing any real 
“thinking.” Evolution is deviously smart and efficient, and when you can’t beat it, you can at 
least copy it, and this is precisely what evolutionary computing does.1315 

 
Virtual DNA. Like much of soft-computing, evolutionary computation finds its origin in 
throwaway insights from the early cybernetic pioneers. Stanisław Ulam and the ubiquitous 
John von Neumann, both involved in the Manhattan project and research on the hydrogen 
bomb, are generally credited as developing the ideas behind the earliest forms of evolutionary 
computation, known as “cellular automata.”1316 Ulam originally came up with a technique for 
simulating the growth of crystals on a computer. He created a grid, and from there created 
little virtual programlets, and had them grow according to rules similar to those used by 
crystals. At around the same time, John von Neumann was working on a concept that would 
later be called “autopoeisis,” namely, he was trying to imagine what sort of machine could 
build copies of itself – a key precursor to reproduction and repair functions needed for artificial 
life.1317 Working on these issues in the 1940’s, before the discovery of DNA in the 1950's, this 
was more of a thought experiment at the time, but von Neumann was a polymath if there had 
ever been one, having his finger in everything from computer architecture to philosophy of 
mathematics to building bombs. Inspired by Ulam’s crystal experiments, he also started from 
a grid, treating each square as a “cell,” filling each with a virtual computer program he called 
an “automata.” Eventually, von Neumann was able to come up with a program, which he 
called his “universal constructor,” which could assemble itself from a nearby set of parts in 
nearby “cells.” 1318 

 
Many of these ideas, while of minor interest to mathematicians since von Neumann’s early 
experiments, remained on the backshelf of research for decades, but oddly enough, they 
follow a similar trajectory of neglect and rediscovery as many of the other approaches 
examined in this text. Aft first, few seemed interested in von Neumann’s approach until John 
Conway, a British mathematician, published an article on his now famous “Game of Life,”1319 a 
cellular automata game which used simple rules to generate seemingly “life-like” behavior 
from his little programlets which live highly simplified lives on a grid. In 1975, John Holland 
published a book which linked evolution in biology and his further research on simulated 
evolution called Adaptation in Natural and Artificial Systems. Holland’s programs went further 
than Conway’s, however, in that they each had tiny strings of simulated DNA which was 
passed down after each “round” to the programlet as it continued on it way. After a  set 
number of rounds, his tiny computer programs had simulated “sex” – they literally swapped 
sections of slightly randomized versions of their virtual DNA, passing this down to their virtual 
“children” who would take their place. Holland named his little programlets “genetic 
algorithms,” in that they literally had a form of computer simulated genetics, distinguishing 
between a computer body and a computer DNA. What Holland found was that just as 
biological evolution makes it possible to solve problems, so it is with evolutionary 
programming. 
 
With the growth of personal computing in the early 1980’s, pioneers like Stephen Wolfram 
produced experiments which were able to systematize many of the basic rules of these sorts 
of systems when iterated to infinitely more levels of computation.1320 With the development of 
“object-oriented programming” – namely, the use of modular, reusable chunks of code within 
contemporary computer programming, the 1990’s even brought about the advent of 
evolutionary programming, in which agents not only evolved approaches to solving problems, 



but the very programs needed to run them on computers as well. 
 
Evolutionary computation and genetic algorithms are generally described as forms of 
“distributed computation,” in that, similar to neural networks, there is no central processor 
which determines how the nodes relate to each other, all this is done in distributed fashion, 
from all places at once within the system. Evolutionary/genetic computation is also frequently 
referred to as types of “agent based modeling,” in that it will often make use of simplified 
“agents” to simulate behaviors in the world beyond it. 
 
That said, there can be agent based modeling without evolutionary/genetic aspects. For 
example, for decades scientists were frustrated in all attempts to develop mathematical 
models to describe the ways in which birds and fish flock. But by producing simple computer 
simulations of virtual birds, scientists were able to adjust their behaviors on variable sliders 
(ie: degree to which virtual birds turn when they are about to collide with another bird) and 
watch the simulations until they matched the behavior of real birds, and then abstract the 
basic rules whose combination produces complex behaviors in excess of the sums of their 
parts. Such simulations allow for the abstraction of simple rules from complex behavior, often 
in problems which defy mathematical modeling due to their chaotic “non-linear” behaviors. 
 
One could, of course, evolve a solution to such a system, but this would require that there 
were some basic feedback between the system and its environment to determine which 
programs to “reward” when they got closer to the desired behavior, in this case, flocking. This 
is difficult, for how do you determine exactly when a complex behavior pattern starts to 
approach what flocking looks like in a manner indistinguishable from that in the world? Only 
complex human brains know how to do that, making evolving a solution for this sort of 
situation computational impractical. But in cases such as the “Game of Life,” whatever 
survives gets to reproduce its DNA. Feedback between the system and its environment are 
built in at the level of the program itself. Many other forms of evolutionary computing use 
something like a point system to determine feedback, awarding more points for specific goals, 
and having this determine the degree to which agents are rewarded in regard to the success 
of their ability to solve problems in relation to their contexts. While the circumstances are 
artificial, the issues are anything but. 
 
Evolution 101. What is it that makes evolution like computing? For those working in 
bioinformatics and related fields, evolution is seen as little more than a computational 
algorithm, and in particular, a search algorithm which uses a multi-agent strategy which relies 
on distributed parallel processing to determine the best strategy to maximize the performance 
of ‘life’ within a given environment. While artificial neural networks distribute their computation 
between neurons, with multiple neurons computing in “parallel” rather than series, evolution 
has its agents, in this case organisms, living or simulated, also perform their computations in 
parallel and distributed throughout an environment, even if these computations are attempts 
to devise behaviors which make them more likely to pass on the genes which helped them do 
this to the next generation. 
 
Computationally speaking, evolution is an algorithm with several key components.1321 
According to the Hardy-Weinberg1322 principles of evolution via populations (based upon 
Darwin’s initial formulations), evolution requires the following features: 
 

1) Selection Function: Evolution searches for a precise structure for its agents which will 



make them optimally fit for their environment. The environment is therefore the entity which 
distinguishes fit from unfit solutions to the “problem” of living long enough to pass on one's 
genetic code in complex situations which presents potentially chaotic interactions between 
continually shifting sets of variables. The environment, thus, is the selection function operative 
within an evolutionary search. 
 

2) Inheritance function: Each agent searching for a way to survive in the environment needs 
to be generated by a code which is then passed down to it offspring, giving that offspring 
particular qualities and tendencies which may hurt or help its change of satisfying the 
selection function of the search algorithm within a given round and within the environment in 
question. 
 

3) Variation: Evolution ceases to function when there is no variation between agents, 
because then all agents will employ the same strategy and produce identical offspring. Thus, 
it is essential that variation be introduced in the group at the level of the code. When variation 
is introduced through imperfect copying, it is called degeneracy (in that inexact copies are 
degenerate copies of the model). In evolution, degeneracy is often essential noise which 
increases the variation, and hence overall robustness, of the search process. Degeneracy 
can be introduced when individuals copy themselves by inducing mutations/randomizations of 
the code, or by having individuals mix their codes with each other before producing offspring, 
or aspects of both. Sexual reproduction in animals, for example, involves both. Sex cells, or 
spermatocytes and oocytes, are slightly randomized versions of normal bodily cells (by 
means of a process called “crossing over”) which are then reduced to half of their normal 
genetic size and paired up with complementary genetic material from the other parent. This 
introduces two forms of randomization within the gene pool. 
 

4) Reward function: Individuals within the search program need to have some way to 
measure their own success, and some motivation which spurs and guides the search. While 
agents in artificial simulations may be programmed to stay alive to avoid deletion, or strive for 
an abstract goal (ie: earning points), living organisms require other means.1323 For most 
animals, this is done by the desire to avoid pain and to increase pleasure and a general “will 
to live,” all of which seems to be programmed in some fundamental into living agents. 
 
Schemas in the Evolving Brain. While it is common to think of evolution as taking place 
between organisms in a living environment, there is also a sort of evolution which occurs 
inside of us, and inside our brains in particular, at all times. For neural pathways compete with 
each other all the time for prominence in our brain, something we likely experience in the form 
of ideas competing for our attention. That is, since neurons strengthen their connections via 
use (long term potentiation via backpropagation), those ideas about the world (often called 
“schemas” by cognitive scientists1324) which create success (usually measured by the feeling 
of pleasure generated by the various chemical regulators in the body) are reinforced, while 
those which fail are not reinforced. This is why evolutionary algorithms are often called forms 
of “reinforcement learning,” with the selection function responsible, in terms of evolution, for 
the reinforcement of what works.1325 

 

Brains make use of reinforcement learning as well. Any pathway which leads to success 
helped generate a schema which worked in relation to the environment, whether this is an 
artificial one or one in the real world. In living systems, this gives rise to the feeling of 
accomplishment produced by the recognition of success. Backpropagation and LTP make 



sure that this leads to the neural pathways which helped this happen grow stronger. And since 
we desire to recreate the good feelings which our neurotransmitters gave us for achieving 
success, we are more likely to remember the situation the better it made us feel when we 
succeeded, because our brain comes to associate the pleasurable feelings with the neural 
pathways which lead to the schema which gave rise to this. As a result, neuromodulators 
combined with backpropagation helps reinforcement occur, and in the processes, neural 
pathways and their related schemas evolve in our brains in a manner not unlike that which 
happens in populations in the world. 
 
In this sense, ideas then compete within the multi-agent search which operates in our brains 
as we try out ways of dealing with the world. We literally evolve a set of tactics as we go 
through life, and our brains are soft-sculpted in the process. Gerald Edelman has referred to 
this notion as “neural Darwinism.” And while this clearly happens on an individual level, it 
happens on a cultural level as well, a notion which Richard Dawkins described as the ways in 
which cultural genes, which he calls “memes,” evolve in culture over time.1326 For Dawkins, 
memes have lifespans, rise and fall, mutate and mate, and are ultimately selected as fit if they 
continue to reproduce. Major world religions, for example, are described by Dawkins as 
“memeplexes” which have managed to keep growing, mutating, and surviving for often 
thousands of years. From a computational perspective, this is evolutionary search at its finest. 
 
How to Evolve Credit Cards in Four Easy Steps. In 1995 Robert Axtell and Joshua Epstein 
built upon the approach described by earlier cellular automata and multi-agent computational 
simulation by trying to see if they could evolve entire simulated economies from scratch. They 
called their resulting work Sugarscape, a series of simulations with wide reaching 
implications.1327 Axtell and Epstein used a standard grid-style board, and filled it with tiny 
automata, each of which needed “sugar,” the only commodity available in this virtual world, to 
survive. Agents were able to move around the cells of the board, and if they found more sugar 
than they could eat during a given turn, they were allowed to carry some excess sugar with 
them. Most of the sugar was located in two large “mountains” of sugar on the board, and each 
turn, sugar repositories would replenish by one unit until they reached the maximum of four 
units of sugar per square. 
 
Complicating matters, however, was the fact that these were genetic automata, which is to 
say, each agent had a set of virtual genes, randomly set at first, which coded for a series of 
personal attributes. These attributes included an individual metabolic level of sugar 
consumption needed each turn to avoid starvation/deletion, and a personal level of “vision” 
which determined how many squares on the board they could “see” around them. Each was 
also programmed to look around it at the start of each turn, and move to the square with the 
most sugar. The first versions of the simulation performed as expected – over time, those 
agents with poor “genetic” endowments died off, and the overall levels of vision went up, as 
did the rates of metabolism, which lead to an increased level of reward, indicated here by 
number of sugar units in saved up by individual agents. And of course, agents clustered 
around the sugar mountains, despite originally being scattered around the board at the start 
of the simulation. 
 
None of this was unexpected, at least so far, but the simulations didn’t stop there. While the 
original version simply had a set of agents who lived, versus those who were weeded out by 
deletion over time, version two had the addition of sexual reproduction. This time, if the 
agents had over a certain set amount of excess sugar in their bank-accounts beyond what 



they needed to live, and were alive for enough time to be considered “mature,” they were able 
to look for a mate, and have children. This pushed the simulation into full evolution, in which 
the number of agents remained relatively stable over time, even as its genetic makeup 
shifted. 
 
Without being programmed to do so, however, once reproduction was part of the mix and true 
evolution began, the system evolved an aspect common to most modern economies, what is 
often referred to as a “scale free” or “Pareto” distribution of wealth.1328 This notion will be 
described in great depth later, but for now it is simply worth noting that variations on this sort 
of relationship are found not only in most economies, but most complex systems in general, 
including organisms and ecosystems, even if in varying forms. 
 
The third version was even more interesting. Adding a second commodity, called “spice,” 
Axtell and Epstein placed spice in mountains at opposite corners of the board from those 
which had sugar. They also now required all agents to consume sugar and spice to stay alive, 
and added virtual genetic differences to agents. They also allowed agents to trade sugar and 
spice with each other at varying rates of exchange by means of a simple barter algorithm (ie: 
I'll give you 2 of these if you give me three of those?). Once again they watched their virtual 
world evolve, and this time, rather than find agents clustered around the two mountains, they 
found that a division of labor emerged: some of the agents stayed by the two mountains, 
while others realized they could make a “living” as “merchants,” making a profit by 
transporting and selling commodities according to the laws of supply and demand. Prices 
fluctuated in a manner which mirrored that of many types of economies, and there were even 
local fluctuations in price which allowed merchants to realize they could make money by not 
only transporting commodities from mines to those in need for a profit, but also make a profit 
from transporting commodities between places with lower prices to those with higher prices 
as well (known as ‘arbitrage’ profits in economics).1329 

 
The fourth version is perhaps the most surprising, however. In the final version, Axtell and 
Epstein allowed one additional factor – credit. Agents were allowed to lend commodities for a 
fixed term and interest rate, so that agents could have children even if they didn't have 
enough “money” (in this dual currency system) by borrowing that money and paying it back 
later at interest. The result, in one simulation, was not only the spontaneous evolution of 
agents who made their living neither as merchants nor miner, but bankers and those who lent 
money to bankers, meta-bankers. Not only did commodity prices float, but so too the price of 
credit! 
 
Of course, while this is all quite impressive, perhaps the more important question is what can 
be gleaned from the results. Certainly, a simulation is an artificially abstract situation, and any 
extrapolation of lessons from the simulation to the world beyond the grid needs to be quite 
careful to take into account all the assumptions which went into the simulation, and how these 
may or may not line up with structures in the world beyond, which has its own structuring 
“externalities” as well. But no matter what specific observations one makes, one meta-
observation is quite clear. Namely – change the parameters which determine the shape of the 
playing field, and you vastly change the principles of the economy in question. If you add, 
credit, banking will emerge, but if you outlaw credit, you might get a subterranean market 
making profits off this very change in the terms of the game. 
 
Playing for Keeps. Leave it to John von Neumann, who not only developed the architecture 



of used by all mainstream computers today, but made massive contributions to the 
development of evolutionary computation and many other fields, if in addition to his more 
destructive contributions to the world. On top of this, he also co-founded an entire field of 
study strongly related to evolutionary computation, namely, “game theory.” In 1944, von 
Neumann published a book with Oskar Morgenthern called Theory of Games and Economic 
Behavior. Gathering together the scattered references to the mathematical analyses of 
strategy within the literature of his time, von Neumann and Morgenstern developed an entire 
methodology for using computation to solve what might be the best path to take in otherwise 
seemingly impossible situations. 
 
The entire field of game theory concerns what is the most strategic choice to make in 
particular situations, especially those in which there is imperfect information or too many 
factors to make simple decisions possible. Game theory works to develop mathematical 
approaches to the question of which sort of strategy makes sense for which sort of situation, 
or “game.” While at first this might not seem that closely related to evolutionary computation, 
game theory is often studied in iterated fashion, which is to say, many games are played in 
many turns or rounds, so that strategies can be developed not only for single situations, but 
repeated ones. Rather than simply model whether it makes sense to buy or sell in a particular 
imperfect situation, the question becomes which pattern of buying or selling makes sense not 
only in the short run, but in changing environments which approximate those of more real 
world type conditions.   
 
All of which helps to explain why multiply-iterated games are often modeled by means of 
cellular automata and other forms of multi-agent search simulations, so that they can be 
subject to forms of distributed and evolutionary computation, and often in regard to varying 
conditions, changing conditions, and changes in the degrees of changes of conditions.  This 
allows for the modeling not only of strategies, but meta- and meta-meta strategies. Of course, 
the usefulness of these all depends on the degree to which the models have anything to do 
with conditions in which one finds oneself, and whether one can determine that, or if one 
might be blinded to the ways in which this isn't the case do to taking for granted assumptions 
which are unwarranted about either ones situation or ones model. 
 
Game theory is the field of study which evaluates not only moves but strategies and meta-
strategies in relation to conditions, landscapes, and changing landscapes. One of the most 
famous games, one foundational the history of the field as a whole, is called the “Prisoner’s 
Dilemma.”1330 Imagine two prisoners who are being interrogated in separate cells, each 
knowing that the prisoner in the other cell may inform on them. The interrogator tells each 
prisoner that they are currently slated to serve 1 year in jail, but that they’ll get to go free if 
they inform on their former compatriot, who will then get 5 years. But if they both rat each 
other out, they’ll do 2 years each. What would you do? 

 
The dilemma is as clear as it is intractable. However, according to game theory, the problem 
can be dealt with. If you trust your friend, and you trust that they trust you, then the best bet 
for both of you is to do 1 year each and be done with it. But there is risk to this approach, for 
do you trust your friend enough to not get sold down the river, and do you think they trust you 
enough to imagine you won't sell them out, thereby averting a pre-emptive attack? While the 
best solution is to try to get some sort of communication going through to the other cell, from 
a game theoretical perspective, let's assume for the time being this isn't possible. In which 
case, it all comes down to trust. 



 
And trust is precisely what the prisoner's dilemma is trying to model. In what conditions does it 
make sense to trust people? This is particularly important when you are trying to see when it 
might make sense to cooperate with others in a situation in which trust is required. For 
example, if you and another person are guarding your food for the night in dangerous terrain, 
is it safe to go to sleep and let the other person guard the food, or might they steal the food 
while you sleep? Then again, if they run off with the food, who then will guard it when they 
sleep? A similar set of issues, just framed differently. 
 
As the above illustration makes clear, trust is not only an issue for prisoners. Rather, it is the 
foundation of society. In economic terms, trust is what keeps an economy afloat via credit, 
what keeps employees working till they get paid, what makes people treat paper as money, 
and what convinces people into handing hard earned cash to strangers working for an 
institution called a “bank” in the hopes of getting it back later. Socially speaking, trust is what 
keeps motorists driving when the traffic light turns green, what keeps people drinking water 
that comes out of their taps, what keeps people from supposing every police officer is a 
potential imposter, or every neighbor a potential threat. Trust is the often invisible glue that 
keeps society functioning. In a sense, trust is all we have. 
 
For these reasons, understanding the various sides of the Prisoners Dilemma has become a 
crucial subfield within the realm of game theory, and entire books have been written about this 
particular game and its variations, particularly in relation to the multi-round style iterated 
Prisoner's Dilemma, or IPD for short. In this version, players of the game play over and over 
again, and get to learn from their mistakes by developing a strategy based on what they see 
their opponent do over time, thereby giving rise to the formation of a “selection rule” which 
helps guide their future choices in regard to their partner. If they get betrayed, do they 
immediately betray on the next round? Or do they always stay true because that’s part of their 
moral code? If so, are they fools who will be exploited again and again? And what if they have 
to deal with more than one partner at a time, something which game theorists often graph out 
and simulate by means of cellular automata? 
 
For game theorists, the IPD allows for the study of simulated rules for social norms in virtual 
societies, and in conditions which can on for thousands of rounds, in which entire grids worth 
of players try out strategies against one another on all sides. If Sugarscape allowed for the 
simulation of virtual economies, the IPD allows for the simulation of governmental and social 
order. Which social norms foster cooperation and stability, and which lead to social collapse 
and a world of backstabbing cheats? 
 
Homo Homini Lupus (Or, Trust Part II). In his book Critical Mass: How One Thing Leads to 
Another, chemist Philip Ball traces one of the most fascinating periods in the development of 
game theoryREF. One of the most famous studies conducted on the Iterated Prisoner’s 
Dilemma (IPD) was done by Robert Axelrod (discussed earlier in relation to Sugarscape), who 
published his results in the 1984 classic The Evolution of Cooperation. Axelrod set up an 
open tournament in which players from all around the world could contribute strategies to play 
the Iterated Prisoners Dilemma. What is more, the IPD tournament would now be linked to a 
cellular automata type setup, in which agents were assigned boxes in a grid, and they would 
play the Prisoner's Dilemma, according to a strategy at first assigned at random, with agents 
on all four sides. If it lost three out of four of  of the rounds it played, it had to switch strategy 
to the most successful one of the four around it. That way, strategies would eventually grow in 



size and gain “converts” depending on how well they functioned in relation to those around it. 
Colonies of cooperators would grow in size, only to be taken down by the strategies of 
defectors. Researchers were now forming entire simulated virtual societies. 
 
For Axelrod's tournament, submissions came in from around the world, and after running a 
series of such tournaments, the winning strategy was one which he dubbed “Tit for Tat,” or 
TFT. TFT is a rule which starts by cooperating, but from there, basically encapsulates the 
Mosaic ethic of “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”: in practice, it is basically summed up 
by the notion that “if you cooperate with me in the last round, I’ll cooperate with you in the 
next, but if you betray me in the last round, I’ll betray you in the next.” TFT is a strategy which 
is able to deal with a wide variety of circumstances, and it proved highly resilient, in that it was 
was able to fight back against backstabbers, but also knew when to cooperate. In iterated 
simulations, this relatively simple and elegant (not to mention Biblical) solution beat out the 
best minds in the world (including some rules involving incredibly complex math formulas) 
hands down. 
 
In regard to the stakes of all this, Axlerod was very clear about his intent. After all, he worked 
at the height of the Cold War, a time in which threats of nuclear assault were part of daily life, 
and the strategy of Mututally Assured Destruction, first formalized by former game theorist 
John von Neumann, were standard policy on both sides. For Axelrod, studying the IPD was a 
way of trying to understand situations like this, in which neither side was sure it would ever be 
able to trust the other, and could even perhaps help develop ways to imagine cooperation or 
ways out of such a dilemma. Axelrod’s approach became world famous, and at a superpower 
summit in 1988, he had Soviet and American counterparts play out rounds of the IPD in front 
of an audience.1331 The powers were listening. 
 
Despite the fall of the Soviet Union in 1990, research into this high stakes game continued, 
and in 1992, a new wave of experimentation came about in response to Karl Sigmund and 
Martin Nowak’s assertion that they had found a strategy that would beat TFT. One of the 
drawbacks of Axelrod’s setup is that with even the slightest bit of noise added to the system, 
say, a player who misunderstands another in a given round, the entire thing falls apart, and 
the entire simulation goes into a rut which degrades into backstabbing sociopaths for 
thousands of iterations. Sigmund and Nowak, whose work in evolutionary computation and 
bioinformatics has been extremely influential, developed a strategy that could beat TFT once 
noise, such as potential misunderstandings, were introduced. 
 
They called their approach “Pavlov,” named after the famous Russian psychologist who 
developed the notion of classical conditioning. Viewing the world through a Pavolovian lens, 
things seem a bit darker than even that seen by the Mosaic TFT player. TFT is a harsh yet fair 
strategy, you treat others how they treat you. If they are nice, be nice, if they aren't, give them 
their own actions right back. But Pavlov just plays to win, no matter what, it's only strategy is, 
if you lose a round, switch strategy. A complete mercenary, Pavlov will cooperate if 
cooperating works, but switch as soon as it stops working. Likewise, if defecting keeps 
working, it will do that too, and exploit the trust of any and all around it time after time. While 
TFT is nobody’s fool and will protect itself if it senses it’s being taken for a ride, it will never 
willingly and systematically exploit a gullible opponent. Pavlov, on the other hand, feels no 
scruples doing exactly that. So long as cooperation is in its best interest it’ll play the game, 
but as soon as going vampiric helps it, it will drain its hosts dry. While TFT can be tripped up 
by noise, however, Pavlov survives and adapts to whatever world it finds itself in, and takes 



advantage of that world to whatever degree it can. Does this mean that humans would be 
wise to do the same? Should we all play Pavlov?    
 
Defense Against the Dark Arts (or, Trust Part III). Not to take such an affront lying down, 
Axelrod hit back, and in 1995, published new work which showed how to beat Pavlov. First he 
updated the simulation, going beyond the early tournament model, giving agents virtual 
chromosomes which corresponded to specific strategies. Game theory and evolutionary 
computing were now fully linked. This version of Axelrod's experiment used a grid in which 
players competed on all four sides, after which they would take on the strategy of the best 
agent in their neighborhood. Furthermore, he introduced a variety of noise levels, running 
simulations ranging from .1 to 10% chance of the action of an agent being registered as the 
opposite by its co-player. 
 
To Axelrod's relief, once these changes were made, the world looked a bit less Pavlovian. 
Playing specifically against Pavlov, and over a variety of levels of noise, he managed to come 
up with two new strategies which were more “softer” yet also more robust than Pavlov, and 
yet more resistant to noise than TFT. These more forgiving models he called CTFT, for 
“Contrite Tit-for-Tat,” and GTFT, for “Generous Tit-for-Tat.” This was a transition from the 
harshness of the ethical codes of Hammurabi and Moses to those of the Golden Rule, and 
positions advocated by Jesus, Aristotle, and the Buddha, or at least, something like this. With 
traditional TFT, all it took was one defection, and you'd never trust that person again. But with 
CTFT, if your opponent cooperates for two rounds in a row, it is as if they convinced you they 
are “sorry” for defecting, and so, you now “forgive” them and return to cooperating. In GTFT, 
you give your adversary the benefit of the doubt, and only defect after a second defection. 
Both of these finally beat out Pavlov in the end, and in varying conditions of noise. 
 
In addition to Axelrod’s work in this area, similar work was done in the mid 1990’s by Kristian 
Lindgren, who allowed agents the ability to mutate in ways which were similar to the addition 
and deletion of chromosomes in biological evolution. Lindgren’s work showed that when 
agents were able to add additional chromosomes, they evolved strategies in which they 
remembered more than one turn in a row – strategies which eventually beat out TFT and 
Pavlov as well, including in noisy conditions, much like Axelrod's CTFT and GTFT strategies. 
 
Lindgren also noted a highly interesting pattern within the spatial configuration of the grid 
itself. As with all the simulations, populations of various strategies rose and fell. But before the 
“long memory” strategies emerged, the only way cooperation redeveloped after a wave of 
defections was due to the growth of a slow colony of TFTs, perhaps at first brought about due 
to a degree of randomness, probability, or noise after society had gone into rampant 
defection. This TFT group then eventually would end up surrounded a group of dedictated 
cooperators, who cooperated in any condition, a highly altruistic yet vulnerable strategy. 
Lindgren's observation followed on Sigmund and Nowak’s initial insight from the early 1980’s 
that whenever there was a shift from a defection regime to one of cooperation, it was 
achieved by the “bridge” strategy of TFT. TFT was, in a sense, a colonizer for cooperation. To 
quote Sigmund and Nowak, “Tit-for-Tat is the pivot, rather than the aim, of evolution towards 
cooperation” (ctd in Critical Mass, 435). Or, no Golden Rule until Hammurabi arrives to lay the 
ground rules first, or in more contemporary terms, don't treat everyone altruistically with trust 
until you've tested them fully, on an individual as well as social level. 
 
Still, as many theorists have argued, despite the tendency to generalize, the insights provided 



by game theory are highly contingent on the set-up of the simulation at issue. And perhaps, in 
this sense, Sigmund and Nowak have the last laugh. In 1992 they did a variety of simulations 
which simplified the strategy matrix to “cooperate” or “defect.” They showed that by altering 
the payoff mechanism, a variety of strategies would win. In other words, if defection was 
made really worthwhile, it would eventually always win, at least in such a binary world. 
 
What can we then learn from all this? Generalized insights drawn from game theory about the 
inherent nature of the evolution of cooperation are, as we have shown, likely misguided, due 
to the wide variety in issues affecting the parameters of a given game, including factors such 
as noise, payoff ratio, type of evolutionary algorithm, etc. But perhaps this is itself the greater 
lesson we can take from these projects, and related simulations such as Sugarscape, is that 
the grammar and structure of a game determines, in a way that often remains unseen, which 
strategies work best. It's all about the rules of the game, so if you want to change the world, 
perhaps it's there that you should look. 
 
This is in many senses a deeply Marxist insight. Karl Marx felt that what people said they 
believed in, their professed ideologies, are not necessarily the same as what they do, which is 
to say, the strategies they employ in negotiating the world around them. What's more, people 
don't always do what would seem to be rational. Rather, they are not unlike the agents in 
some of the games described above: working on limited information, trying out various 
strategies, sometimes switching when things don't work, other times acting on habit, etc. If 
you rely on people being “rational agents” or “voting with their class interests” or removing 
leaders from power who everyone says they think are corrupt, you are then likely to be 
frustrated.1332 Rather, perhaps we need to look not so much on what people say (that is, 
ideology critique), and rather, what strategies people employ for negotiating the environments 
in which they play their games of trust, cooperation, and competition. And the way to change 
these strategies is not to preach or persuade, but rather, try to find ways to change the rules 
of the game. 
 
Landscapes of Diversity. In contemporary evolutionary theory, the conditions which 
determine “fitness” in a given set of environmental conditions are commonly represented 
visually by what, since population geneticist Sewall Wright introduced the concept in 1932, is 
called a “fitness landscape.”1333 Picture a graph, in which height measures fitness, and length 
and width two variables which impact how one relates to one's environment, say, the ratio of 
height to weight in a given species. Watching a population, simulated or otherwise, evolve 
towards the best ratio of height to weight in a given environment on such a graph would be 
like watching an animal with very few senses trying to climb a hill. And this is how 
contemporary evolutionary theorists often describe and simulate evolution, as a population of 
agents working to find the highest peak in a 3D landscape with peaks, valleys, mountain 
passes, and all the other tricks and turns of a standard topographical landscape one might 
encounter in real life. 
 
The benefit of this approach is that it has provided a whole new, tactile meta-language to the 
study of evolution. A set of agents is set out into the world, and via evolutionary principles, 
various agents meander around the”‘fitness landscape” looking for the highest point. As they 
grow, die, reproduce, and have sex with each other, their various mixtures of strategies and 
approaches to the world will send the agents which do not only search their physical 
landscapes for food, but also this virtual meta-landscape for strategies to help achieve fitness.   
 



Once again, change the landscape, and you change the game. Adding a little noise, in this 
case, via a randomization factor in reproduction to mimic biological “mutation” in the wild, and 
the search pattern may transform from a rather predictable pattern to one whose randomness 
parallels the degree of mutations. As the level of mutations grows, so is the possibility of large 
changes from one generation to the next, leading to what, on the fitness landscape, would 
correspond to a seemingly random jump, as opposed to the more predictable slow movement 
in a given direction. And if you vary the likelihood of such mutations relative to their degree, 
then sometimes you will a small group of the population jump away on the landscape, while 
others steadily pursue the path they've already been on. 
 
Since evolution in the real world involves both slow drift towards higher fitness (often called 
“hill climbing” by evolutionary theorists who take this approach) as well as random jumps, 
most simulations include aspects of both. For in fact, both are useful to evolving the fittest 
strategy for an environment, the degree to which often depends upon how stable the 
environment is. And in order to understand evolutionary meta-strategies from this angle, 
researchers have experimented with best ways to simply set a group of virtual agents with 
limited sight (ie: one space on a grid ahead of themselves), and see the extent to which 
random jumps help, or whether it is better to stick with simple hill climbing, in which one 
moves in whichever direction inclines upwards. 
 
Hill climbing is a very simple sort of evolution, for it simply gets better at what has worked 
before. But doing this could lead to an evolutionary dead end, a local peak with no bridge to 
the highest point on the map as a whole. The solution to getting stuck on what is called a 
“local maximum” is to allow for the occasional “random jumper,” or in evolutionary terms, a 
mutation.1334 When the population is steadily climbing an incline, such oddballs don’t help the 
process much, and in fact, often turn into stragglers exploring far off zones, which could lead 
to isolation and death. But when the population gets stuck at peak which goes no higher, it will 
stay there until a random jump lands an agent at a place higher than the rest of the group. 
When this happens, the process of hill climbing can start again. 
 
What is described above, however, describes a static fitness landscape, but in real world 
conditions, fitness landscapes change, and evolutionary strategies necessary change with it. 
As it turns out, hill climbing is a very solid strategy if one's fitness landscape is relatively 
uniform and static, while random jumping is most apt for more discontinuous and rapidly 
changing landscapes. A mixture is one which tends to suit those landscapes in between. The 
best, however, is a strategy which allows for a change in strategy in dynamic relation to its 
environment. 
 
Evolution is an algorithm for using variation to solve incredibly complex problems by 
rewarding success. While the incredible speed of traditional computers can be quite effective 
in solving problems in which there is no feedback on one's degree of success (ie: trying to 
guess a passcode one rarely gets a hint about how far or close one's guess is). But in 
conditions in which there is feedback, such as the environment rewarding success by allowing 
animals to get that much closer to reproduction, and occasionally things work out even when 
they shouldn't, then an evolutionary strategy which adapts to the conditions around it is 
almost always 
superior than traditional computational methods. 
 
And the prime rule of evolution can be summed up as follows: allow for variation, and build on 



it when it works, but never stop allowing for variation. For even if the floor falls out from 
underneath you and the entire landscape changes, the more variation in your population, the 
more likely one of you will survive to reproduce another day. In fact, the more volatile the 
landscape, the more variation needed. And so, when things are working out well, variation 
helps prepare for when things might not be, or when one has reached the highest one can go 
on a particular path. And when things are in times of crisis, one needs all the variation one 
can get to imagine new pathways to save the group. The real catastrophe then, is when a 
group has prioritized short-term gain, the maximization of profit, pleasure, and security in the 
here and now, over long-term sustainable growth. The moral of this story for societies is to 
foster the maximum diversity which does not lead to chaos. For only a diverse society can 
survive a storm.1335 

 
e. soft assembly 

 
Harmony. “Soft-Assembly” or “loose coupling,” as opposed to the notions of “hard assembly” 
or “tight coupling,” respectively, are terms used by researchers in a variety of fields to 
describe non-rigid relationships.1336 The types of relationships involved can vary, from those 
between members of a system, to those within a system, to the relation between a system 
and its environment. While the notions of assembly and coupling are used almost 
interchangeably in the scientific literature, in what follows I will deemphasize the term 
coupling, for even though it is often used by researchers to describe relations between more 
than two entities, there is a subtle binarity to the term which is in many ways a holdover from 
traditional approaches. 
 
To get a sense of the difference between these notions, think of an automobile engine. Each 
part's function is programmed into its physical shape. A piston can be a piston and nothing 
else, and if the angle that lines it up to its casing is off a tiny bit, the casing can't respond to 
this and work around it. Think of how different this is from a group of humans working together 
on something, for example, an orchestra playing a symphony. Each player makes continual 
microadjustments, often unconscious ones, which keep it in sync with the pitch and rhythm of 
those around them, and to the conductor who works to ensure the best possible sync 
between parts and wholes. If someone fails to show up to play one day, it's possible that one 
of the other players might even be able to play their part. What's more, if the conductor wants 
at the last minute he can substitute a new piece of music to the orchestra than the one they 
thought they would play. While they might play this new piece a bit sloppily, they can 
nevertheless adapt to it. How different in so many ways from an engine, which has hard 
coupling in the relation between its parts, between parts and the whole, and between both of 
these and the outside world. Parts cannot adapt all that much to the ways parts shift their 
performance of their roles, parts cannot adapt to play each others roles, and the system as a 
whole cannot adapt to doing other things (ie: the engine powers the car, but cannot steer it as 
well). While ultimately the distinction between hard and soft is a relative one (mechanical 
systems have limited degrees of softness, and organic systems still have some constraints), 
in general, living systems are much, much softer in all of these respects. 
 
Soft systems are more adaptable and flexible than hard ones, and soft systems are those 
which are able to tolerate “noise,” error, ambiguity, partial failure, and other imperfect 
conditions better than hard systems. That said, hard systems are often much more efficient 
than soft ones. In highly stable conditions, hard systems have the edge, but ultimately, the 
tiniest degree of change can throw them off or even make them stop functioning completely. 



Within dynamic environments, soft systems are infinitely more sustainable than hard systems. 
To use systems terminology, soft systems are much more resilient to change and robust in the 
long term when compared to hard systems. 
 
What makes soft systems so effective is the fact that there is feedback in the relationships 
involved, whether these be between parts, parts and wholes, or either or both in relation to 
the wider environment. This can also be extrapolated to the forms of thinking which are 
related to these, and which needed to be engaged in to design systems of these sorts. Hard 
systems require a form of thinking which brackets off all these relations as unimportant, 
uninteresting, or inessential, while soft thinking requires that all these additional factors be 
taken into account. While at first glance it might seem that hard systems are highly 
developed, softer versions of themselves would take infinitely more energy to develop, even if 
they would be much more flexible, resilient, and robust in the long term. Soft thinking is more 
complex, messy, and comprehensive, while hard thinking is complete in its own bounded 
arena, even if that is ultimately limited and limiting. 
 
To design soft systems, one needs to think like nature does, and many forms of soft-
computation, as seen in the preceding passages, take their inspiration from natural 
processes. When trying to soften the design for a particular system, there are a few standard 
methods which researchers use, and it is worth investigating these, because they pertain to 
the ways in which fuzzy, neural, embodied, and distributed systems come together in a 
manner which is as soft as its aspects. 
 
Living With Noise. One of the primary characteristics of soft systems is their general 
tolerance for noise. That is, they are able to deal with potential inaccuracies in transmission 
between various aspects in question, be these parts and each other, parts and the whole 
system, or either and the larger environment. Tolerance to noise can be fostered in various 
ways. In systems which are evolved rather than programmed, including neural and 
evolutionary forms of computation, the approach is quite simple, namely, introduce some 
intentional noise into the system, and the system will, given enough resources, evolve a 
tolerance to noise for itself. For example, if you are training a neural network, you can 
introduce a probability function which has the neuron fire when it shouldn't a certain percent of 
the time, giving those around it the opposite answer than what it was supposed to according 
to the rules of the network. So long as the system has enough neurons, it will be able to 
adjust to this and produce the answer it is supposed to even if some of its computational units 
are acting strangely some of the time. Such a system will not only tolerate strange behavior 
within itself, but in relation to the world around it as well. The way in which programmers often 
get soft-computers to be tolerant of noise is by means of randomization and/or probability, for 
example, employing a random number generator to impact the outputs of a given neurons a 
certain percent of the time. Randomization and probability are related to various softening 
techniques which are worth investigating. 
 
In neural systems, a fully connected memory network, or Hopfield network, which has a 
probability function introduced to mediate the relation between individual neurons and the 
whole of the network is known as a Boltzmann machine or Botlzmann. Named after Ludwig 
Boltzmann, inventor of the field of statistical mechanics, Boltzmann machines are highly 
resilient to noise. That said, it is very difficult to get them to abstract anything from what they 
memorize, because they have trouble focusing, and it is often necessary to reduce some of 
the feedback between units to get them to abstract efficiently, a so-called restricted Boltzmann 



machine. What is particularly nice is that once you introduce some randomization into a self-
programming system such as an evolutionary or neural one, so long as they have enough 
units of computation (ie: simulated organisms, DNA, neurons, etc.), they will become resilient 
to noise on their own as you train them. 
 
Redundancy and degeneration (ie: semi-accurate copies) are often essential here. For 
example, in human natural languages, redundancies such as tense markers often make it 
possible to guess the end of a sentence even if you don't hear it. Redundant pathways in 
neural networks make it such that even if one pathway computes poorly, the others mostly 
likely will not. And if some of these pathways have slight “degeneracies” to them, the minor 
variations could help make the system not only resilient to noise, but also adaptible to 
changes in the environment. 
 
Boltzman's methods are particularly useful in thinking about problem solving from a soft 
perspective. Rather than try to derive a formula to model a problem from first principles, as is 
the most common approach to solving problems with mathematics, the “Monte Carlo” method, 
developed by computing pioneers Stanislaw Ulam and John von Neumann, uses statistics to 
solve problems when its possible to get feedback from the environment on how far one is 
from the right answer. Trying to the hard approach to problem solving, which involves drawing 
up a mathematical equation in isolation from the environment, often comes to nothing when 
the situation is too complex or is changing, both of which can lead to the development of non-
linear equations which are often practically unsolvable with most existing mathematical 
methods. So called “Monte Carlo” methods dispense with trying to come up with equations for 
things, rather, they just act like nature, which is to say, build on what works, through in a little 
variation to cover noisy or changing conditions, and take it from there. So long as a system 
has memory of some sort, like DNA in organisms or weights in neural nets, such a system will 
simply get better at adapting to its environment over time, no matter how complex it is, and 
the more units of computation involved, the better it will adapt. While it may lack an explicit 
formula for the system in question, this assumes this is beneficial, which is only sometimes 
the case. 
 
Learning from Chance. It's one thing to a get a system to be tolerant of noise, but what 
about uncertainty? While systems are often noisy in uncertain conditions and vice-versa, it is 
nevertheless also possible for a system to by noisy (ie: a TV transmission with stable levels of 
static), or unpredictable without being noisy (ie: a computer random number generator). In 
order for a system to be able to deal with uncertainty, with or without noise, certain forms of 
soft relations need to be present. What researchers in artificial intelligence have come to learn 
is that while traditional approaches to probability are useful when situations are uncertain in 
predictable ways, other approaches are needed to systems which are uncertain in more 
dynamic ways. 
 
For example, according to traditional probability, there is a 1 in 6 chance that I will roll a 5 on a 
traditional six sided die. I can even complicate this situation, by having six different colored 
candies in a bowl, pick one, eat it, pick another, and eat it, and according to classical 
probablity, I would have a 1 in 30 chance of eating a brown one first, followed by a green one 
(assuming these were two of the original colors). In the first situation, the die stays the same 
no matter what, while in the second situation, the change which occurs is fully predictable and 
isolated from any other factors which may influence what's happening. 
 



But there is something artificial about this situation, because few things in the world which are 
as simple as either of these things. There are an incredible number of factors rumbling 
beneath the surface of the earth which impact when these catastrophes will happen, many of 
which are almost impossible to study directly because they happen hundreds of feet below 
the ground. Nevertheless, scientists have come to realize that if you look at the data over 
time, there are patterns. This approach, known as “time series analysis,” looks for patterns in 
data which can help predict the future based on similarity with the past. While classical 
physics assumes that systems will be the same in the future as in the past – for example, 
when you throw a football, it will follow a standard curving trajectory – time series approaches 
look for patterns that exist when there are more factors at play and things seem chaotic, at 
least on the surface. 
 
One of the more famous examples of this way of looking at things is Benoit Mandelbrot's 
famous observation that changes in stock prices can be analyzed in this way. As described in 
his famous text The Misbehavior of Markets REF, the famous inventor of fractal mathematics 
came to realize that if you look at the ways in which stock markets behavior, there is a fractal 
pattern at work, such that microfluctuations can be used to predict macrofluctuations. That is, 
before and after a radical market change, like a crash or a rise, there are often miniature 
aftershocks and future-shocks of the larger event. By feeding time series into computers to 
look for these sorts of micro-crashes and micro-runs, it becomes possible to predict the 
likelihood of more massive events of a similar nature. 
 
Mandelbrot's approach, developed in the mid-20th century, relies on an approach to probability 
which was first developed in the 18th century by Reverand Thomas Bayes, and hence, is often 
called Bayesian probability.1337 Unlike traditional probability, which operates either in a 
completely determined system which abstracts out issues of time altogether (ie: a six sided 
die will have the same probability at work each time you throw it), or simplifies things to 
completely determined types of change (ie: you eat a single candy each round), Bayesian 
probability looks at the chance of something happening in the future based on what has 
happened in the past, even in often wildly unpredictable and multidetermined situations. 
 
Take for example, the way Bayesian statistics works with earthquakes. By analyzing the 
frequency of earthquakes in relation to their size at a given location, scientists have come to 
realize that, similar to what Mandelbrot realized in relation to markets, that there is some 
similarity at work. That is, large and small events tend to happen in ratios whose regularity 
can be worked out over time. This allows for predictions such as “in the next 10 years we are 
likely to have an earthquake in this location of 4 on the Richter scale or greater.” This doesn't 
say it is impossible for this not to happen, but rather, that to the extent to which the past 
resembles the future, the more time goes on, the more likely this event will occur in this time 
period. What is more, if you are 9 years into this period already, Bayesian probability would 
assert that an earthquake will happen in the next year with increasing degrees of certainty… 
 
Loose Coupling. This chapter has examined a series of forms of soft computing. 
Fuzzy systems soften the units of computation, neural networks the relations between these, 
embodied cognition grounds these in specific contexts, and evolutionary computation and 
various forms of soft assembly help systems deal with dynamic aspects of the world around 
them in ways which help to bring everything together in an overall softer frame. As researcher 
have pursued these fields, first in isolation, they are increasingly common to see the 
commonalities between these. But what would happen if we built the agents in evolutionary 



computing systems via fuzzy units, linked in neural networks, or other possible combinations? 
 
Researchers have generally referred to these approaches as “hybrid” techniques. Due to the 
relative newness of these approaches, they are usually combined two at a time, giving rise to 
systems referred to by sci-fi sounding names such as “neuro-fuzzy,” “geno-fuzzy,” or “geno-
neuro” systems.1338 Each has various strengths and weaknesses. While it many of these 
hybrid approaches are still in their infancy, it is not hard to imagine that, at some point, 
artificial life forms will be developed which employ all these varied technologies in a quasi-
“organic” synthesis. 
 
Returning to earth a bit, however, we can currently see specific applications in which specific 
combinations have proved useful. Neuro-fuzzy systems, for example, have proved useful 
when developing a fuzzy control system in which the fuzzy rule, or set of rules, needed to 
control a system is not already known. A Neuro-fuzzy system learns from its environment, via 
back-propagation, and from this, comes up with a fuzzy rule that fits the situation at hand. 
Combining several neuro-fuzzy systems allows for the development of a complex control 
system which literally adapted, on its own, to the conditions of the world around it, similar to 
the manner in which an infant learns how to apply fuzzy words such as “bright” to a variety of 
varied situations. Geno-fuzzy systems also “learn” fuzzy rules, but do so not by using neural 
networks, but rather, evolutionary systems. Rather than having one neural network of units 
learn the rule, geno-fuzzy systems use multi-agent systems. In many senses, however, these 
are similar approaches, two sides of the same coin. Geno-neuro systems are those which use 
evolutionary computing methods to evolve solutions via agents which adapt to their 
environments via neural networks. 
 
What is more, as researchers are increasingly combining these methodologies, often with 
approaches which make use of statistics and probability, they are coming to realize how much 
these seemingly distinct methodologies are aspects of the same sort of “soft” thinking. As will 
become clear in the next chapter, all of these ways of approaching the world overturn many of 
the assumptions of classical mathematics and computation, which view the world in rigid 
binary terms as either this or that, always staying this or that, or at least, changing in very 
predictable ways, cut off from real world situations and processes. Put things in the real world, 
and you've got to get soft, and engage in multi-level feedback both within one's system, and 
in relation to the wider world. Traditional mathematics, science, and computation rest on the 
assumption of a detached observer, the past being predictably like the future, everything 
separated from itself, in its own box, not interacting, not changing. Soft methods disrupt these 
assumptions in several ways. While they are often slower, they are more adaptable, robust, 
organic, and able to sync up to real world conditions in a manner similar to that of living 
organisms. 
 
For after all, what is an organism, other than than a fuzzy, neural, embodied,  genetic, soft 
computer? This is not to say that organisms should be more traditional computers, but rather, 
to say that traditional computers are only a small, limited, quite particular form of the more 
general and soft computations which happen all the time in the wider world. If the world is a 
giant computer, then traditional computers are merely one sort of these, suited for particular 
situations which are usually not quite applicable to the real world. While they can help us do 
particular sorts of tasks which our animal brains find particularly difficult, if we take them and 
the forms of logic, mathematics, and science upon which they are based as models, we run 
the risk of wildly distorting more adaptive ways of relating to our world. Rather than follow the 



cybernetic dream of the 1950’s, in which humans learned to be more perfect by imitating 
computers, it seems more likely that computers will learn to be more perfect by imitating 
creatures in the world. 
 
Soft-Assembling the Embodied Mind (Or, What is Called Thinking Part II). In the 
encyclopedic text What is Thought? (2004), artificial intelligence researcher Eric Baum 
defines “understanding” via the computing term “compression.” For Baum, to understand 
something means to be able to reproduce essential aspects of it, leaving behind what is 
incidental, all in a form which can then be generalized to similar instances in the future. In this 
sense, DNA can be seen as an understanding of the human body because it compresses that 
which, from a particular angle, is essential to it, boiling the body down to what is required to 
build and maintain a body which builds upon the evolutionary gains of the one which 
preceded it, leaving behind the individual for the sake of the species. Just as DNA 
“compresses” aspects of the body in terms of reproduction, so it is, for Baum, for all forms of 
representation and ultimately, thinking. Language, for example, can help us to represent a 
wide variety of entities, such as dogs, by abstracting away only the dog-like aspects of them, 
such that Great Danes and Chihuahuas, despite their differences, can equally be represented 
by such a notion, whether they shaggy or fuzzy, small or tall. Language, for Baum, 
understands aspects of the world in a manner not unlike our DNA does. Likewise, building on 
notions derived from embodied and distributed computation, do our bodies. That is, our 
bodies are the condensed representations of what happens when biological evolution comes 
up against the world in which we live in. We live in the fleshly utterances of the text of the 
meeting of these processes, written in the script of life etched in matter. 
 
Baum is at pains to show that 'what understanding gains in abstraction it loses in 
transparency.'1339 That is, we don’t look at a body and see understanding immediately, we just 
see limbs and organs. Only when we see these entities functioning in contexts do they make 
sense, for example, when I use a leg to gracefully jump over an obstacle. Then it becomes 
clear that this is why this leg was shaped this way by evolution, for this is what it was 
supposed to do. A bird's wing doesn't look like a form of memory when you see a bird 
wobbling along on the ground, with these ungainly flat arms attached to it. How clumsy and 
encumbering they seem. But all this changes when you see the same bird in flight, its wings 
evidencing the poetry in matter which is life which allows it to sweep and dive through the sky, 
unfolding eons of evolution in each movement, compressing time in the shape of its limbs in 
motion. 
 
Likewise with neural networks, living or artificial. They are nothing to look at, just lumps of 
connections, so fine as to escape sight without magnification. And even when examined 
under a lens, it is all just nets within nets, one cannot even discern the sort of coded utterance 
one sees in traditional computers. Rather, it's all just, as Clark would say, “connectionist 
spaghetti”1340 But this spaghetti is really a dense web of living wires whose chains of feedback 
are understanding, for they allow humans to sync up with the world and its processes in 
incredibly adaptable ways, moreso than any other species yet encountered. From Baum's 
perspective, the dynamic relationship between humans and world are compressed in the 
dynamic patterns of the brain which are understanding incarnate, as much as is our body, 
DNA, and language, if all in differeing forms of abstraction and concretion. Neural nets, 
language, bodies, DNA – all these, in Baum’s sense, compress/understand the world by 
“extracting structure” from the dynamic patterns of relationships they help coordinate in the 
world. They don’t represent this extracted understanding, rather, they are this 



understanding.1341 

 
What then, is thought, and thinking? If understanding, for Baum, is the manner in which some 
aspect of the world condenses and compresses the dynamic set of relations it helps 
coordinate, then thinking is the manner in which this is brought about. Building on his notion 
of understanding as compression, Baum works to show the dynamic processes of learning 
and evolution which bring this about.  Thus, he details the various levels of development in 
evolutionary history whereby evolution learned how to evolve organisms which could learn by 
adapting to changing circumstances, first by mutating and trading DNA as bacteria, but when 
this became difficult due to the increasing complexity of differentiated organs, the 
development of a nucleus and DNA, an organism within an organism, in order to coordinate 
ever more complex formations. This gave rise to cells which developed ever more complex 
forms of collaboration and intercommunication, until ultimately specialized cells called 
neurons came about for this purpose, and as the flows or transmissions along neurons 
became ever more complex, the rise of a central nervous system and brain. And if brains are 
places where neural evolution occurs, a second environment within us, they allow us to learn 
more plastically than our DNA, with the individual learning in addition to the species. 
Language then allows us to re-externalize this, and through this exterior memory, pass our 
learning down to the generations, who increasingly learn this not only in direct transmission 
from other organisms, but from their traces in so many media. 
 
The trick in all of this is to keep things as open ended and flexible as possible. If you hardwire 
too much learning into the brain in the form of instinct, the organisms won't be able to adapt to 
widely different circumstances. In this sense, it is much better to create an organism that can 
learn to learn. And so, Baum shows how it is that while human infants aren't hardwired 
knowing how to walk, they nevertheless seem hardwired to be able to learn things like 
walking or language use when presented with the right stimuli. There is more, then, to simply 
“understanding” the world, at least according to Baum's use of the term, by boiling it down to 
fixed compressions. Much more advanced levels of relating to the world develop when one 
can come into sync with the world around one and coevolve with it, even as it changes. 
Evolution has therefore programmed us with the ability to learn how to learn, and in particular 
ways which have proved adaptive to our ancestors, all along trying to keep the right balance 
between fixity and openendedness so as to maximize our potential fitness for a dynamic 
world. For if compressions of the world were all that was needed, we could just be 
programmed by evolution by instinct, like an expert system form of GOFAI is programmed by 
a computer scientist. The deepest compression of the world, however, is the ability to learn 
how to learn to learn in ever more profound ways. 
 
But keeping us flexible has its costs. Human babies spend years in a highly vulnerable state, 
making their families vulnerable in the process. The reason for this is that their brains are so 
open ended, they need the first few years to soak in their environment and then weed out that 
which is less than important to it. For such a long time spent helpless and burden to one's 
family, there must be a huge payoff. And in fact, there is. For no creature has been able to 
learn so deeply about this world than humans. 
 
And the reason this works is because our brains are loosely coupled to our environments, we 
exist in relation to our contexts in a state of continual soft assembly. My dog, after all, is 
chained to his instincts. While I have my own instincts, I can at least question them much 
more than my dog seems able. The long period of maturation was there so that there was 



enough time to soft-sculpt the mind, to train the neural nets within each child, giving it the 
ability to extract patterns from the dynamic structures of experience presented to it, so that it 
will be able to then use these patterns to dynamically interact with this world in turn. 
 
The problem, however, is that after a while, we ossify, we settle into habits. Our brains are 
designed to build on what has worked well in the past, but we then get set in our ways. And 
so, evolution has installed in each of us systems which make sure we eventually break down, 
providing room for new generations. For aging isn’t something that has to happen – our 
bodies ‘replace’ all their parts many times during our lifetimes, with the rate of frequency 
depending upon the part in question. No, aging is part of the selection process. It is part of 
what, at one point, served to keep our species and many others loosely coupled to the 
world.1342 Bacteria, after all, never die – they keep cloning themselves, and there’s no need 
for the original parent to die so long as it has enough materials to repair itself to keep 
mutating.1343 This works, however, because bacteria can mutate and swap DNA the way 
humans do ideas.1344 

 
But organisms more intricate than bacteria have too many body parts to make this feasible, 
and so evolution came about with sexual reproduction which creates variation between 
generations, but which evolves much slower than bacteria and their modes of asexual 
variation and reproduction. Humans, however, have created what Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
famously called a “flesh less heavy,” namely, human language, and beyond this indeed all 
culture, which allows us to regain some of the flexibility to evolve possessed earlier in 
evolutionary history by bacteria. But we still have these bodies, designed to decompose so 
that a future generation, with its new brains less set in their ways, can have a go at it as well. 
 
Humanity, in this sense, is a multi-agent search algorithm. We have reward functions, memory 
over time to retain good strategies for both the individual and species, a source of variation, 
and an inheritance function. Within a rapidly fluctuating fitness landscape, however, it is 
necessary to retrain each generation and population. We are parts of a large reinforcement 
learning algorithm. We are, in a sense, the thoughts of the brain which is the evolution which 
gave rise to us, just as evolution is a thought in the brain which is the world, and the world 
that of the universe. It is all thinking and thought, all the way down, just some forms are more 
dynamic than others. 
 
What keeps us playing the game is the built-in reward systems which, by means of our 
neuromodulators and related systems, produce pleasure and pain, so many “value systems” 
which tell us what serves our built-in hardwired sense of what we need to do. Our brains take 
care of the rest. For Baum, instincts filtered through culture tell us what our major goals are 
(ie: stay alive), but our plastic brains, inserted via development into a complex cultural 
system, teach us what sub-goals to follow.1345 This allows the learning of previous generations 
to get linked with our built in drive systems, producing a soft assembled system which links 
the genetic learning of the species produced over eons to the learning of the culture produced 
over milennia to the learning of a radically adaptible brain producing new learning over a 
lifetime, and feeding back into the process in turn. 
 
Computers, however, have no drives. They are turned on and off, but from what we can tell, 
they do not desire to stay “on” or fear being turned “off.” They do not cry out when we 
disassemble them for repair.  While neural networks, fuzzy systems, embodied mobots, and 
evolutionary algorithms all seem so much more like organisms, they hardly seem closer to 



living creatures when it comes to these most basic fundamentals. Without an engaged 
relation to the world, one which cares about what happens in the world and to it, in the most 
important way, a computer will always just sit there and wait for a human to come tell it what 
to do. 
 
What could change that? If research into human emotions tells us anything, it is that 
emotions, drives, feelings, moods, these all come about because the brain has complex forms 
of feedback between it and the body, which it is constantly mapping, taking stock of, and 
modulating brain function to sync up with. We sense so many different parts of our bodies in 
so many different ways. Until computers have bodies that can sense their own well-being 
down to every level of their being (ie: is my fan overheating? Am I getting enough electricity?), 
they only have us to do these things for us. While computers compute, they only do so for us. 
Humans, however, not only compute. We also think, which is to say, we work to solve 
problems of which we are dynamic parts. We try to come to sync up with the challenges in our 
environments, in a way which can help us not only grow, but also thrive. And hopefully, if we 
are not short-sighted, in ways which are not destructive of those very environments so as to 
cause their destruction int the process. Thinking ultimately needs to be long-term if it is truly to 
be thinking worth the name at all. In other words, without body and value systems, no 
thought, only computation. What then is thought? 

 
Let’s say for now at least that thinking can be understood as a form of computation whereby 
an agent pursues, for its own reasons, a dynamic process of understanding its world. Defined 
as such, thinking is not restricted to humans only, or even living beings, though we have yet to 
find examples of living things that think, at least in this restricted sense. That said, in order to 
understand how thinking does what it does, we need to understand how thought might come 
about. That is, we need to understand the elementary operations, such as calculating, 
computing, feeling, deciding, of which it is composed, and how these seemingly non-thinking 
parts might be able to give rise to this mystery we call ‘thought.’ Of course, this assumes that 
thought is built from such parts. This is precisely, therefore, what the following section will 
work to show. 
 
The investigation of soft-computing in the preceding sections has worked to demonstrate that 
computers do not need to operate via binary logic. As an image of thought, binarization is 
swiftly becoming obsolete. But to say that computers need not be binary does not mean that 
the human mind, and that human language, might not nevertheless be binary, or that aspects 
of a ‘networked’ mind might not take on aspects of binarization once it encounters language. 
 
How might one construct a human-style mind? For if distributed representation is to truly 
serve as a new image of thought, it needs to be able to do everything the binary paradigm 
could do, and possibly do it better. Soft-computing has shown us how it might be that soft-
understanding of the world might be possible. But for this new image of thought to truly be 
complete, we need to show how networked, distributed, soft forms of thought are possible. 
And in order to do so, it is necessary to show what might be at stake in the soft-assembly of a 
networked mind. Not necessarily a computer-mind or human-mind, but a potential networked 
mind which show how this new image of thought, whether in computer or human instantiation, 
could be seen as doing all the things that we associate with thinking. This will be the task of 
the following sections. 
 
 



CHAPTER THREE: Artificial Neural Networks 
 
… 
 
Neural Crossings. Simple organisms use chemical messengers to do most of the 
communication needed between parts of themselves.1346 This can still be seen at work within 
human cells, or in the systems of chemical messengers which work alongside neural systems 
in complex animals, for example, human hormones. Neural modes of connection, however, 
can be much more specific in a variety of ways. For example, a hormone such as adrenaline, 
when released into the bloodstream, impacts a wide variety of systems, even if only some 
systems of the body are designed with receptors for adrenaline.1347 Nevertheless, it is 
impossible for a global system such as the bloodstream to deliver adrenaline to one specific 
part of itself and not others. While there are several chemical systems which are at least 
semi-discrete in the body, there are real limitations to this sort of approach. Neurons, 
however, can activate specific muscles with ease, simply because they only communicate the 
need to contract or relax from one particular area to another. 
 
That said, if neurons are just a net of connections, such as seen in primitive organisms such 
as the hydra,1348 they are hardly able to accomplish that much for the organism rather than 
give it a sort of directionless connection of everything to everything else, a sort of global 
intersensitivity and intermotivity. With slightly more complex organisms, the crossing over of 
neural strands gives rise to what are called ganglia, nodes of interneural connection. Ganglia 
are like neural relay stations and traffic cops, coordinating neural flows.1349 A few ganglia at 
the same place, and an organism has a primitive brain, one which can increasingly give rise 
to a division of labor between its aspects, leading to specialized modules, even if these often 
coordinate with ganglia spread out throughout simple organisms. In fact, some organisms 
with highly developed nervous systems have brains which are not necessarily all in one place, 
as they are in animals, for example, but spread out through their bodies. Scientists are quite 
sure that octopus, which have incredibly advanced cognitive capabilities relative to other 
known sea-creatures, have their higher cognitive centers at least partially distributed 
throughout many parts of their bodies.1350 

 
The crossing of neural connections is that which makes neurons into nets, and which 
transforms neurons into modes of communication into cognitive entities. For it is at the points 
of crossing that neural flows network with each other, which is to say, they intertwine. Of 
course, these crossings need to be of a sort which actually impact the operations of each 
other, for even if you wind insulated wires together in a modern computer, the insulation 
makes it such that they will not impact each other in any functional sense. Since many 
neurons connect front to back,1351 the points of connection between parts of a neural chain 
are places where neurons can easily interact with each other. Even a small handful of neural 
pathways which intertwine with a crossing between them give rise to a simple neural network 
structure, perhaps one of the most simple there is, which is to say, inputs connected to 
outputs with a pinch in the middle. From this, sensation linked to motor response via 
processing is born. 
 
The pinch or intertwining between several neural strands is often approximated in artificial 
neural networking by means of connecting a series of virtual input neurons to virtual output 
neurons by means of a pinch in the middle composed of fewer neurons. From this, we can 
abstract two very basic aspects of neural networking, even if in biological neural nets they 



always come together, namely, condensation and expansion.1352 

 
Condensation occurs when a series of input neurons feed into only a few neurons. Expansion 
is the opposite, when a handful of neurons feed to a variety of outputs. In neural terms, 
condensation is the means whereby abstractions are formed. That is, if you have a massive 
amount of sense data, coming from the eye, for example, and this data is fed from a huge 
array of sensory neurons down to a small few, then the way in which the many is networked 
down to a few will determine which aspects of the massive amounts of inputs remain. After all, 
if you see a visual field but only notice that something is red rather than green, this sort of 
selective attention, the manner in which you slice off one aspect of your experience as worth 
paying attention to over others, is produced neurally, and the way in which this is done is by 
condensing neural flow. 
 
Neural networks, whether living or artificial, produce abstraction by means of 
condensation,1353 and in fact, abstraction in a neural sense is condensation or compression, 
depending on one's preferred term.1354 When condensation is expanded back to the world, it 
can then be expanded in a variety of ways, either feeding back into sensory networks to help 
them recognize or anticipate aspects of future sense data, or sent to motor cortexes to 
produce particular types of responses, or, as is often the case in terms of more complex 
organisms,1355 sent to other pinches elsewhere in the neural nets of a brain to help produce 
some abstract conclusions before sending off responses to motor cortexes. Expansion, in its 
diversity, allows for all of these possibilities to happen at once. 
 
What makes condensation so special in all of this is that it is the manner whereby abstraction, 
selection, and basic prediction happen on a neural level. Let's say  
I am shown a series of objects by someone, and I conclude that they are all “green.” I have 
taken away only one aspect of these objects, that which they have in common more than 
others, but in the process, I have left so much about them behind. Nevertheless, by selecting 
this aspect they have in common, I condense some aspect of their structure. If I am shown 
many green objects in a row, this also allows me to guess that the next object I will be shown 
might likely be green as well. There is no way to be sure, of course, but condensation of the 
many aspects of a grouping of things in the world allows us to see patterns and 
commonalities, and then intertwine these to produce extrapolations to the future, expanding 
them back to the world from which they are derived. 
 
Condensation and expansion are the two sides of the connectionist pinch, and describe two 
of the primary aspects which result from the most basic sorts of networking seen when neural 
wires start to overlap and intertwine into nets. Even the evolution of ganglia of any sort from 
the centerless global net of neurons seen in a hydra is an example of a pinch in the global 
network, producing the possibility for more abstract forms of abstraction to form by pinching 
the entire network of interconnections into a sensory side, a responsive motor side, and a 
processing section in between. 
 
In many senses, however, these can all be seen as aspects of the interconnection of which 
feedback is one of the most productive parts.1356 That is, neurons can always be linked back 
upon themselves, or send their outputs back to the places which gave rise to their inputs, 
feeding back the results into their sources. Much like a thermostat which measures the 
temperature of a room which it itself helps to adjust, feedback is the manner in which systems 
take their own actions into account, and coordinate between disparate elements, such as 



inside and outside, part and whole, etc. And so, if I turn my head to see something better, I 
need to realize at which point my head turning needs to stop otherwise I will simply move it 
beyond what I'm trying to see. Sensation leads to action which feeds back into new sensation 
which leads to more action. Just as this loop happens in the world, so it does between neural 
flows. 
 
Feedback describes the manner in which expansions link back into condensations, 
condensations interact with each other, and all the processing powers to which this gives rise 
when these are then fed back, through “loops” of action in the world, back into the system as 
new sensation.1357 It is feedback which allows different aspects of a neural system, and in 
fact, of organism and world and even organisms themselves, to coordinate and work together. 
If 
 
If neural networks in the brain start off relatively haphazardly connected, and those in artificial 
nets set to random values, feedback is how they come to learn to work together. For as is 
commonly said in neuroscience, “the brain mainly talks to itself,”1358 even if this allows it to 
talk to the world in more interesting ways.1359 Because if condensation produces pinches 
which give rise to abstraction, this is only ever produced by means of the coordination which 
feedback provides. What is more, feedback describes how these pinches relate to each other, 
and expand back to the world. If condensation produces abstraction by subtraction, feedback 
produces coordination by means of addition. Combined they can give rise to complex webs of 
abstractions and relations between these and the world, such as the complex maps produced 
in various parts of the human cortex, all of which are graded for varying degrees of similarity, 
and which are constantly trying to anticipate what each other is doing, mapping and meta-
mapping themselves and incoming stimuli from the wider world.1360 It's all feedback, all the 
way up and down, even if it is condensational subtraction which makes things interesting, and 
feedback, of which even expansion can be seen as an aspect, which puts it all back together, 
if differently. 
 
There comes a point, however, at which flows of neurons start to pulse together, when the 
feedback stops conflicting, and condensations and expansions work symphonically to bring 
the outside and inside world together. This is neural sync. When neurons pulse together, not 
stamping out diversity, but rather, as a cooperative endeavor which requires this diversity to 
happen yet is greater than the sum of its parts, that's when the neural magic happens. This is 
when sensation and action, abstraction and concretion, interior cognition and exterior relation, 
all work together. Moments of neural sync happen when you are in a period which 
psychologists often describe as “flow,” or in common terms, when you are “in the zone,” when 
things happen effortlessly.1361 When you play a musical instrument and the notes just flow out 
of you, or you go for a layup in basketball and just nail it, this is because everything is in sync. 
Of course, perhaps the most interesting forms of thinking come about when sync occurs only 
after a period of intense difficulty in producing sync, and this is what is generally spoken of as 
problem solving. It is this coming to sync which is the work of syncing, even if, once sync is 
accomplished, it is already no longer thinking, but rather, a thought which has already 
occurred, the raw materials which can help lead to the potential for new and more complex 
forms of sync to emerge.1362 

 
In what will be described in what follows, sync also makes it possible for various processes in 
neural networks to perform complex neural operations. Memory occurs when diverse 
assemblages of neurons interregulate and come into sync with each other in ultimately semi-



stable patterns, and sync between parts of the brain which store long-term memory then 
come into sync with those which describe incoming sensory data to link up particular 
instances of general categories.1363 Sync is one of the most important aspects which makes 
thinking what it is. 
 
If feedback is what makes sync possible, mapping is what makes ever more complex types of 
sync possible in relation to condensation. Human brains do not merely employ single 
condensations to incoming sensory input, after all, but often complex webs of these. When I 
see something out in the world, I might not only think “green,” after all, but also “tree,” “bark,” 
“forest,” “plant,” etc. Our brains have highly developed associational mappings of relations 
between aspects of our experience, and by mapping these mappings to each other and then 
back to experience, we can develop ever more complex forms of thinking which can 
potentiate our ability to sync not only with our incoming sensory flows, but our internal neural 
flows, and ultimately, the wider world.    
 
In what immediately follows, the primary forms of artificial neural networks will be described. 
As will become clear, by intertwining condensation/expansion with feedback, mapping, and 
sync, a wide variety of neural networkings are possible, giving rise to aspects of what is 
generally called thinking, such as memory, recognition, association, and more. As these are 
described in detail, it will become evident why this section has described the primary modes 
of neural interconnection as condensation, expansion, feedback, and sync, even if these are 
ultimately more abstractions from neural nets which always have aspects of all of these, even 
if they usually put some to the fore rather than others. 
 
Basic Neural Cognition. If you link up a set of inputs directly to a set of outputs without any 
condensation between them, nothing much happens on a neural level, rather, the pinch in the 
middle is what produces neural cognition beyond that of simple relay of a signal from one 
place to another. The question of course is why this is the case, and how changes in the ways 
these neural pinches occur, and how they are then linked with other aspects of neural 
systems, can give rise to various results. 
 
… 
 
Distributed and Dynamic Memory. The reason why any and all of this happens is that 
Hopfield networks store their memory in a manner which is fundamentally different from that 
of traditional computers. Memory isn't stored in any particular location within a Hopfield 
network, nor are the facets of what is to be remembered stored in easily localizable places in 
memory. While in the example described above the sensory input is pixelated, there is no 
one-to-one correlation between a pixel and where its information is stored in memory in the 
Hopfield network. 
 
This is similar to the structure of a holograph.1364 If you examine a holographic image under a 
microscope, you will not see a magnified section of a slice of the original image. Rather, you 
will see what looks like visual chaos or noise. The reason for this is that holographic images 
are a form of distributed memory, in which the aspects of the image record the pattern of 
interference which each section gives rise to when mediated by a relation to the whole. 
Holographs are created by means of a laser light which interferes with the light being shined 
on a  3D image from multiple sides, such that the image records the interference pattern 
between light coming from many sides at once, imaging the whole, and laser, which records 



the image linearly part by part. It is only when light reflects off this image from many sides, but 
only received from the unitary position of a single viewer, that this is reconstructed in a 
manner similar to that which produced the holograph, giving rise to an interference between 
aspects of the whole which resembles that which is encoded in the holograph. And it is 
because of this that holographs are partially interactive, and are able to store more memory 
than traditional forms of storage, such that one can see many sides of a 3D image even 
though this is produced by an etching in 2D. What is more, if you erase part of a holograph, it 
degrades gracefully. Furthermore, if you cover most of a holograph and only shine light on a 
particular portion of it, it will still reproduce the entire image stored by the whole, if with lower 
resolution. 
 
Hopfield networks can be thought of all holographic types of memory. That is, each neuron 
represents not so much an aspect of the original image, but an aspect of the pattern of 
relation between part and whole needed to recreate the image dynamically. For memory in 
neural networks is not merely held in the static settings of the weights. Rather, the data is in 
the way the weights in the nodes lead to an eventually stable state within the feedback 
patterns in the network. 
 
Memory is not in this sense something static, but rather, something which is always extending 
into the future as anticipation, modifying the present by means of action in the process.1365 
This is because the aspects of the brain responsible for memory are always trying to see if 
there is a match between what they think is happening at the sense organs, and what data is 
coming in at the moment. And so, if you, for example, look at a tree from multiple sides, the 
brain will try to predict what the tree will look like as you move, and when this matches the 
sensory data, then everything is as it should be. When there isn't a match, then you may 
realize something is off, and go and investigate more, usually because the brain picks up on 
something being “out of place” and this message it then sent to the parts of the brain which 
handle executive functions. 
 
For as will be described a bit later, a crucial part of how the brain and entire nervous system 
works is by trying to continually guess what other parts of the system are doing, giving rise to 
sync, or lack thereof, between systems. When the memory systems and the sensory systems 
are in dynamic patterns of sync, there is recognition by the brain that it senses what it thinks it 
does. This sort of sync is a sort of dynamic relationality not unlike that which happens, at a 
level below that of full patterns, within memory networks between parts and wholes of the 
patterns stored dynamically by feedback in memory.1366 What all this means, however, is that 
neural memory is always a dynamic relation between flows in multiple directions. There are 
dynamic flows of input, feedback, and output, and feedback between all of these is continual 
from one side of the relation to the other. 
 
While memory can be fixed then, for example, in the form of a footprint on a beach, this is 
perhaps a very limited sort of memory, similar to that employed by traditional computers. But 
when we say that someone “knows how to play guitar” or “can speak Spanish,” for example, 
this is a much more developed sort of memory. This describes mobile, mutable capacity of a 
dynamic entity to come into sync with dynamic systems in a wide variety of ways. What is 
remembered is not a thing, like a static image, but rather, a dynamic set of potential 
relationships which can be recreated on the fly. Learning to play a musical instrument or 
speak a language are more similar to learning to recreate a dance which someone does by 
watching it, trying to perform the dance yourself, and learning how to adjust all the parts of 



your body in relation to each other in a way which is similar to that of the person you are 
copying. This is similar to how neural networks remember things. They remember even 
relatively static aspects of our world as dynamic patterns, more similar to the way one learns 
a dance than the way one memorizes an abstract pattern of digits. Perhaps this is why 
humans are terrible at memorizing long abstract strings of numbers, and traditional computers 
are so good at this, for the brains of traditional computers have forms of memory suited for 
these types of rote, abstract, non-relational memorization. But they fail miserably at doing 
things such as learning how to play guitar, speak Spanish, dance, or anything in which there 
is a need to learn dynamic patterns which relate parts and wholes.1367 

 
Nevertheless, traditional computers are excellent tools which can remember huge sets of 
abstract data and do very fast computations with them, and are great supplements to neural 
forms of memory, but it would be a great mistake to imagine the memory capacities of 
computers are in any way better than ours. They are different, and in many ways, much 
simpler than neural memory, even if they possess great speed, efficiency, and raw power. But 
they are so incredibly rigid and brittle, they are often frustrated by attempts to remember 
anything which doesn't involve reducing complex relational processes in the world to reified, 
non-relational, thing-like bits of data. 
 
Such a version of memory is hardly useful to embodied systems in dynamic relations with the 
world. And so, it is quite simple for minds with dynamic, relational memory, in a type of body 
made for this world, to do something like learn to ride a bike, something which would be 
encoded in traditional computers by massive amounts of “if...then” statements. But for 
humans, with our dynamic relational memories and carefully sculpted bodies, it's all about 
following a few simple rules of responding to particular conditions in specific ways, all of which 
are so hard to put into words but so easy to do, in so many different possible conditions, with 
just a little practice. 
 
Memory in living and artificial neural networks requires that we think of memory differently, 
that we see the type of memory employed in the rigid form of analog computers, or the 
simplified dynamics of electrical computers via software encodings in hardware, as much 
simpler, if often faster, forms of memory than those employed by living organisms. If 
computers have one-to-one, non-relational, non-distributed, relatively static forms of memory, 
neural networks have fully dynamic memory-in-process which is distributed,1368 embodied, 
continually adjusting itself, continually inbetween states, always reworking itself, extending 
itself, a fully developed set of complex systems emerging in relation to complex systems. Or, 
to cite Gerald Edelman and Giulio Tononi, “memory is not a representation: it is a reflection of 
how the brain has changed its dynamics in a way that allows the repetition of a 
performance.”1369 

 
Any attempt to reduce this to a static snap-shot or to a sort of one-to-one correlation between 
parts and whole misses out on the dynamic interrelationality which makes this sort of memory 
robust in ways which make traditional computers seem like simply very fast yet quite limited 
tools. Like automobiles, they are very good at doing things humans do poorly, like move very 
fast in all weather conditions, but they fail at doing the most basic of human tasks, such as 
being able to do something like quickly learn to ride a bike, even over shifting terrain. This sort 
of dynamic memory-in-process, memory-in-relation, memory which is distributed not only 
within a network between neural aspects, but between the dynamic systems involved 
(because just try to explain to a computer what all this means if it needs to them be 



programmed to understand what a bike is, and the laws of gravity...), which is truly soft 
enough to be evolutionarily robust, in ways which computer programmers can only dream. 
 
… 
 
Beyond the Cartesian Split – A Tale of Qualia (Or, Weaving a Modular Mind Part VII). … 

 
Edelman proposes that sync solves both problems (binding and qualia) with one blow. Sync 
is, after all, a form of what scientists call an ‘emergent phenomenon,’ in which small scale 
local changes bring about large-scale global transformations. Water, for example, only 
changes one degree, from 1 degree to 0 Celsius when it freezes, and each water molecule 
only coordinates with those around it, and yet, ice forms as a block of emergent order from a 
set of small micro-reactions. Likewise, Strogatz discovered that the fireflies which sync their 
flashing do so because they coordinate, not with the group as a whole (which is impossible for 
them to observe on their own), but by following the activities of a few local neighbors. Similar 
behavior has been observed as responsible for the schooling behavior of fish and birds, in 
which simple local rules result in massively complex behavior which is of a qualitatively 
different nature on the micro and macro scales. Observe a few birds interacting with these 
rules, and no interesting patterns emerge, but once you reach a critical mass, a ‘phase 
transition’ occurs, producing sync, and then visible undulations occur which astound the eye. 
 
One only has to go to a baseball game to see this in action – no one can start “the wave” 
without far more people involved than they could directly communicate with, as the distances 
in a stadium are too great. And yet, the wave eventually starts itself, with people often taken 
unaware that it is coming. ‘The wave’ in fact has a life of its own, just like schools of birds and 
fish, in which the school operates like a collective organism with its own unique properties 
which cannot be deduced from the microrules of its creators. Similarly, ants which build 
massive colonies follow a simple set of micro-rules, and yet they produce highly complex 
structures which can be reproduced by computer based models programmed to follow the 
same rules (don’t get too close to your nearest neighbor, nor too far, etc.). These sorts of 
phenomenon, in which the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, after often referred to as 
more than complicated, but rather, as complex.1370 

 
When sync occurs, it happens because a population of interactive agents have crossed a 
critical threshold. When this happens, a qualitative shift in nature occurs, from a liquid to a 
solid, or in the case of neural impulses, from a frequency of semi-related firings to an 
organized pulsation in which all the neurons in an area work together to produce something 
greater than themselves. For Edelman, it is only when neurons sync that they achieve 
consciousness. And consciousness is at root responsible for what we call qualia. Edelman 
argues that while the ‘binding problem’ is quite real, that the question ‘where do qualia come 
from’ is a poorly framed question. For Edelman, the sync produced by a set of neurons in the 
brain in an area that codes for a specific audible pitch, for example, would not produce the 
‘qualia’ associated with that pitch if only those specific neurons fired. The reason why is 
because that pitch is likely linked via association with a host of other sections of the brain, the 
sum of which is responsible for the feeling that pitch produces. Furthermore, no sound it a 
pitch isolated from tone or rhythm, just like no color is ever produced out of a variety of 
additional contexts. We never get isolated sense experiences, and likewise, there are no 
isolated qualia. Rather, for Edelman and Tononi, “each differentiable conscious experience 
represents a different quale . . . each quale corresponds to a different state of the dynamic 



core” (157). For every state, a different quale, and as for the question of “primitive” quale, they 
are abstractions which create a “pseudo-problem,” an insoluble angle from which the problem 
needs to be reframed. When seen from this perspective, according to Edelman and Tononi, 
the question of qualia vanishes.1371 

 
… Perception and memory are like poles of a continuum, rather than separate entities. 
 
A related set of concerns emerges in any attempt to dissociate action and thought. As one 
moves through the world, one’s mind predicts, in the premotor cortex, where one’s body will 
take one next. For example, opening a refrigerator door, the premotor cortex imagines what 
will happen once the action is completed, and with the help of somatosensory and visual 
maps in various places in the cortex, imagines what this will look and feel like. These images 
cascade down the sensory cortices to meet the new sense data rushing to meet them. That 
said, there’s data at this point to indicate that it is the very act of predicting what this action 
will look like that actually causes the action to occur in the first place. The premotor cortex, 
through links to the cingulate cortex among other parts of the brain, will automatically send 
signals to the body itself and induce motion, unless these signals are blocked. When we 
imagine doing something yet remain still, this is because we actively block the imagination 
from becoming real, all of which makes sense in evolutionary terms, since the ability to 
imagine counterfactual situations, what might or could happen, is a function which increases 
in scope, leading to planning and tool making, as one increases in mental abilities. Reflex 
comes before imagination, at least in if one reckons from the perspective of evolutionary 
history. And yet, no imagination without perception of the world which has been stored, once 
again, in memory. So in a sense, prediction causes action, which then returns to the body via 
sense data of the body in action (called reafference by neuroscientists), to then be integrated 
with existing memories of how bodies work in space. 
 
Take, for example, the act of reading the words on this page. As the eye is directed to move 
forward to the next word on the page, a copy of this order is sent to the motor cortex to move 
the muscles in the eye, but another copy is also sent to the long term memory banks in the 
frontal cortex, so that the cortex can ‘predict’ what is likely to be seen when the eye moves to 
that location. These predictions are then sent down the chain in the visual cortex, and as 
these predictions are greeted by new sense data coming in from the eye, this new data needs 
to match close enough, otherwise an ‘error message’ is sent up the hierarchy. Of course, 
there are scientific names for these ‘copies’,1372 such that, in the example described above, 
the “efference copy” sent from the motor cortex needs to match up with the “reafference” or 
new sense data coming from the modifications in the environment caused by the action in 
question. Thus the brain is constantly working to predict not only the changes in the world, but 
also its ability to control the body, as well as its own internal states. That is, the memory banks 
continually work to predict what the motor cortex is going to do next, just as the motor 
cortexes work to predict what new sense data is going to emerge, just as both are trying to 
predict what new predictions the memory banks in the neocortex are going to send next in 
their direction. It is for these reasons that Cotterill argues that if there is a ‘location’ for 
consciousness within the brain, it is most likely within the pathways for sync indicated by what 
he calls the ‘vital triangle’1373 between the sensory, premotor, and thalamic nuclei (that is, the 
brain’s all purpose traffic cop for reentrant neural flow). 
 
Despite their differences, Cotterill, Edelman, Freeman and many others have described 
various ways in which sync plays a role in the functioning of the brain. And in fact, it is quite 



likely that there are multiple forms of sync, at multiple nested layers, at work in the brain at 
any given moment. In this sense, John Dewey’s 1896 critique of the newly developed notion 
of the loop between stimulus and response as a simple “reflex arc” now seems uncannily 
prescient.1374 For in fact, there is hardly anything singular or straightforward about the 
pathway of messages throughout the brain. For in fact, most messages are relayed through a 
variety of channels, criss-crossing the brain in many directions at once. In fact, it seems as if 
there is a symphony of sync going on at multiple layers and scales at all times. Furthermore, 
this sync involves the brain, body, and outside world in a complex web of interrelations, all of 
which the brain is working to predict at any given moment even as it works to predict its own 
ability to predict. 
 
Loops (Or, Weaving a Modular Mind, Part VIII). In other words, to clearly separate 
perception, memory, and action is to do a disservice to each. In fact, they are moments of a 
larger process, aspects rather than separate entities. Rather than view these through the 
Platonic lens of discrete essences manifesting themselves in the world, we need to begin to 
see the body like a center of gravity which warps the spacetime of the human lifeworld around 
it. And as our memory causes more prediction and thus more action, only to be reinternalized 
as perception and new memory, we begin to see the action-perception loop of extending 
memory into the future. That is, we loop our mind out into the world, and then fold it back into 
itself. And then repeat. 
 
Andy Clark has taken this idea even further via his use of the term scaffolding, taken from 
various educational theorists’ uses of Lev Vygotsky’s notion of the “zone of proximal 
development.”1375 Without getting into the specifics of how this notion emerged from 
Vygotsky’s original concept, suffice it to say that for Clark, the perception-action-memory 
continuum is far from the only way in which we extend our minds into the world. According to 
Clark, this process, which he calls ‘looping,’ makes us ‘natural born cyborgs’ (the title of his 
2004 text Natural Born Cyborgs: Mind, Technologies, and the Future of Human Intelligence). 
For Clark, we were never not cyborgs, for we have always internalized aspects of the world 
around us. For example, anyone who has ever learned to use a tool has learned automatic 
motions specific to the use of that tool, then downloaded the ‘action loops’ required into 
‘muscle memory,’ which, as Clark explains, doesn’t live in the muscles, despite the phrase 
(and most likely, in the cerebellum). And in fact, as experiments have shown, we actually 
extend our body image when we use tools. Anyone who has played a musical instrument, or 
learned to ride a bike or drive a car, has without doubt learned to feel that their body isn’t 
simply what they were born with, but also, something out there that could nevertheless be 
related to via the same memory-prediction-action-perception-memory loop. 
 
Clark also examines the ways in which non-physical technologies work in related fashion. He 
describes, for example, how use of pen and paper allows us to “download” information from 
our working memory when we use it to help us do difficult calculations such as long division. 
Our brains, for Clark, are only good at solving very specific types of problems, and due to 
restrictions on working memory (usually 5-9 items),1376 the ability to download working 
memory into temporary storage allows us to do infinitely more complex computation. The 
paper, in this sense, temporarily holds the numbers we aren’t working on at the moment for 
when we need to retrieve them for later. Computers only extend this capability. 
 
Folding the Dynamic Core. Language, however, is the ultimate such loop into the world. If 
the body is our primary loop, and tools form adjuncts, then certainly language is the most 



powerful, most purely mental way to extend our minds into the world. We can take a specific 
prediction, code it into a form that can be transferred to other minds, and this other mind can 
then decode it. Visual images and sounds likely started off the process, but this slowly 
evolved into written language, with the fact that graphic signs (images and words) have the 
benefit of being able to store these ideas for later, allowing for infinitely more complex forms 
of planning, calculations on plans, passing down of acquired knowledge, and overall 
extension of the arts of mind and memory. So, even though it is very hard to memorize long 
texts (though many memorize the Koran, it takes them many years of study and practice), we 
have technologies such as books that can store entire texts without the problem of errors. For 
Clark and other theorists of writing, the ability to pass down acquired knowledge via language, 
oral and written, is an evolutionary leap of inestimable importance (one which built upon and 
extended another major evolutionary leap, namely, the ability to learn via imitation, which 
many scientists attribute to the evolution of so-called ‘mirror neurons’ by primates). That is, 
language allowed us to take aspects of the mind, and store them in the world for later. For in 
many senses, language is a precipitate of mind, externalized out in the world. In the words of 
the great phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty, it is a “flesh less heavy.”1377 For Merleau-
Ponty, however, the primary flesh of the world was perception, laden for him with memory and 
action, intertwining the perceiver and perceived in the self-feeling, self-acting flesh of the 
world perceiving itself. In a sense, the mind is a knot in the fabric of the world, just as the 
brain is a knot in the fabric of the mind, just as the brain is a knot in the fabric of the world. 
 
Whatever metaphors we use to describe the situation, the whole manner in which information, 
patterns, and mental ‘stuff’ flow through minds and bodies, the process whereby the mind 
folds the world into itself, is essential to the “softwiring” of the brain – “the cortex is what it 
eats.” Connect an optic nerve to cortex, and with enough stimuli, a simplified visual cortex will 
form. And as Clark details, new technology has been invented which has allowed people born 
blind to learn how to “see” visual images by means of a camera which creates tiny amounts of 
pressure on a grid of places on the tongue.1378 Similar results happen when the brain rewires 
parts of itself in cochlear implants in formerly deaf subjects.1379 The brain’s plasticity to input is 
phenomenal – all due to the general cortical algorithm described by Hawkins. For in fact, give 
the cortex input, and it will rewire itself. 
 
All of which means that we haven’t even begun to understand the things of which minds are 
capable, the sense organs they can learn to “feel,” or the ways they can fold the world into 
themselves with different sorts of bodies. Nor do we really know what minds can do, for at this 
point, biological minds are the most highly developed. And yet, despite all their extensions of 
various sorts which loop them through the world, it might even be possible for new, artificial 
minds to one day develop new modes of ‘thinking’ of which we have yet to even conceive, or 
of which we might not be able to conceive until these minds explain these forms of thinking to 
us. 
 
Inside the Dynamic Core. If there’s one thing that the dynamic core hypothesis explains 
well, however, it is the duration. Duration is the term famously used by Henri Bergson, in texts 
such as Matter and Memory (1896), to describe the lived experience of what if feels like to be 
inside the human mind. For Bergson, traditional approaches to describing human 
consciousness are full of abstractions which may link up nicely with other discourses, but 
radically distort attempts to describe the reality of living in the human mind. 
 
A clear example can be found in Bergson’s critique of “clock time,” with its punctual moments 



which are often seen as adding up to a line “like pearls on a string,” as opposed to the human, 
lived, durational experience of time.1380 For Bergson, to see human, lived time through the 
lens of quantity, used by clocks to make coordination of activities easy, is a mistake. Despite 
the usefulness of clock time, lived time is radically different, and falls in the domain of quality, 
not quantity. For while moments of clock time are infinitely divisible, and can be extended by 
simple addition of more of the same, lived time is continuous, and cannot be divided or 
extended without changed, not in quantity, but in quality. It is impossible, for example, for new 
experiences to not alter one’s experience of the past, in that they qualitatively shift the relation 
of all parts to each other and to the whole.1381 Thus, to simply see new experiences as 
additions of quantitatively new moments is to sell human experience in terms of the 
complexity it entails. 
 
For Bergson, in order to properly describe the human interior sensation of time, new 
metaphors are needed. The past does not vanish or recede like it would if time were a linear 
continua of pearl-like moments on a string. Rather, the past accumulates, with each new 
experience shifting previous ones in unpredictable ways. The past is a repository from which 
associations leap, and thus, he distinguishes between the “absolute past,” which is that 
aspect of the passing of the past which never enters into any particular memory, and the 
“relative pasts” which can be accessed via recollection.1382 The absolute past is present within 
all recollection, and within the present, if via its absence, like a curvature in the fabric of time. 
Likewise, the future has absolute and relative sides, the second composed of the futures that 
we imagine, the futures that are part of our living present, and the absolute future which is 
always part of the past and present, if in a perpetually virtual sense. And the present? The 
present is precisely the continually changing, qualitatively shifting state at the crux between 
the past and future, it is the knotting, so to speak, of the absolute past and future by means of 
the relative past and future which attend to the matter we call a body. But it is mind, that 
aspect of us that lives within duration, that exists in this present, able to concentrate or 
distend itself by varying degrees of attentiveness, from living fully in the present, as happens 
in the reflex actions which we respond to in moments of crisis, or in moments of temporal 
dilation, when we enter a state of reverie in which we imagine futures, dip into the past, or 
some combination of the two. Like a topologically deformable object, duration is constantly 
changing yet does not move along anything like a linear continuum, and while it can be 
expanded or contracted, it maintains its fundamental nature and structure. 
 
Not that Bergson separates mind and matter; on the contrary, mind is precisely what happens 
to matter when it is able to hesitate between states and choose which way to go. Mind 
manifests itself weakly in physical systems which have bifurcation points, it exhibits itself 
more strongly in simple living systems like plants, even moreso in animals, and reaches its 
peak with humans. Mind is what happens when matter enters into time, for time is, for 
Bergson, what takes matter beyond the actual and into the virtual, into the realm of multiple 
possibilities. Memory, or the retention of time, is necessary for there to be protention of 
multiple futures, for in fact, memory and prediction are two sides of the same coin, one cannot 
predict without having patterns of the past to predict from. The presence of mind in matter is 
nothing more than the ability to extend matter via memory into the past, and to extend that 
past into the future, thereby constituting the living presence of mind we call consciousness, 
which is little more than the consciousness of duration. 
 
Hopefully much of this sounds familiar, and I admit that in the preceding paragraph I used 
some phrasing more characteristic of Hawkins and Edelman than what Bergson himself might 



have used. But reading Bergson today, it is shocking just how prescient some of his insights 
are. Bergson was by training a philosopher, but spent years studying the most recent 
research on brain and mind available in the last decade of the 19th century in order to write 
Matter and Memory, and it shows. But I have no reason to believe that, no matter how curious 
Edelman or Hawkins are, that they would’ve heard of Bergson – no mention of him or his 
ideas appear in their work, and he is, in many senses, a philosopher often forgotten by any 
but those who specialize in the Deleuzian strand of continental philosophy,1383 a small subset 
of the American philosophical culture, and not likely one that would’ve reached Edelman or 
Hawkins. 
 
And yet it seems that Bergson has anticipated Hawkins' notions of a memory-prediction frame 
for the cortex. In a sense, Bergson’s description of the adherence of mind within matter 
seems to be a description of the brain, as described by Hawkins, if without the detailed 
architecture supported by discoveries made long after Bergson had died. Furthermore, the 
form of consciousness described by Edelman’s ‘dynamic core’ hypothesis – unitary, 
qualitative, unable to be divided without changing in nature – all of this sounds precisely like 
Bergson’s account of duration. None of this is to say that there is no need for the sort of 
discoveries produced by science in these areas, but rather to underscore one of the things 
that good metaphysics can offer physics. That is, it can provide models that explain 
experience, building upon yet extending that which is scientifically known. This is not all, of 
course, for this would imply that all philosophy can offer science is a relative, rather than 
absolute, example of the unthought, and under the aegis of the ‘yet to be thought.’ As many 
post-structuralists would argue, the goal of philosophy is to continue to think the unthought. 
And as Gilles Deleuze, building upon Bergson, would say, philosophy needs to continue to 
think the absolute, and not merely relative side, of the unthought, not only in science, but in 
the world in general, for this is precisely what it means to think.1384 

 
The Cognitive Unconscious. Despite all the bad press which Freud has had to endure from 
the psychological community - particularly from those who followed the tradition of B. F. 
Skinner, by treating the entire psyche as a “black box,” therefore only caring about behavior 
and eschewing any recourse to ‘inner experience’ – the unconscious is back. And this time, it 
is the cognitive scientists, Skinner’s heirs, who are speaking about the unconscious. This is a 
slightly different unconscious, namely, one which can be measured, quantified, and described 
via numbers. And the evidence is in. We don’t necessarily know what we do. 
 
Of course, I could be referring here to “spreading activation,” which we already discussed as 
part of the manner in which dopamine alters the extent to which associated neurons impact 
the likelihood of a target neuron to fire. In fact, imbalances associated with dopamine 
receptors in the brain are thought to be intimately tied to schizophrenia, and many anti-
psychotic medications function by selectively binding to a variety of sites related to dopamine 
regulation. Freud had in fact, like Bergson, theorized much of this nearly a hundred years 
ago, of course, without knowing of the existence of dopamine, but describing an over 
application of “spreading activation” as one of the key phenomenon associated with what he 
called ‘primary processes’ of the psyche.1385 Freud also ascribes the primary process as 
responsible for the ‘schizophrenia-like’ properties of dreams. While it seems like memory 
consolidation due to the action of the hippocampus is the cause of the type of ‘spreading 
activation’ we see at work in dreams, few can doubt the similarity in structural properties 
between the logic at work in both schizophrenic and dream-induced modes of association. 
For in fact, when the brain consolidates memory in the cortex, it does so in a manner which 



also strengthens the links with which consolidated memories are associated. Though the 
cause may be different, the effects are the same. Furthermore, it seems that what Freud calls 
the primary process is in fact precisely the world that humans live in when their secondary 
process, controlled by their conscious waking self (what Freud would later call the ‘ego’), is 
not in control. The question isn’t if, it’s the why and the how. 
 
Much of this fits in with Edelman’s account of the dynamic core, for as we saw earlier, those 
stimuli which were handled automatically were still attended to by the brain, even if they didn’t 
achieve sync with the core, thereby entering into awareness. Few have tracked this quite as 
well as Tør Nørretranders in his text The User Illusion: Cutting Consciousness Down to Size 
(1991). Much of Nørretranders’ book is spent discussing the implications of what he calls ‘the 
half second delay.’ In 1979, psychologist Benjamin Libet tested the delay between when an 
EEG can detect the brain gets ready to do something (called ‘readiness potential’) and when 
the test subject reports having decided to do it. Nørretranders’ describes the situation as 
follows: “The readiness potential starts 0.55 second before the act, while consciousness 
starts 0.20 second before the act. The conscious decision thus takes place .35 second after 
readiness potential commences . . . The desire to carry out an action becomes a conscious 
sensation long after the brain has started initiating it . . . our actions begin unconsciously . . .” 
(Nørretranders 219-20). Nørretranders discusses various attempts to refute Libet’s findings, 
reinterpret them, etc. After showing that the results have been confirmed repeatedly, he then 
asks the million-dollar question – how then can we continue to think we have free will? 

 
Let’s be clear about what’s at stake. Libet’s experiment shows that our brain starts to get 
ready for an action before we become conscious of deciding to do that action. The 
implications are that our conscious brain feels it has ‘decided’ to do something after our 
unconscious brain has already started to initiate the action in question. In this sense, we are 
notified of our own actions ex post facto. Free will, it would seem, goes out the window. And 
the Freud’s notion of an unconscious would seem to now be graced with the penumbra of 
proven fact. Does this mean that our conscious selves are merely deceived into thinking we 
run the show? Have our decisions in fact already been made “for us”? This is perhaps not that 
different from the notion advanced by Spinoza (one of Freud’s key inspirations and 
precursors1386), that freewill is an illusion – if we knew as much as god does, we would see 
how our actions were perfectly determined by our past, but barring our omniscience, it falls to 
each of us to act as if we had free will. Is something like this the case, as proven in 1979 in a 
psych lab? 

 
Building upon this notion is Ray Jackendoff’s notion, first proposed in 1987, which he calls the 
“intermediate theory of consciousness.”1387 According to this model, there are both “sub-
mental” processes in our brain that we aren’t conscious of, as well as “supramental” 
processes. For example, the first class might be seen in the case of walking – we decide to 
walk, but aren’t conscious of all the careful coordinations of our limbs necessary to make this 
happen each time we decide to go up a flight of stairs. The second class, however, would 
include the part of us that makes the executive decisions which are then reflected to us within 
the stream of representations we call our thoughts. According to Christof Koch, there are 
reasons to believe that the structure of our frontal lobe supports this model of the mind, 
whereby the frontal lobe would work to make decisions based upon the representations 
presented to it by means of the pictures we call “consciousness.” From such a perspective, 
“[t]he great, uninterrputed stream of consciousness that is your mental life is but the reflection 
of your thoughts, not the thoughts themselves” (Quest for Consciousness, 296). 



 
This in fact syncs up nicely with Nørretranders’ attempt to link these questions to the 
development of conscious minds across species. In sum, he argues that early in human 
evolution, all action was, like that of simple organisms, the result of reflex, in which decisions 
were made outside of awareness. Only through the long hard road of evolution had humans 
been able to wrest some degree of control away from reflex, leading to a split between an 
unconscious self, which echoing psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, he calls the me, and a 
conscious self, which he calls the I.1388 In times of stress, the unconscious reflex-brain takes 
over, but when we take more time to think about things, we can make long term plans, each 
part of which may originate via unconsciously originated processes, but whose conclusion 
would be clearly based on a complex feedback loop between conscious and unconscious 
processes. Thus, while our unconscious runs things, our conscious brain still gets a “veto” so 
long as there is ample time to react1389. Everyone has experienced a moment in which 
everything in their gut told them to do ‘x’, but they knew consciously they had to do ‘y’, and so 
that is what they did, nearly talking themselves through the process, as if outer, linguistic 
processes were determining action rather than inner urges. And it is perhaps no accident that 
language becomes a key issue here. For Lacan, language is the foundation whereby the I-self 
differentiates itself from the unconscious. It is only via language, for Lacan, that we have a 
sense of self to even have a free will. 
 
Few would argue that the acquisition of language has altered human evolution, biologically or 
otherwise. But some theorists have argued that language is a parasite, a quasi-organism of 
sorts which has made its home within human beings. Of course, this would not be the first 
time something like this has happened, for example, biologists generally seem to agree that 
many of the separate parts of animal cells, which we now refer to as ‘organelles,’ were 
originally separate organisms. The most famous example are mitochondria, the crucial 
organelles responsible for converting glucose into energy-storing ATP molecules. For most 
living organisms, no mitochondria, no life. And most evolutionary theorists believe that 
mitochondria, which possess their own DNA, were in fact originally separate microorganisms 
that found a mutually beneficial relationship with the early ancestors of most forms of life on 
earth. While scientists are quite sure that ‘endosymbionts’ such as mitochondria joined most 
living cells at a very early point in time, others have gone so far as to argue that the large 
majority of the parts of cells were in fact joined together in the cellular envelope in a similar 
matter. From such a perspective, the notion of a biological ‘species’ is a generalization whose 
limitations become grossly apparent with the proper shift in scale, both in terms of 
magnification, but also evolutionary time.1390 

 
The fact that the human body is composed of these internal symbionts, however, is far from 
novel, for in fact, without crucial colonies of bacteria living in our digestive system, for 
example, normal nutritional function in humans would break down. How far fetched would it 
be then to consider language a sort of exo-symbiont necessary for aspects of what we 
consider unique about human consciousness? And to what extent might language itself be a 
part of what helped humans evolve consciousness, as well as the brains that support minds 
and language in the first place? 
 
These and related questions need to be addressed in order for any attempt to use the new 
model of thought evidenced by the networked mind as the foundation of a soft semiotics to 
proceed. For by examining what we know about human brains, including what we know of its 
evolution, we might be able to answer some of these questions, and help contextualize our 



entire enterprise. For when confronted with a complex entity which has repeatedly served to 
baffle the understanding – in this case, the relation between mind, language, consciousness, 
and self – it is always good to investigate how it might have gotten the way it is in the first 
place. And while we clearly cannot go back in time and see evolution in action, we can 
certainly examine missing links to the past which live within the present, namely, non-human 
primates, and human infants. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR: Networking Wideware, from Tools to Images to Language and 
Beyond 
 
The Origin of the ‘I’ (Or, Learning with Kanzi). How did the human brain learn language? 



And how does this relate to consciousness? Is there a fundamental brain difference that 
makes us so different from other species, and is this related to how we learned language? 
These are fundamentally interrelated questions. And while there are no definite answers to 
these questions, the study of these questions has advanced with leaps and bounds since 
semiotics was last radically reformulated during the cybernetic age. 
 
Take, for example, the case of Kanzi. Born in 1980, Kanzi is the first bonobo chimpanzee who 
was taught how to communicate linguistically.1391 For years scientists were convinced that the 
most bonobos, the smartest of the chimpanzee genus, could be taught were a handful of 
signs. In the early 1980’s, Kanzi, on his own, proved them wrong. He and his fellow bonobos, 
who were all taught real, genuine language, are what scientists have been looking for since 
Darwin started the quest for the missing link. Its just, they’d been looking through bones. No 
one thought they’d find him, alive and well, expressing his wishes to his friends, human and 
otherwise, in Georgia. 
 
But Kanzi’s language use is not the only way he has surprised researchers. For in fact, 
language was something that he was never properly taught. That is, he learned it the way 
humans learn it, by osmosis, simply by being around it. It was Kanzi’s foster mother, Matata, 
who was actually being taught language by Duanne Rumbaugh and Sue Savage-Rumbaugh 
at the Georgia State University Language Research Center. Using a custom made ‘lexigram 
board’ – a board made of symbols to which the bonobo could point to, thereby avoiding the 
need for complex vocal and hand coordinating skills necessary for speaking or sign-language, 
Matata was largely unable to pick up more than most previous bonobos had, despite the 
strategy of using the lexigram board. And she was hardly unique in this, for while previous 
chimp experiments had gotten them to the point of combining simple noun-verb sign chains 
together, they had not been able to produce anything resembling complex grammar, the 
ability to transfer these symbol skills to analogous contexts, or even the ability to tell how 
changes in the world impacted the relation of their symbolic correlates – all key stepping 
stones, according to developmental linguists, to the development of true language ability. The 
researchers simply let Kanzi ‘tag along’ to Matata’s language lessons, and be a general pain 
as she was struggling to understand the strange code the people were presenting. In fact, 
Kanzi showed little sign of absorbing anything, in that he not only didn’t seem to be paying 
attention, on top of the fact that the lessons were going to his mother, not him. 
 
But as Kanzi started to grow, something remarkable happened. He started to spontaneously 
produce language, in a manner which not only outstripped what his mother could do, but what 
any prior non-human primate had been able to do. And the extent to which Kanzi can produce 
human-type utterances is truly shocking. Kanzi has been on the cover of time magazine, and 
descriptions of his case are standard in the relevant literature. Stuart Shanker’s description of 
Kanzi is one of the best, in that he had the opportunity to visit Kanzi and his the 
Rumbaugh/Savage-Rumbaugh team at the LRC in Georgia, integrating this into his account 
of language emergence in his text with Stanley Greenspan, The First Idea: How Symbols, 
Language, and Intelligence Evolved From Our Primate Ancestors to Modern Humans (2004). 
A description of Shanker’s relations with Kanzi and Panbanisha (another bonobo inducted into 
language so as to make sure Kanzi was no fluke) and the LRC crew is worth quoting: “After 
these introductions had been made, Sue [Savage-Rumbaugh] turned to Kanzi and said, “I’m 
going to take Stuart around the lab. Could you please water the tomato plants for me while 
we’re doing this?” And sure enough, I watched as he trundled over to an outdoor water faucet 
. . . [and] I watched as he poured the water on a small path of tomato plants . . . Once when I 



was out with Panbanisha . . . [she] took me by the hand and led me to a plant on the side of a 
tree and began shaking her head . . . she was telling me not to eat the fungus . . . when I 
responded that I would be careful never to eat the plant in question, Panbanisha led me to 
another plant and did the same thing . . .Once I pretended that I hadn’t understood . . . [saying 
to her], “Are you telling me that this is really good for you? That I should try to eat this every 
single day?” Her vocalizations became agitated and she actually stamped on the plant . . .” 
(Greenspan and Shanker 107-8, 136-7). Shanker goes on to describe more incredible 
episodes – the ‘linguistic’ bonobos responding to a worker’s statement that she couldn’t locate 
her keys by going to an area they had been to earlier and getting them, or drawing pictures of 
things they had seen in the forest, or performing as well on language tests as 3yr olds. The 
LRC team eventually made a video of Kanzi, to document their successes for the generations 
in 1994 with their film Kanzi: An Ape Genius. Today, it is widely accepted that the LRC 
experiments are valid, and that any bonobo raised like Kanzi and Panbanisha would be able 
to learn the same. 
 
Perhaps as remarkable, and in fact nearly as hardly believable as the ability to ‘speak,’ is the 
fact that Kanzi and Panibasha began to behave more like humans than other bonobos. They 
could exhibit make believe and ‘pretend’ behaviors, something no chimp had been able to do 
before. They were able to draw pictures of things seen long before. They were able to plan 
and execute complex tasks. They could have full conversations at the level of preschoolers. 
Perhaps most startling, they could come up with new lexigram combinations to describe new 
experiences! There were, however, a few things they could not do. As Merlin Donald notes, 
these include creating new symbols, using autobiographical memories, or describing internal 
states such as wanting or feeling (Donald 121). Kanzi and Panibasha perhaps don’t have fully 
human ‘I-selves’, though they seem perilously close, and are certainly a step closer than 
we’ve yet seen in any non-human form. 
 
But why were Kanzi and Panibasha able to do what so many chimps and bonobos before 
them could not? And what does it tell us about the relationships between the brain, mind, 
language, consciousness, and the self? 
 
 
Cutting the Brain Down to Size (Or, Learning with Kanzi Part II). Linguists have known for 
nearly a hundred years that children have certain very special language skills. For example, 
societies which have to evolve language spontaneously, such as people from a variety of 
language groups who are thrown together without being taught a single unifying language, 
often develop a basic code to communicate. The result is often a highly simplified form of 
language, known today by linguists as a ‘pidgin,’ usually composed of 2-3 word utterances 
and very basic grammar. However, children raised by pidgin speaking adults will 
spontaneously learn to speak pidgin, but with a full grammar. This reworked pidgin, called a 
‘creole,’ is a full-on language. Linguists have seen numerous instances of this occurring, and 
this has led to widespread agreement that children seem to possess unique abilities to learn 
language that adults simply do not have. For example, it is also known that most adults who 
learn languages over the age of 11-12 do so with an accent, but those who learn before this 
age generally do not. Some crucial change occurs around the onset of puberty which 
fundamentally changes the manner in which language is learned.1392 

 
Why might this be? It is widely known that infant mammals possess far more neurons in their 
brain than their adult counterparts. In fact, neurons are added at breakneck speed starting at 



birth, topping off at around the age of four. But more is not necessarily better. Gerald 
Edelman, originator of the theory of ‘neural selectionism/Darwinism,’ perhaps describes this 
most eloquently via equations derived from information theory, whereby the “aged” brain is 
like a television full of static, while the “hyperconnected” infant brain is perhaps better thought 
of as a television so full of light that it ‘whites out’ any visible picture.1393 And in many senses, 
this is how it must be if the brain is to truly exhibit plasticity – it is difficult (though not 
impossible) for the brain to create new connections ex nihilo, so to speak, but infinitely easier 
to create a plethora of connections, and just prune those which are less useful based on the 
environment in which the child is raised. This strategy is computationally efficient, biologically 
workable, ecologically compliant, and perhaps most importantly, evolutionarily robust, in that 
the genetic coding for the same brain can help an organism adapt to a wide variety of 
environments. In this sense, the brain is itself a massive, evolutionary computing system in 
micro. Neurons compete in order to stay alive, and in doing so, form the mind that the child 
will eventually inherit. 
 
As we know from the experience of so-called ‘feral’ human children who were not exposed to 
language until after 11-12 years old (including the famed case of Kaspar Hauser), such 
children never learned to develop full grammar skills.1394 And in fact, they developed the 
limited sort of skills seen in the case of pidgin languages, and in attempts to teach adult 
bonobos and chimps such as Matata language. Many developmental linguists have called this 
sort of restricted language ‘protolanguage.’ But in the case of Kanzi, however, and like human 
children, exposure to language started early enough, and in fact, far earlier than he had the 
ability to respond in kind, for it is only after language has pruned the brain that the brain will 
be ready to hear what language has to offer. Researchers now have evidence supporting the 
notion that hearing the starting and stopping of its mother’s voice in the womb already starts 
prepping an infant’s developing brain for the language that is to come. 
 
And in fact, it seems that it is precisely the slowness of the brain to learn language that makes 
this possible. That is, it is necessary for a period of exposure to language, a period of pure 
absorption, before the brain is ready to actually start producing language. Terrence Deacon, 
in his seminal text The Symbolic Species: The Coevolution of Language and the Brain (1998), 
has described the manner in which the delay between exposure to and response to language 
is not only common to both Kanzi and human children, but has actually been reproduced by 
neural networks learning basic symbolic acquisition tasks. Learning language requires a 
variety of parts of the brain to prune themselves together, such that if one is ahead of the 
other, they won’t be able to ‘sync’ properly at the right time in development. By including an 
optimal amount of ‘noise’ in neural network simulations, they reproduce very human patterns 
of language acquisition. And in fact, this is precisely what the extra neural connections in the 
brain do to the early language learner – provide optimal noise to keep the process from 
putting the pieces of language together before they are all in place. 
 
Looking for Language. The ‘need for noise’ in language acquisition, as strange as it may 
seem to common sense, is something that no evolutionary biologist, however, would find 
strange, for in fact, our discussion has already hit on similar notions in our discussion of 
evolutionary fitness landscapes. That is, if one thinks of evolution as a multidimensional 
space (for purposes of convenience, often drawn in three dimensions), we can lay out 
positions of evolutionary fitness, from highest to lowest, on such a graph. Viewing the 
evolutionary landscape as a jagged set of peaks and valleys helps to visual one of the most 
consistent problems evolutionary search algorithms face, namely, getting stuck in a local 



minima. As previously discussed, algorithms that ‘hill climb,’ that is, check the nearby slope or 
gradient of a nearby part of the landscape and go in the direction of the steepest slope, are 
notorious for getting stuck in such evolutionary dead ends. Which is not to advocate random 
searches either. Rather, it makes more sense to do things the way nature itself often does, 
with occasional random jumps interspersed with more steady and methodical ‘hill-climbing’ 
approaches. The most common example seen of this in nature is the manner in which 
foraging creatures often search for food (so-called ‘Levy flights’), but more commonly this is 
done by a population of organisms not necessarily searching for food, but rather, for a state of 
‘fitness’ in relation to its environment, in which finding food may only be one parameter. In 
such a case, finding a good evolutionary solution (ie: a long tongue for catching food, and 
short webbed feet to move towards the food) might end up being an evolutionary dead end 
which could block chances of overall survival in the long run (ie: the long tongue/short 
webbed feet route precluding evolution in the direction of long, strong feet for catching food, 
such that if predators suddenly invade the terrain, the foot can be used for defense as well). 
In order to avoid dead ends and find the highest peak of ‘fitness’ within the evolutionary 
‘landscape,’ it often makes sense for multiple agents to have many different types of search 
algorithms – some adventurous, some conservative, so that the conservative searchers can 
find local gains, while on rare occasions, those on the outside will come up with something 
zany to get the group out of a bind.1395 

 
Howard Bloom calls this such a mixture of search algorithms within an evolutionary multi-
agent system a balance between ‘conformity police’ and ‘diversity generators,’ and most 
successful forms of multi-agent search use both of these to produce complex adaptive 
behavior to the sorts of difficulties posed not only by local minima observed in fitness 
landscapes, but the added challenges of dynamic fitness landscapes.1396 Certainly a 
population with multiple search algorithms at work is more likely to survive a massive shift in 
its fitness landscape – for example, a rapid rise in pollution in a pond, or a market crash in 
economics. 
 
While this may seem far from investigations into the acquisition of language by the developing 
brain, if we conceive of neural populations, along the lines of Gerald Edelman, as a multi-
agent population in search of the best adaptive fitness to its environment (ie: ‘neural 
Darwinism’), things begin to make more sense. Presented with a world full of patterns, brains 
are designed to make the maximum order out of the patterns that they possibly can. And as 
the brain develops, different populations of neurons sculpt themselves to remember and 
predict patterns they have deduced from the world outside, with each successful prediction 
being used more and more frequently (and hence being strengthened via LTP) by the 
organism in its attempt to maximize its success in the world around it. Strong solutions get 
strong, and selection weeds out those deduced patterns which produce few benefits. 
 
The downside of neural selectionism of this sort appears, however, if the brain weeds out 
ideas too fast. For if an adaptation is removed at the first sight of a lack of fit with the 
environment, possible gains which could show up later might be nipped in the bud. This is 
precisely why the rough and tumble world of monopoly capital, for example, leads to 
homogenization of products, and ultimately, low adaptability, with its concomitant weakness of 
low ability to deal with large scale change.1397 Sometimes outlying ideas need to be nurtured 
in a low states environment for their benefits to display themselves over time, for true diversity 
can only flourish if there is protection of the small against the tyranny of the majority. Of 
course, either extreme can be harmful, leading to a squashing of diversity on one end, or a 



lack of ability to coordinate and maximize strategies that work on the other. Successful 
complex adaptive systems in nature are able to employ multiple strategies, and switch 
between them on the fly, moving from harsh to lax selection pressures based on the 
landscape of the local environment. And in order to be able to switch quickly, it is necessary to 
maintain a reserve of the type of agents and approaches one might need in times of change 
even when horizons seem sunny in the direction one is currently pursuing. 
 
Human brains, while adaptable, are not quite this plastic. That said, there is an evolutionary 
benefit to the overproduction of neurons in infancy, and their subsequent and relatively quick 
pruning by the age of 4-5, with another phase of pruning reaching a peak at around puberty. 
By allowing infants to possess far more neurons than they need, and only starting to prune 
them fiercely at around age 4, the infant in early life is like a sponge, absorbing far more than 
it can process, storing it all away for later. Rather than getting rid of extraneous info, it hangs 
on to it, lest deeper patterns begin to emerge. This is, in fact, how code breakers work, they 
need enough of a code to be deciphered in order to detect regularities, and without enough 
data, it becomes nearly impossible to proceed. If a code breaker throws away some data as 
meaningless before seeming more than a tiny bit, they may miss regularities that only appear 
after substantially more information becomes available. 
 
The same with infants working to learn language. When anyone first hears a language they 
don’t understand, it sounds random, but after time, regularities begin to emerge. But in order 
to perceive those regularities, it’s not enough to simply memorize individual words, lest one 
think language is a simple code composed of one-to-one correspondences between word and 
thing. And of course, this is how infants approach language at first, bypassing generality and 
grammar and using language as a code, in which each word stands for one thing. But from 
here, eventually, awareness that there is more going on begins to emerge. If the infant 
remains focused on simply getting the code right, it will get frustrated, because, for example, 
the word ‘cat’ is first used to apply to furry things with four legs, but then not used to describe 
the furry thing with four legs that barks! Eventually, categories like ‘cat’ bifurcate into ‘cat’ and 
‘dog,’ and link up with general terms like ‘animal,’ and from there, link to even more general if 
implicit general grammatical categories like ‘noun’ and ‘verb,’ notions which are often only 
learned explicitly much later. Innumerable child language studies have lead to the general 
agreement that language learning follows a series of stages which follow this basic pattern of 
(lexical/pragmatical) bifurcation and (syntactical/grammatical) meta-insight.1398 

 
Such leaps in logic and approach to language seem commonplace to parents, even if there is 
still a sense of wonder watching it happen. But in order for this to occur, the child needs to not 
get stuck in the ‘local minima’ indicated by looking at language as a set of codes, for this is, in 
terms of learning to adapt to its symbolic environment, ultimately a dead end. Rather, the child 
needs to be open to many ways of thinking about language, so that at some point, it can 
begin to make the meta-insight that there’s a deeper system here than a simple code, a meta-
system of general and particular concepts, grammatical function, syntax, register, etc. Of 
course, children don’t seem to make these insights consciously (more on this later), but they 
happen nevertheless. 
 
All of which makes learning language like a very large version of the childhood card game 
known (aptly) as ‘memory’, in which pairs of identical cards are shuffled and then distributed 
upside-down on a table or floor. Participants then take turns turning over pairs of cards, and if 
they match, they get to keep them. The player with the most cards at the end wins. And here 



is where the similarity to language learning emerges – the player who only focuses on 
remembering where the cards they turned over were, or who focuses on getting a specific 
pair first, will almost always lose. Rather, the player who keeps an ‘even hovering attention’ 
(for Freud, the term used to describe the mode of listening most likely to allow analysts to 
perceive hidden patterns amongst large quantities of data1399), that is, the player who doesn’t 
hyper-focus on any card in particular but rather tries to generally remember all information on 
card location, despite whether they turned over the card or their opponent, or whether or not 
they succeeded or failed in a given attempt. This player can turn seemingly useless data into 
a win later in the game. 
 
Likewise with learning language. It is precisely because the human brain cannot focus well on 
specifics that it is perfectly adapted to discerning meta-patterns later on. The infant brain, 
chaotic as it is, is perfectly adapted to the task of learning language. Later in life, focus will be 
needed, but due to the long period of childrearing which is unique to a very small species of 
animals, human children don’t need to focus on survival at the moment of birth. This has 
allowed us the ‘luxury’ of a long gestation period in which we can have the benefit of very 
fuzzy, overconnected brains. And this is precisely what has allowed us to learn the maximum 
stored knowledge from our forebears. Of course, initially, this was for likely selected by 
evolution so that we could learn by imitation. And likely, some of what we learned from 
imitation was tool making and simple two-word ‘proto-language’ (a development from one-
word ‘holophrastic’ utterances1400) that most evolutionary linguists think preceded the 
development of full-blown language itself (with developed grammar). Not coincidentally, this 
proto-language is hypothesized to be almost exactly like present-day pidgins. And even today, 
a pidgin quasi-language gets transformed automatically by children raised in that environment 
into full language creoles simply by the fact that children reared in this environment have 
fuzzy, overconnected human infant brains. Once humans started to be reared in an 
environment in which parents spoke proto-language and infants had these fuzzy brains, 
language developed, most researchers think, basically on its own. 
 
The Difficulty of Saying ‘No’ (Or, Learning with Kanzi Part III). Hyperconnected, fuzzy 
infant brains seem to be able to learn language in ways that much older brains, if not modified 
by early exposure to language, seem unable to master. But while it seems that the 
hyperconnection of infant brains explains how infants are able to get over this learning hurdle, 
this does little to explain precisely what particular aspect of language is so difficult to learn 
that it requires this unique architecture. By examining the ways in which the acquisition of 
language altered the non-linguistic behavior of the chimps, however, some patterns become 
apparent than can help explain not only how language begins to alter the mind, but also which 
aspects of language require an already semi-altered mind to learn. 
 
Stuart Shanker recounts with relative amazement an experience in which Panbanisha 
expressed what seemed to be shame. The situation occurred during one of the many tests 
given by researchers to the bonobos to determine their ability to interpret complex linguistic 
utterances. In this particular instance, the researcher in question was testing Panbanisha’s 
abilities in comparison to Savage-Rumbaugh’s three-year-old niece, Heather. And what he 
was afterwards was, as were many of Kanzi and Panbanisha’s actions, astonishing: 
“Watching them was like watching any two small children playing a game together. They were 
constantly exchanging glances, laughing with each other, teasing each other . . . At one point, 
Heather had just answered her question and Sue was about to give her a balloon [the reward 
for a correct answer] when Panbanisha, with a mischievous grin on her face, leaped forward 



and grabbed it out of Sue’s hand . . . We watched in amazement as [Heather] leaped out of 
her chair . . . Panbanisha responded by chortling over the balloon as if it were the most 
wonderful of all the rewards they had been given that morning . . . [Sue then] intervened and 
insisted in a firm voice that Panbanisha return Heather’s balloon that instant. With a 
chastened look on her face, Panbanisha turned towards Heather and ever so slowly extended 
the balloon” (151). 
 
While the account is highly anecdotal, Shanker uses it to make a larger point about 
Panbanisha and the other linguistically proficient bonobos, namely, that they have developed 
more than just language through this experiment: “The day that Panbanisha put on the gorilla 
mask is just as illustrative . . . Panbanisha spied the gorilla mask . . . [after putting it on] her 
behavior was transformed the instant she had the mask on: She started lumbering around the 
room in a remarkably convincing imitation of a gorilla . . . Kanzi had a look of intense 
annoyance . . . But Tamuli was another matter. Tamuli was one of the controls at the LRC. 
She had never been exposed to the lexigram board and was kept in another part of the 
compound whenever Sue was doing language testing . . . Unlike Kanzi, she couldn’t grasp 
that all this was pretend play.” (151). What had language done to these chimps, that made 
shame, play, and even art possible (“one day I found Panbanisha drawing a picture of a 
clump of grapes on the wall in her bedroom” 150)? What seems evident is that not only did 
these bonobos acquire language, but language had, in a sense, also acquired them. The 
question, of course, is why and how. 
 
According to the work of Terrence Deacon, the difference exhibited here most likely has to do 
with the fact that linguistically competent agents have learned to how to say ‘no’ – or at least, 
they have learned how to think negation.1401 That is, if there’s something that all things 
mentioned above have in common – from art to shame to play – it is that they require holding 
something and its negation in mind at the same time. Play requires keeping in mind both an 
imitated behavior (ie: pretending to be a gorilla), as well as the reality of the situation (ie: 
there’s no gorilla here, and hence, no danger). Drawing a picture requires keeping in mind a 
specific thing to be reproduced (ie: grapes), then putting abstractly similar features on a two 
dimensional reduction (ie: drawing a ‘picture’ of the grapes on a bedroom wall). And 
expressing shame requires that one not only be able to comprehend the look of anger on 
someone’s face (ie: Susan), but also the action which caused the offense and the opposing 
reaction which could fix the situation (ie: return the balloon). All of these actions require 
keeping in mind something as well as something to which it is intimately related, yet also 
crucially different, and to be able to do so at the same time. Or, in Deacon’s words, this ability 
indicates “a kind of negation relationship between stimuli or stimulus-behavior relationship . . . 
using information about something you’ve just done or seen against itself” (263). 
 
We can see this further exemplified in one of the key tests used by researchers to determine 
the linguistic capacities of the LRC chimps. As described by Deacon, Savage-Rumbaugh 
reports using a test in which bonobos were taught to differentiate between food and tools, and 
then match them up to a set of lexigrams they had never seen before. From there, the 
bonobos were introduced to new items. Only the bonobos which had grown up exposed to 
language, and subsequently able to use language, were able to correctly categorize the new 
items. 
 
To put this in terms taken from linguistics, these very special bonobos were able to transfer 
learning sets, that is, they were able to generalize symbolic meanings (a set of learned skills) 



from one set of objects to another.1402 This seems underscored by the spectacular manner in 
which other chimps failed these tests – in one case, a ‘control’ bonobo not only wasn’t able to 
generalize her learning to the new items, but seemed so confused by the second half of the 
test that she forgot what she learned during the first half. But for those chimps with a lifelong 
exposure to language, learning this ‘symbol extension’ task was simple. Deacon describes it 
as follows: “[the chimps] spontaneously recoded this [new] information . . . [they] found this to 
be a trivial addition and easily guessed without any additional learning which lexigram was 
appropriate . . . as a result of their experience with a previous symbol system . . . they were 
primed to look for another higher-order logic . . . The chimps essentially knew something that 
they had never explicitly learned. They had gained a kind of implicit knowledge as a 
spontaneous byproduct of symbolic recoding” (91-2). In other words, the bonobos were able 
to not only transfer the meaning of symbols from one set of objects (namely, food and tools to 
a new set of objects related only by their ‘food-ness’ and ‘tool-ness’), but were at the same 
time transferring their knowledge of how symbols work from prior experience with them to the 
current example. This is what distinguishes bonobos like Kanzi and Panbanisha from the 
others. “The process of discovering the new symbolic association is a restructuring event, in 
which the previously learned associations are suddenly seen in a new light and must be 
reorganized with respect to one another. This reorganization requires mental effort to 
suppress one set of associative responses in favor of another derived from them” (93). 
 
For Deacon, the core of the ‘symbolic insight’ which brings about the jump to language is a 
process based on a radical “unlearning” not unsimilar to what Jacques Lacan, in his 
psychoanalytic theorization of language acquisition, has called ‘primary repression.’1403 When 
it comes to learning language, forgetting is as important as remembering. Because unless 
you have an implicit sense of all the things one cannot do with language, it is possible one is 
just imitating those around you. This is, for example, the truth behind the classic thought 
experiment of the monkeys and the typewriters. Give a bunch of monkeys a room full of 
typewriters and a lot of time and, so the story goes, they will eventually, given enough time 
and bananas, produce a copy of the complete works of Shakespeare.1404 And of course, 
given the laws of probability and infinite time, we could even take the monkeys out of the 
equation, and insert any random process in our thought experiment. What makes true 
language producers so unique, of course, is that they can do things like write novels that 
cohere according to specific sets of non-random rules. Humans, for example, know that it’s 
perfectly proper to say that a “fish swims,” but not that a “fish runs,” despite the fact that both 
are noun-verb combinations. While syntactically allowed, they are lexically incongruous. 
 
This sort of insight is precisely what bonobos, before Panbanisha and Kanzi, were unable to 
do, that is, to learn that it’s not enough to simply string together things that match in one-to-
one patterns, since certain patterns exclude others. Thus, while the word ‘bird’ might match 
with ‘water’ if linked to the word ‘drink,’ ‘bird’ won’t match ‘water’ if linked to the word ‘fly.’ 
Language isn’t a code, it’s a system that’s acquired not only through learning, but also 
unlearning. 
 
 
Being of Two Minds (Or, Learning with Kanzi Part IV). Even if unlearning, rather than 
learning itself, seems to be the ‘hard problem’ involved in acquiring language, humans and 
chimps possess brains that are uniquely poised, within the context of the animal kingdom, to 
solve precisely these sorts of problems. Of course, this is hardly an accident, but rather, an 
example of what evolutionary biologists would call exaptation, that is, when something which 



likely evolved under one set of selection pressures ends up being useful for something else 
later on. Evolution is full of these sorts of leap-frogs, and this ratchet-like mechanism, coupled 
with a few other tricks that evolution has up its sleeve, helps explain how it is that humans 
and chimps came about having minds that, in a sense, can be in more than one mental space 
at a time. But what is it precisely within the brain that helps it to ‘unlearn’ in a way that helps it 
to ‘learn’ language? 

 
One of the least contested beliefs in modern neuroscience is the fact that it is the relatively 
oversized prefrontal cortex which most distinguishes humans (and to a lesser extent chimps) 
from other animals.1405 It is this unique part of the brain that allows us to do long-term 
planning, and gives us the ability to keep several potential courses of action in mind (called 
‘counterfactuals),’ so that we can weigh their relative benefits. Often referred to as the brain’s 
“workspace,” the prefrontal cortex is frequently described via the metaphor of computer 
‘desktop’ in which 5-9 items can be stored and manipulated in a sort of cortical ‘virtual reality.’ 
 
That said, the prefrontal cortex can hardly be said to ‘contain’ anything at all, for in fact, its 
wires all the way through, and not the sort that could rewire or change connection patterns on 
the fly.1406 No, the prefrontal cortex only changes slowly by means of the same process in 
which all cortex changes, namely, by long-term potentiation caused by stimulation (and 
consolidated during dreaming). In fact, it seems that all that the prefrontal cortex does it 
connect other parts of the brain via the same memory-prediction algorithm used by all other 
parts of the cortex, since it’s only the crucial nuclei in the thalamus which, for many 
researchers, cause what we call ‘attention’ by massively shifting feedback patterns in the 
brain. But if the prefrontal cortex doesn’t change ‘on the fly’, how does it create the sense that 
we are ‘holding’ certain ideas in a working memory? 

 
The prefrontal cortex, as massive as it is, seems to do only one thing – it connects other parts 
of the brain to each other, and predicts what they will do. Thus, if the brain performs memory-
prediction on the outside world, the prefrontal cortex is designed to perform memory-
prediction on the rest of the brain itself. In a sense, then, this part of the brain is nothing but a 
giant ‘negation’ machine, at least, in the sense in which Deacon describes negation (though 
probably ‘contrariness’ is a less elegant but more accurate term for the relation between the 
sorts of conflicting or non-identical mental states he is trying to describe).1407 From such a 
perspective, when the brain needs to store something in its ‘workspace,’ the “attentional 
amplifier”1408 in the thalamus activates the parts of the prefrontal cortex which already 
connects up to the other parts of the brain which code for that item. And as we have seen, 
memory and prediction are two sides of the same cortical coin. Whatever the brain dumps 
into working memory, it is simultaneously working to predict, by spreading activation, what 
else is likely to happen. All that’s needed is enough connections, and possible futures light up 
reshuffled versions of the past to produce the magic we call hypotheticals and 
counterfactuals. 
 
For example, we earlier discussed where the idea of “Bill Clinton” might be stored in the brain, 
including phonemic aspects of his name in auditory cortexes, colors associated with his hair 
and face in visual cortexes, and more conceptual aspects (known as long term memory, but 
more accurately described as ‘invariant knowledge’ used for memory-prediction) stored in the 
temporal cortex. But what if we want to ‘download’ all this to working memory? The job of the 
prefrontal cortex is to be connected, if often indirectly, to all the various parts from which a ‘Bill 
Clinton’ memory could be composed. Thus, when the thalamus ‘places’ an idea in working 



memory, it doesn’t actually ‘move’ anything; rather, it activates connections which already 
exist between the prefrontal cortex and the varied locations in the brain which store the parts 
of the memory in question.1409 Thus, the only difference between remembering a specific time 
you met Bill Clinton and keeping the idea of Bill Clinton in your head while you are thinking 
about Al Gore is that in the second case, the thalamus is telling the prefrontal to keep both 
sets of channels open at once. And now if you picture both of them wearing dresses, the 
prefrontal connects up its memory of dresses with those of the two politicians, and keeps 
those memories active, even in the absence of sensory stimuli, until the thalamus stops 
sending it signals telling it to keep those connections active. 
 
The prefrontal cortex doesn’t do this, however, by changing its wiring, but rather, activating 
wiring that is already there, wiring that goes to all the rest of the brain precisely because 
providing feedback to other parts of the brain is precisely what the prefrontal cortex is there to 
do. Think of it like an old-fashioned telephone switchboard – even if the Joneses and the 
Walker’s rarely call each other, the connection needs to be part of the switchboard just in 
case. Some paths may never get used, and some rarely (like those needed to connect the 
‘dress’ and ‘Al Gore’ sections of the brain), but they all need to be there for working memory 
to do what it does. This is precisely why theorists from Marvin Minsky to Jeff Hawkins seem to 
feel that the clever use of memory is responsible for much of what goes under the name of 
‘thinking.’ This sort of memory deployment described has often been referred to as 
‘recruitment learning’ – that is, the connections are already there in the memory networks, you 
just need to activate the right ones, to “recruit” them to a given pattern of neural activation.1410 
While costly in terms of neural connections, this allows the brain to predict just about any 
possibility it itself can think up using its various sensory, movement, and memory maps. And 
as a bonus, the more often you link together a set of memories, the more likely they are to 
leap to mind ‘on their own’ in the future. 
 
That said, many theorists speak of the prefrontal cortex not so much as the home of working 
memory, but rather, executive function. Is it possible to do both of these things at once? In 
fact, this is precisely what Hawkins' description of the cortical algorithm as ‘memory-
prediction’ requires. Much of the problem in fact has to do with terminology. For as we have 
seen, memory-prediction in the long term ‘memory’ banks is invariant in nature, and hence, is 
better described, as Marvin Minsky does, as storing ‘knowledge’ rather than memory. This 
knowledge is then used in the process of memory-prediction. When applied to the prefrontal 
cortex, we see that working-memory, itself not really memory, is in fact the attempt of the brain 
to predict, via its memories of past predictions, precisely what the brain intends to do next. 
And just the prediction that wins in the motor cortex ends up initiating the next action as it 
cascades down the neural chain, so the prefrontal cortex, in its attempt to predict what the 
brain will do next (and following the lead of the attentional focus as determined by the 
thalamus), sends cascades of prediction down the neural chain which, by means of reentrant 
feedback, ends up functioning as an executive decision if they are able to reach the bottom 
without massive ‘error’ messages being sent up the chain. 
 
This explains, however, why the prefrontal cortex needs to be so incredibly large to perform 
the needed task – it needs to be able to ‘negate’ just about anything else the rest of the brain 
can think up, and to be able to do this about 5-9 times at once. And what’s more, it needs to 
attempt to predict precisely where the brain, with its mix of sensory input, spreading 
associations, and attentional focus, might go next. And as we have seen, neural networks can 
in fact store more than one pattern at a time, though the number of patterns astronomically 



increases the number of connections needed lest each memory become too fuzzy. The 
prefrontal cortex, it would seem, is precisely this sort of net, and one which, like such nets, 
ends up ‘deciding’ between states when it can finally settle into a given pattern over another. 
For according to Edelman, the brain is perhaps best thought of as a group of people having 
an intense conversation with themselves, only paying attention to the outside world on 
occasion – the brain, as he says, is only “modulated” by sensory data, sense data only tips 
the brain from one feedback state to another. The brain is a feedback machine, one with tiny 
connections to the world outside.1411 Thus, through massive reentrant feedback connections, 
the memory-prediction algorithm and its various modules is thereby able to produce in 
completely distributed fashion what we call thought. And one of the primary components 
thereof is a form of working memory in which likewise functions without there being a ‘place’ 
in which these memories are stored. 
 
All of which also explains why Deacon feels that while particular ideas cannot be localized in 
the brain, certain meta-functions, on the border between language and logic, are nevertheless 
related to aspects of this neural architecture. According to Deacon, more traditional pattern 
recognition tasks are solved in the majority of the cortex, which occupies the ‘hindbrain’ (ie: 
sensory, motor, and long-term memory parts of the cortex), by means of standard memory-
prediction. But the forebrain, mediated by the attentional circuits of the thalamus, produces 
meta-models in the prefrontal cortex, allowing the brain to use memory-prediction on itself.1412 
For in working memory, the brain in fact seems to predict its own future states ‘if’ it pursues 
one of a series of potential courses of action. 
 
Riding the Evolutionary Ratchet to the Prefrontalized Mind (Or, Learning with Kanzi 
Part V). Relating all this back to the case of Panbanisha and Kanzi, it would seem that they 
possessed whatever level of prefrontalization necessary to acquire language, though not 
enough to fully utilize language to do everything humans can do with it. But what prevented 
chimps from going further, while humans were able to further? 

 
The simple answer, it would seem, is that without lexigram boards, neither Kanzi nor 
Panbanisha or their chimp inheritors would be able to possess language today. What they 
lack, thus, is both the dexterity of vocal apparatus (including a descended larynx), or dexterity 
of fingers, needed to ‘store’ the symbols in the world needed to allow for their highly 
developed prefrontal cortexes to make the necessary leap to language. That said, until these 
physical changes happened in humans, and in particular the evolution of the vocal apparatus 
(since human language didn’t evolve via sign-language, though in theory it could have), a 
prefrontal cortex was not enough. For without adults able to feed the sorts of proto-linguistic 
symbols to infants needed to help them make the jump to language use, the prefrontal will not 
be able to help the brain make the necessary leap.1413 

 
Such a thesis, that the body evolved the ability to use language before the mind, might at first 
seem counter-intuitive. But just as evolution uses ‘exaptation’ as one of its ‘ratchet-devices’ to 
jump ahead of itself, so to speak, there are two similar ‘leap-frog’ type mechanisms, both of 
which were likely essential in the development of truly linguistic animals. 
 
Deacon describes the first of these mechanisms as neural “displacement”: “ . . . relative 
quantities of [neural] projections that arrive in any target region are a particularly important 
selective bias affecting which connections will be eliminated or not . . . the structure that 
sends the greatest number of axons to a particular target [area in the brain] will tend to drive 



the activity patterns of cells in that target more effectively . . . [giving it a] “voting” advantage” 
in determining which connections will remain” (207). Deacon gives examples of “displacement 
effects” in a variety of experimental contexts. And the results are the same – the brain is 
designed to ‘sculpt’ itself to process whatever inputs it is connected to. Just as Hawkins 
argues, cortical columns perform memory-prediction on whatever inputs are fed to them. It is 
thus not surprising to think that changes in the environment would impact the very structure of 
the brain. The notion that language could literally ‘rewire’ the brain is thus not that far fetched. 
 
The second evolutionary ‘ratchet device’ is structurally related to the first, though it works on a 
genetic rather than neural level. Scientists have actually long known of a ‘softer’ version of a 
related phenomenon known as ‘the Baldwin effect.’1414 First put forward in 1896 by James 
Mark Baldwin, the notion was relatively unheralded until after World War II, and only truly 
becoming seen as essential towards understanding evolution in the past few decades. 
Baldwinian evolution occurs when a trait which is passed down from generation to generation 
by non-genetic means (ie: imitation) ends up getting written into the genome because it 
becomes necessary to the survival of the organism. What is so startling about such a notion is 
that it is the first theory to account for ways in which culture, rather than natural mutation, 
might serve as the source of variation selected for by natural selection. Baldwin’s approach 
allows many of the sensible arguments for ‘acquired characteristics’, first proposed by Jean-
Baptiste Lamark (and given a cultural form by notions like Sigmund Freud’s postulation of 
‘memory traces’ 1937’s in Moses and Monotheism, or C. G. Jung’s notion of a ‘collective 
unconscious), but lacking in scientific rationale.1415  Baldwin essentially explains how nurture 
can write itself, in reverse, into nature. 
 
Nowhere might these notions make more sense than in regard to language. Language 
obviously has manifold benefits which could give a fitness advantage to those humans which 
possessed it, and yet, it is transferred from adults to children by non-genetic means. That 
said, those infants who possessed a stronger predisposition to acquire language would be 
those who would have the selective advantage, and thus, would be more likely to reproduce. 
Thus, it is likely that once enough ‘proto-language’ was on the scene, infants with fuzzier, 
more hyperconnected brains possessed selective advantage over their peers. And while 
language isn’t likely to be hardwired into our genes (as many followers of Noam Chomsky’s 
concept of ‘generative grammar’ would seem to imply1416), it does seem likely that, via the 
Baldwin effect, the predisposition for learning language was likely selected for due to the 
fitness advantage which language provided. Language thus likely impact both the genome 
due to the Baldwin effect, and the wiring of the brain via ‘softwiring/displacement effects.’ 
From such a perspective, it becomes possible to see just how it might be that the sort of 
gestural communication used by chimps could eventually give way to proto-language and 
eventually language in via a slow and steady process of evolutionary selection for increasing 
prefrontalization. 
 
From such a perspective, it seems unlikely that there is an evolutionary catch-22, in which 
language is both cause and effect of prefrontalization. Rather, it would seem that a 
combination of tool usage, the ‘get set’ mechanism necessary for projectile hunting (as 
suggested by William Calvin), and ever sophisticated set of gestures, communal hunting 
practices, and a variety of other factors likely helped bring about the increase prefrontal 
matter needed to get the process going. From there, early hominids who had, for other 
reasons, evolved the descended larynx needed for more complex vocalizations, would likely 
been able to produce simple, one word, ‘holophrastic’ utterances. 



 
What then? With the benefits of an increasingly extended capacity for ‘working memory,’ 
some of these hominids would likely have begun to hold one simple utterance in memory long 
enough to add a second one which modified it, leading to the two-word ‘proto-language’ we 
see in basic pidgins. For Deacon, this sort of subject-predicate system is best conceptualized 
as an ‘operator-operand’ function (335), which allows for basic ideas such as membership in a 
class (of the form f(x), for example), leading eventually to the basic division between nouns or 
infinitive verbs (the two most commonly used forms of holophrastic utterances, ie: ‘bird’ or 
‘eat’) and assorted modifiers (for example, adjectives or prepositions, ie: ‘red’ or ‘on’).   
 
Of course, none of this need have happened via purely verbal means, for it is likely that 
words, gestures, objects, tools, facial expressions, vocal intonation (called ‘prosody’ in 
linguistic terms), and a variety of other cues served symbolic functions, as they do to a lesser 
extent today. Eventually, prefrontal capacity was expanded through a variety of means. 
Coevolution of the proto-symbolic mind, world, and brain slowly expanded itself until the point 
at which true symbols began to emerge. It therefore seems likely that that language, tool 
making, a shift to a meat based diet, and a variety of other alterations in human behaviors 
changed the inputs to the human brain, thereby fundamentally altering the way it ‘softwired’ 
itself. 
 
“Water”. At this point, we have come to an understanding of which part of the brain was 
necessary for the ‘symbolic insight’ needed to produce language to have occurred. 
Furthermore, we now have an understanding of how this part of the brain likely came about, 
why it is necessary to make use of this potential during infancy, and why it is that the LRC 
was able to teach their bonobos language when others had failed. But we have yet to 
approach the fundamental issue itself – namely, what exactly is the ‘symbolic insight’? 

 
No-one, it seems, has been able to remember what it was like to learn language, and this is 
due to the fact that we all learned language at an age in which we were too young to 
remember it, during a point in our lives in which our brains had difficulty focusing anyway. 
There is, however, one account of what it is like for a human to learn language from the inside 
– namely, the case of Hellen Keller. Merlin Donald’s account of Keller’s ordeal as presented in 
A Mind So Rare: The Evolution of Human Consciousness (2001), is much more extensive 
than what will be presented here, and is highly recommended for those wishing to know more 
(and for those wishing to know even more, Keller’s own extensive writings are by far the best 
possible source). Let it be said, however, that Keller, who became blind and deaf at the age of 
eighteen months, was certified by doctors to have been completely and unquestionably deaf 
and blind during her adult life. Furthermore, it is important to note that there was nothing 
incomplete in Keller’s use of language later in life – after Annie Sullivan taught her language, 
Keller became so accomplished as to have written quite a few books, gave many speeches 
on topics that were of concern to her (including the rights of women and socialism), and kept 
up correspondence with many of the leading minds of the day. During the exam for her 
application to Radcliffe College, the school even required that Sullivan not accompany her as 
her interpreter, lest Sullivan do some of the work. Keller still passed with flying colors. None of 
this would have been possible, however, not only with the help of Sullivan, of course, but also 
with the crucial sculpting of her prefrontal cortex before the window period (age 11-12) had 
passed. Thus, it is likely that the crucial eighteen months in which Keller actually was able to 
hear the language around her had enough of an impact on her developing mind to have made 
her language potentiated, and ready for Sullivan to show up. 



 
That said, without Sullivan, there was no language. Keller did have, however, some basic 
means of communication at her disposal: “Helen also developed forty or fifty “home signs” . . . 
these signs and gestures consisted mostly of reenactments, such as imitating the act of 
washing the hands, and iconic signs, such as “father,” which she indicated by miming her 
father’s eyeglasses” (Donald, 239). Donald describes her ability to communicate as 
‘analogue,’ in that it involved using her whole body in a form of gestural mimicry. Donald 
continues: “Helen did not realize that the shapes that Annie traced inner her palm were meant 
as symbols for something else. She simply mimicked . . . In her later recollections, Helen said 
that she initially thought Annie’s hand signs were just a new game . . . [Annie employed] a 
rigid system of rules that excluded noisy signals as much as possible. This focused the 
attention and memory of this little girl for the first time” (245). From there, Keller had the 
epiphany moment which has become the stuff of myth, in which Sullivan spelled out the word 
water on one hand and then putting her hand in cold water. After a crucial moment of insight, 
Keller begins running around the room, learning words for thirty words that day. From there, 
she moved on to two-word phrases (true proto-language), and from there she moved rapidly 
to learning what we would call grammar, syntax, and all the other structures needed for full 
language use. Keller later wrote about the experience, about how her pre-epiphany memory 
is cloudy, largely episodic and emotional, and how she only became ‘Helen’ after she learned 
language – before that time, she was simply ‘the phantom’ (249). But what exactly had 
happened? 
 
 
Symbolic Insight. Terrence Deacon has explained this moment, the ‘symbolic insight,’ as 
being composed of a series of logical stages which he outlines using terms taken from the 
semiotic theories of Charles Sanders Peirce. Peirce differentiates between three different 
types of signs – icons, indexes, and symbols. Icons are signs which resemble that which they 
stand for in the world, while indexes are tied to what they represent by some sort of physical 
contiguity, and both are distinguished from symbols, which are only related to that which they 
represent by means of an abstract and arbitrary system of reference. These terms of Peirce’s 
are widely known within semiotics today. But Deacon goes beneath the surface, and engages 
Peirce’s more obscure writings, on the genesis of symbolic insight, to formulate the logical 
stages necessary for language to evolve in the mind.1417 

 
For Deacon, following Peirce, the simplest way in which an organism can make sense of its 
environment is to notice basic variation – something in the world around it has changed. But 
in order for it to notice what has changed, it needs to be able to recognize that which has 
changed. Recognition requires the ability to perceive not only sameness (lack of change) or 
difference (presence of change), but sameness over difference, or similarity. And it is 
similarity that forms the foundation of the first level of meaning, iconicity. Iconic signs are 
things maintain certain features, even while others change. This invariance forms the basis of 
resemblance, and with this, the possibility of recognition. 
 
That said, nothing in nature is even perfectly the same as anything else, leading to degrees of 
similarity. Within the psychological research community, these levels of resemblance are 
usually diagrammed as a series of concentric circles, in which a remembered object is 
triggered to varying degrees by objects encountered in the future. Any sort of recognition 
requires this sort of typicality. For example, at some point one had never seen a tree before, 
and all future trees exist in relations of varying typicality to the total of trees one has seen in 



one’s life. Each tree that one recognizes is in fact an iconic sign in relation to all others one 
has seen, with varying degrees of resemblance. 
 
A further degree of abstraction is required, however, in order to be able to recognize indexical 
signs. An example of an indexical sign would be noticing that certain droppings are created by 
a given animal, thereby indicating its presence in the woods. Many animals use such signs to 
track, or avoid, a given species. In order to do so, it is necessary first to recognize the 
droppings in question as being similar to previous instances of such dropping (thus, as being 
an iconic sign). From there, it is necessary to realize the species which likely made the 
droppings as also an example of a class. But from here, it is further necessary to notice that 
the droppings which are present, and the species which isn’t, tend to occur together. That is, 
there is a similarity between the droppings and the species, namely, their co-occurrence. In 
this sense, indexicality is the ability to recognize what is similar between two icons, namely, 
that they occurred together in similar situations. In this sense, an indexical sign presupposes 
the ability to see a sort of second level iconicity. 
 
In order to make the leap to language, however, two more levels of insight are required. The 
first is to be able to notice similarities between a series of indexes. We saw this, for example, 
with the chimp Matata, who was able to tell that certain signs on the lexigram board coded for 
certain things in a one-to-one relation. Each of these signs on the board is an indexical sign. 
But let’s say that Matata learns to pick up the lexigram board whenever she wants something 
from one of her trainers. This would be evidence not only of an understanding of the one-to-
one indexical relation between the lexigram for ‘banana’ and its ability to produce actual 
bananas, but also the fact that all communication happens through the lexigram board. This 
shows a higher level of abstraction, namely, the ability to see that all these indexes have 
something in common, namely, communication. Such recognition would be evidence of being 
able to see iconic relations between sets of indexes. 
 
That said, a further step is necessary for true language to be produced, and it is this final step 
which Deacon calls the symbolic insight. Let us say that we have taught a chimp the symbols 
for a set of objects, say, ‘banana’, ‘doll’, and ‘sock,’ on a simple, three-object lexigram board. 
We then place all three items on a table, all in a row. First we cover the banana, and hit ‘doll’ 
and ‘sock’ on the lexigram board. We then hit ‘doll’ and ‘sock’ on the lexigram board. We then 
cover the sock, and hit ‘banana’ and ‘doll’ on the lexigram board. We then cover the doll, and 
this time, hand the lexigram board over the chimp. If the chimp gets the game, it will correctly 
hit ‘banana’ and ‘sock’ on the lexigram board. Of course, to exclude a lucky guess, we’d have 
to repeat the game several times, with a variety of these two-object combinations. But if the 
chimp is able to follow along, it has then had the same insight we saw Helen Keller have with 
the water. That is, the chimp would have realized that the set of indexes on the lexigram 
board not only have something in common with each other (namely, the ability to code for 
non-resembling items in the world), as well as that the objects in question have something in 
common (namely, the ability to be coded for by these symbols), but that the two systems, 
while not resembling each other, implicate each other and match at a deeper level of 
correspondence or simultaneity. As we saw earlier, when something causes or is correlated to 
something that it does not resemble, we call this an index. In this case, we have two indexical 
systems (in this case, lexigrams and objects which indexically represent each other), each of 
which does not resemble the other, but correlates with the other. This is, then, an indexical 
relationship between indexes, or second order indexes. This is what we call symbolic 
reference, and understanding how this works is what we have been calling the ‘symbolic 



insight.’ 
  
Let’s return, to try to make this a bit simpler, to the experiment we saw in which the chimps 
were trained to tell ‘tools’ from ‘food.’ All the chimps, those raises from infancy with language 
and those who were not, were able to be trained to put the food in the bin marked ‘food’, and 
the tools in the bin marked ‘tools.’ But this is simply learning a simple indexical relationship – 
when I put the right things in the right places, the trainer person gives me food. But the ability 
to make the system go in reverse, in which the new objects, y means of their abstract 
qualities, ‘call’ as it were, to the symbols, the ability to hear this call requires an abstract 
understanding that more than just mimicry or matching is going on here. It is an 
understanding that the system works both ways, that it’s not just a matter of matching objects 
to symbols, but ideas to ideas by means of the objects and symbols. 
 
How might one come about this sort of difficult insight, however? Deacon describes what 
seems like a logical train of thought in which at first, the subject trying to understand this new, 
difficult learning task tries to understand it as just another rote learning exercise. Imagine the 
chimps trying to learn with the tools and food. At first, the chimps are taught to match food 
and tools to symbols. So far so good. But now, the second half of the task starts, and new 
objects arrive. If this is the first time a chimp had ever seen this game, they might randomly 
put the new objects into the different bins, and then move them around until they finally got a 
reward. “Aha, that’s what gets me a reward!”. The chimp that is not linguistically experienced 
will then likely try to memorize this new combination. But then the trainer might introduce new 
food and tools. “What a disaster, a whole new unrelated set of objects!” At some point, there 
might be a moment of insight – wait, these aren’t unrelated tests, there’s a deeper logic here! 
Each time these new objects show up, those I can eat always go on the same side, and those 
I can use always go on the other! It’s not random, it’s a two way system!” The chimps that see 
this, that get the meta-pattern that links the multiple trials, understands that what’s at stake is 
not simply matching objects and symbols, but the ideas behind them by means of the objects 
and symbols. 
 
This difficult insight cannot necessarily be taught, it is something that each symbolically 
competent organism needs to discover on their own, anew. No organism comes hardwired 
with this insight built in, but nature can, however, stack the deck, by giving us a super meta-
pattern machine, and build it in such a way that it is particularly adept at seeing the forest 
rather than the trees early on in life. As we’ve seen, the super-sized prefrontal cortex which 
evolution bestowed on primates is the meta-pattern machine, and its fuzzy 
hyperconnectedness early in life is how evolution keeps our focus on the forest over the trees. 
But if we don’t begin sculpting our brains to think linguistically before our brains stop trimming 
themselves, it is likely that we will never jump the gap. 
 
All of which is made easier, however, if language is already in the world, and if it had ways to 
link us into this structure. For there’s hardly a need for language to be in our DNA if it’s in the 
environment, adapted to us as much as us to it. 
 
Thresholds. The ‘symbolic insight,’ at least as framed so far, is of course a somewhat 
idealized description of what more likely occurs in infants. As any working child psychologist 
will tell you, no developmental stage is reached by means of a sort of glorious ‘aha’ – rather, 
children weave back and forth around a threshold until it solidifies. For example, a child who 
always cries when separated from a parent, but who one day does ok, might occasionally fall 



back into anxiety if having a bad day, but eventually get strong enough to be on its own and 
not cry. Therapists working with adults also report a similar experience with clients – while 
sometimes patients have a grand epiphany, that doesn’t preclude them getting sucked back 
into the same old patterns. Over a period of time, however, change occurs either when the 
epiphany reappears, or many smaller sets of mini-epiphanies solidify into a larger pattern. 
Among therapists, this process is often called ‘working through.’1418 

 
Likewise with learning language. It is unlikely that the ‘symbolic insight’ occurs as a grand 
epiphany, unless we are dealing with a rare case like that of Helen Keller, in which she was 
already a fully functioning adult, with an already linguistically sculpted mind, ready and primed 
for an insight which had simply never had a chance to occur earlier in life. Keller is unique 
precisely because she spent her early life with a mind sculpted by language to the point of 
being on the cusp of that insight, but not quite there. The chances of this are rare indeed, and 
this is why Keller is such a singular example of this phenomenon. In this sense, it probably 
makes more sense to refer to the ‘moment’ of ‘symbolic insight’ as a ‘process’ of ‘crossing the 
symbolic threshold.’ Certainly this formulation is more exact, if a bit less dramatic. 
 
Still, even if we describe entering into language as ‘crossing the symbolic threshold,’ we if we 
don’t also mention the fact that this insight need be repeated again, at different levels, each 
time the subject enters a new area of language, we are reducing what the complexity of what 
is happening. That is, while crossing the symbolic threshold is perhaps the single most 
important moment in learning to use language, there are many lesser, related thresholds 
necessary for language to develop into the complex phenomenon human’s use on a regular 
basis. 
 
Let’s return to an example from earlier in our discussion, that of the acquisition of the past 
tense. Even a child who has crossed the crucial symbolic threshold separating rote 
memorization and language skill will not prepare a new language learner for understanding 
the way word endings in English generally use ‘-ed’ to describe the past tense. How do 
children come about this insight? 

 
The set of stages is quite similar to that described previously. At first, a child might see a 
simple matching pattern – ‘Oh, mom said that ‘the man visited on Monday,’’ and think that ‘-
ed’ is used only for Mondays. But then when the next Monday comes, she notices mom 
doesn’t use ‘-ed’, instead using it for Sunday! The child, confused, looks for a set of matching 
relationships for the use of ‘-ed’, until finally realizing, ‘wait, its not a matching pattern, it’s a 
system!’ And its only at that point that the child understands that its not a matter of matching 
days to the ‘-ed’ ending, but rather, of matching the idea of pastness with the use of the ‘-ed.’ 
Once again, we see the need to see meta-patterns, and while crossing this threshold is likely 
nowhere near as hard as that of crossing the symbolic threshold, or perhaps the primary 
symbolic threshold, there is little doubt that this is a symbolic threshold.1419   
 
And perhaps even calling this threshold ‘symbolic’ is to do it a disservice. For in fact, all meta-
patterns require this sort of insight. At first, one looks for simple matching patterns, until one 
realizes that there is a hidden order beyond a one-to-one code at work. Beyond language, the 
insights of all math and physics are based on this sort of insight. Galileo Galilei, for example, 
had a similar insight that the relationship between falling bodies and weight followed a hidden 
rule, one which could take the form of a mathematical relation. While his insight was symbolic 
(though he did not write it as a mathematical equation, this was a refinement made by later 



theorists), clearly the threshold he crossed here is not merely linguistic, but logical. 
 
Let us then call this sort of event the crossing of a meta-patternal threshold. And based on 
what we have seen, having a prefrontal cortex which is sculpted young at crossing these sorts 
of thresholds predisposes one to be able to not only cross these sorts of thresholds in the 
future, but to build the prefrontal cortex into a powerful device for meta-pattern discernment. 
 
Human culture is based upon what our ability to see meta-patterns – equations lurking behind 
moving bodies in space, or words hiding behind groups of similar things – and to embed 
meta-patternal insights into systems with nested hierarchies. For in fact, language is not 
entered by crossing one meta-patternal threshold, but by being inducted into a series of such 
thresholds, and with this an entire new way of thinking.1420 This sort of thinking, the ability to 
step out of what one is doing and say recursively examine one’s own praxis for deeper 
patterns, is what many philosophers have often described as the sort of reflexivity that makes 
us particularly human. Add to it the sort of memory storage capacity that written language 
provides, and humans can add to their ability to see meta-patterns the ability to store such 
insights, so as to more easily embed the results thereof, giving us access to the meta-
patterns of meta-patterns seen by ages past. 
 
But without language, we would be, in a sense, most likely a group of ‘phantoms,’ living 
without recursivity, and likewise without much of what makes us human. And this is not only 
because we lacked the ability to express ourselves properly, but because language and 
logical technologies like it literal rewire the infant brains which are introduced to them. 
 
But not only does language rewire our individual brains, but also our collective intelligence. 
For language isn’t merely something we keep inside ourselves. Rather, we are continually 
placing it outside of ourselves, projecting it with voice, hand, and tool, upon the world around 
us. And each time we do, we store a bit more of our consciousness, abstracted and frozen as 
it might be in such signs, thereby allowing us to free up more of our working memory towards 
doing higher level calculations. Not only as individuals, but as a species, we continue to 
evolve, for like a massive hive organism, the human-linguistic hybrid that has developed is 
now, like a network organism, the single most intelligent creature on the planet. Beyond the 
individual, and like a colony of insects, it has life beyond its cells. And it is to the workings of 
this massive, complex network that we will now turn. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE: Network Thinking – Collective Intelligence in Culture and Beyond 
 
Collective Intelligence. As we have seen, not only does language rewire our individual 
brains, but also our collective intelligence. For language isn’t merely something we keep 



inside ourselves. Rather, we are continually placing it outside of ourselves, projecting it with 
voice, hand, and tool, upon the world around us. And each time we do, we store a bit more of 
our consciousness, abstracted and frozen as it might be in such signs, thereby allowing us to 
free up more of our working memory towards doing higher level calculations. Not only as 
individuals, but as a species, we continue to evolve, for like a massive hive organism, the 
human-linguistic hybrid that has developed is now, like a network organism, the single most 
intelligent creature on the planet. Beyond the individual, and like a colony of insects, it has life 
beyond its cells. 
 
And yet, how does this hive-organism, this distributed entity known as the human species, 
think itself? For if we consider the radically dense connectivity of the mind the basis for its 
ability to develop the emergent phenomenon we call thought, than the radical connectivity 
which humans have with each other – via gestures, sounds, images, artifact, and words – are 
the substrate upon which the supra-individual collective mind is founded, and it is to these 
issues which we will now turn. 
 
Body to Image (Or, Thresholds, Part III). Researchers believe that the oldest intentional 
markings known to date are those found in the Bolobos caves, outside Cape Town, South 
Africa.1421 These markings are simple and decorative, but seem intentional, and are likely 70-
100,000 years old. Much more complex, however, are those found on flat rocks near Ubirr, 
Austraila, with scenes involving relatively complex actions by a variety of stick-figures.1422 The 
most famous cave paintings by far, however, are those found during the 1950’s on the walls of 
caves like Altamira, Spain and Lascaux, France, which are only about 30,000 years old. And 
yet, the species known as homo sapiens, has been around for nearly 500,000 years, making 
the emergence of image technologies a very recent development. That said, even the 
condensation and storage of memory in images is yet one moment in the changes between 
chimp and human that occurred through the coevolution of what would eventually lead to 
complex phenomena such as language. And coevolution describes what happened better 
than any other term, for as technologies for transmission and storage of memory increased in 
complexity, evolutionary retroversive effects wrote the ability to pass these developments on 
to the next generation into the various means whereby memory was stored in the body. 
 
It seems that imitative learning was the first of these memory transmission/storage devices to 
have developed. Scientists have recently discovered what they term ‘mirror neurons’ in 
primate cortexes.1423 Still, it seems that only extremely young monkeys have the capacity to 
mimic the faces of caretakers – the ability to imitate is lost later in life. Kanzi and his ilk, 
however, have the ability to not only imitate, but pretend. Such a means of storing and 
transmitting memory uses the entire body as a repository of signs. Combined with the 
increased problem solving and tool use which already present in mild amounts in chimps, and 
imitation would have provided the basis for learning and teaching. 
 
The advantage, in evolutionary terms, brought by learning and teaching cannot be 
overestimated. For now parents could pass down information to children, cultures could 
accumulate knowledge through tips passed down from generation to generation. As Harold 
Bloom has argued in his modestly titled Global Brain: The Evolution of Mass Mind From the 
Big-Ban to the 21st Century (2001), imitation changed the nature of the species, and from 
there, each new development leap-frogged upon the next, nesting its gains upon the next. 
Complexity gives birth to even more potential to give rise to even greater complexity, creating 
a ‘snowball effect.’ For Bloom, living entities lost the ability to exchange information freely 



once the development of multi-organelled cells required the enclosure of genetic information 
in the nucleous. Colonies of bacteria are able to reprogram their collective DNA on the fly 
using gene-swapping, ‘recombinant’ techniques. Once the nuclear envelope developed, 
however, the only way to store learned information was to use natural selection. Despite the 
tricks that evolution has, it still operates on a glacial time-scale compared to a plastic brain 
equipped with imitative learning.1424   
 
While the body is an expressive canvas, the voice is ultimately more suited for 
communication, especially if one needs to use one’s body for something else at a given time 
(for example, hunting). In order for the vocal tract to be usable for symbolic storage, however, 
not only would the larynx need to descend, but humans would need to learn to separate 
voices, as much as their faces, from what they were feeling at the moment, and learn to use 
them to store information. This dissociation from one thing for the purpose of another is the 
foundation of the symbolic enterprise, he ‘unlearning’ which Deacon sees as necessary for 
symbolic insight. But as we see, in order for language to develop into the form we now know, 
this unlearning has had to happen not only to signs within the mind, but to the voice, the face, 
and eventually, to image. 
 
Of course, the materials to produce images likely existed since proto-humans had first 
smeared blood from a kill on a cave wall. But the ability to see these discolorations as a way 
to store memory, it seems, requires a mind already altered by symbols (as we saw, for 
example, with Kanzi & co.). Likely these early symbols were of the gestural sort, but at some 
point, the idea to use these discolorations to store the ideas that until then had only been 
placed in gestures, sounds, and tools began to take shape. 
 
And from there, the path to external memory storage began its path to increasing abstraction. 
Merlin Donald has argued that this path takes place in three stages, including the mimetic 
stage (including organized hunting, gestural codes and imitative learning, and tool usage), 
oral-linguistic (spoken language), and external-symbolic (images and writing) (261).1425 While 
researchers have argued extensively about the specifics of the development of specific 
technologies, the general outline seems quite secure. 
 
Image to Word (Or, Thresholds, Part IV). In numerous essays, Villem Flusser has described 
some of the work of mental abstraction which likely occurred for humans to learn to move the 
storage of memory from images to words. Flusser gives the example of a drawing in which a 
man stands next to an animal and tree on a field of grass, with the sun shining above.1426 
Such an image places time on hold, disrupts any dynamic processes in motion, flattens and 
compresses. Images agglutinate, while language is written in linear progression. Flusser next 
draws a picture in which he has removed the man, animal, tree, sun, and placed them in a 
line. Time is restored, sequence reinstated. It is likely that what we call linear writing emerged 
from a combination of pictures with moveable parts, and the tallies used to count and store 
numbers. Prehistoric evidence seems to show that in fact the development of images and 
marks for counting both proceeded independently, and then began to merge via early 
pictography. Early written language was, after all, little more than a tally of pictures taken out 
of the static, tableaux which had previously kept them immobilized on the cave wall. 
 
Pictograms use symbols to represent ideas, but as symbols proliferate, it become more 
difficult to keep track of them, as well as use them for more abstract ideas. From what 
linguists have been able to tell, the evolution of Egyptian hieroglyphs, for example, started 



with the use of iconic pictographs, moving then to indexical logographs, in which signs 
represent ideas but are not related to these ideas by resemblance.1427 An example of this 
might be a stop sign, which uses the abstract relation between redness and danger to 
indicate yet not resemble the idea of stopping to avoid danger. From there, signs began to 
serve multiple functions, based on context, until bits of picto- and logograms began to be 
used to represent sounds, ideas, or resemblances, depending on context. Often one of these 
multi-purpose symbols, known as ‘glyphs,’ represented multiple sounds blended into one, and 
often linearity was dispensed with when it wasn’t necessary to understanding the meaning. 
While many of the records of these developments come from the middle East, we have 
evidence that marking stones in China predate those found in the middle East, and Inca 
societies developed these technologies to incredible complexity by means of quipu, or strings 
with careful arrangements of knots used to transmit entire set of accounts across the empire. 
Maya hieroglyphs, while radically different in appearance, make use of nearly identical forms 
of structure employed by the ancient Egyptians.1428 

 
It was the Phoenicians who first developed a truly alphabetic script, and by means of trade 
and conquest throughout the Mediterranean, spread it widely.1429 Variants of this script were 
then adopted by the Greeks and the Romans, and modern writing from there on is history. 
None of which is to say that alphabetic language is some sort of apex of linguistic 
development, for in fact, ideographic scripts such as used by modern day Chinese and 
Japanese Kaizen script (excluding Kanzi script, which is truly alphabetic), are mixtures 
between hieroglyphic multi-form script and the alphabetic scripts used by much of the rest of 
the world (including scripts used in modern Hebrew, Arabic, most Indian languages, etc.). 
While alphabetic scripts are much easier to learn to read and write, these hybrid scripts 
maintain poetic potentials on the graphic level which are excluded by the completely arbitrary 
relation between the graphic, ideational, and phonetic matrix used by alphabetic scripts. While 
alphabetic scripts are more purely functional, they are also more detached from the sensual 
potentials of language, just as purely written language, when abstracted from speech, loses 
the potentials for music, rhyme, and tonality inherent in the spoken word. Just as writing 
without speech is sonically impoverished, so alphabetic writing, when compared to 
ideographic scripts, is visually impoverished. 
 
Early storage of written words was cumbersome, often taking place on clay tablets which 
could then be baked in order to ‘fix’ the text. Papyrus and skins were decent alternatives, but 
it wasn’t until Guttenberg’s moveable type wonder-machine that mass reproduction, and with 
it, true transmissibility, reached the written word. Within under two hundred years, European 
elites consumed broadsheet dailies, precursors of newspapers, and coffeehouse print culture 
provided hothouses for the internalization, development, and re-exportation of memory.1430 

 
None of which was without its impact on the human relation with the image. For in fact, 
images didn’t vanish with the availability of the printing press, rather, they separated from text, 
jumping from illuminated manuscripts to frescoes and then easel paintings. By the nineteenth 
century,1431 for Flusser, paintings had finally shed their last vestiges of the allegorical, 
becoming instead snapshot of larger narratives, taking on an illustrative role to the larger 
novelistic consciousness at work within a western, colonialist culture bent on seeing its own 
narrative arc of ‘progress’ everywhere in the world around it – even in virtual form within static 
images. Photography was a small step away. 
 
With the birth of photography and then cinema, however, the image stages a comeback, and 



today, it is in film rather than the novel that we see the collective fantasy of the masses play 
itself out. And now that personal computers are ubiquitous in the overdeveloped world, and 
mobile smart appliances such as iPhones are becoming rule over exception, many have 
argued that we are now within a second age of the image, the age of the ‘new media image.’ 
For D. N. Rodowick, we are entering an entire new realm of relation to the image, in which the 
programmability of the malleable image – customizable like a videogame, interactive like the 
net, virtual and unstable in all its guises – gives body to new types of literacy, new types of 
memory storage, and the new forms of mind that go with this.  If the past is any indication of 
how changes in the collective mnemotechnic have altered the mind, such a hypothesis does 
not seem in any way unreasonable.1432 

 
Flusser therefore argues that we have moved into a new era, that of techno-images, images 
which are not condensations of the four-dimensional lifeworld to a two-dimensional plane, but 
rather, are embodiments of mathematical equations, emanations of the most abstract forms of 
textuality.1433 In order to regain agency over these sorts of images, we cannot simply 
intervene at the level of the image, which is only in fact its most superficial manifestation. 
Rather, we need to intervene at the level of the interface between code and image, at the site 
of interactivity between text and image that have now been conjoined via modern computer 
technology. That is, we need to learn a new meta-language to get a sense of the full potential 
of these apparatus-images. 
 
Spectacle. The ‘return of the image’ is, however, hardly a new theory. According to Marshall 
McLuhan’s work from the mid-1960’s, the slow separation of humans from oral to visual 
representation of words marked a shift in the prostheses whereby we externalized our ideas 
that went from the immersive experience of the auditory to distance of the visual.1434 And for 
McLuhan, each shift entailed a cognitive reorganization whereby each media fundamentally 
rewired that which it was working to express. The reason for this is that, for McLuhan, 
according to in one of the mantras he made famous, the “content of a medium is always 
another medium.”1435 Thus, the written word is a visual representation of an auditory word 
which is a representation of our experience of something in the world which is itself a function 
of our sense organs which – its media, all the way down. And at each stage, the “medium is 
the message” – that is, in addition to any individual content communicated by means of a 
medium, a more encompassing message is transmitted, a frame message, which is the very 
type of overall experience permitted by the medium in the first place. Media reveal worlds of 
experience – the televisual world, the automobile world, the telegraphed world. Each thereby 
forms the raw material out of which humans knit their worlds. We are the extensions of the 
world of media we have built, as much as the media are extensions of us. 
 
This logic is taken to its conclusion by the much more radical work of the Guy Debord, 
founder of the organization of provocateurs known as The Situationist International. Debord 
published his most famous work, 1967’s The Society of the Spectacle, not long before the 
massive protests of students and workers in May 1968 brought France to a standstill for a few 
critical days in which it seemed that a major player in the western postwar capitalist 
consensus just might give way to a non-Soviet form of radical socialist experiment. The fact 
that four days later the government of Charles DeGaulle regained control of the situation, 
leading to a large scale conservative backlash in mainstream French culture, is something 
which has been mourned as a great ‘what if’ of the French left, if not leftists the world over.1436 

 
Debord and his work were crucial catalysts in the events that took place in Paris at this time. 



For Debord had developed a language to describe the subsumption of western consumer 
capitalism and Soviet ‘state socialism’ in the logic of bureaucratic technocracy, and all society 
in a larger play of images which somehow seemed more real than real life. Soviet society 
lived for an image of what it was supposed to be while repressing its own, while Western 
capitalism, with its Hollywood films and glamour magazines likewise repressed its urban poor 
and its neo-colonialist intentions in the so-called ‘third-world.’ Both sides were subsumed, for 
Debord, within the larger logic of what he called ‘the spectacle’ – that is, society’s massive 
machinery for the concoction, production, distribution, circulation, internalization, and 
reproduction of images. 
 
Debord is the first of many to begin to see the uncanny logics of post-war consumer 
capitalism, particularly as they relate to the sphere of the image. Debord’s analyses of the 
visceral life the masses live through rock stars and political leaders, all while the products of 
consumer society circulated more freely than the people; these insights, if commonplace 
today, were radically new at the time. And for Debord, it is not the written word which is the 
primary way in which we are socialized within the giant human production structure we call 
society. Rather, we become who we are because we are raised within the image-domain of 
the spectacle. The spectacle is mother, father, lover, leader, it is the source of all the desires 
we invest in these other figures that we then chase for the rest of our lives, all the while 
producing products to perpetuate the status quo of those in power, just as those in power 
chase the same images in hopes of getting more. Debord see society as an image-production 
machine with no center, or a decentered center, for according to his analyses, society has 
become identical with the spectacle, with dispersed forms all around and concentrated forms 
in the empty center. For Debord, society is spectacle all the way down, from macro to 
microcosm. While he never would have used the language of math, what he describes is what 
is commonly seen in the ‘world within a world within a world’ structures of fractal geometry 
known as ‘self-similar’ phenomena. 
 
And since the 1960’s, these tendencies, first noticed by McLuhan and even moreso by 
Debord, have only increased. The theoretical insights of McLuhan and Debord from the 
1960’s on the role of the image in society are all the more true today in the age of the laptop, 
iPhone, and new media. Television, computer, phone and music player are converging in ever 
more customized and mobile devices. The spectacle has only increased in nature. 
 
While DeBord clearly viewed the rise of the spectacle as part of the ever increasing 
domination of the poor of the world, it is important to realize that Debord uses the notion of 
‘image’ in a very specific sense, so that it encompasses not only physical images, such as 
those transmitted by television, but also in the sense of any static and unreal idea of the way 
things are. While it is clearly detrimental to society when a set of images take on more power 
than the lived reality of life – and it is clearly this sort of situation that Debord decries – the 
programming of humans by techno-images is itself neither detrimental or otherwise. Debord’s 
issue with the society of the spectacle is that people and their ability to change the world 
around them is subjected to images desired by those in power. Debord’s issue is not so much 
with the saturation of the world by images, techno- or otherwise, but rather, the manner in 
which this increasing saturation serves the old game of domination of masses by the few. 
While the logic of domination has changed (in this case, the few who do the dominating are 
themselves dominated by the very images they would seek to control, leaving all society 
running itself into the ground for an absent center), it is ultimately domination via images, 
rather than the saturation of images into society, that Debord seeks to fight. 



 
None of which is to say that these new ‘techno-images’ have completely displaced language 
in the effect they have on the human sensorium or the brain’s neural structure. Our brains are 
sculpted by images and then truly symbolic language, and only after this can they begin to 
grasp the underlying algorithmic structure of today’s techno-images. That said, as children are 
raised more and more with video-games as part of their lives, and as video games become 
more and more truly interactive (and interfaces more corporally adaptive and immersive), it is 
likely that the sculpting of the mind by its media environment will continue to adapt apace, 
particularly if artificial intelligence becomes part o this picture. Only tie will tell how technology 
may potentially alter our neural structure. 
 
As we proceed into new forms of life within the spectacle, we need to understand the manner 
in which techno-images are ever increasingly the manner in which we are inducted into 
society, sculpted by it – neurally and culturally – and then learn to act within society thereby. 
Rather than decry this process, we need, like Debord in the 60’s, to work to understand what 
it means to be raised in a world of techno-images, particularly if we are to even begin to think 
what it means to fight back against the domination of the world by centerless processes which 
are only the newest wrinkle in the process of domination of the many by the few. And limiting 
ourselves to language in our understanding of the creation of the symbolic mass mind is to 
misunderstand one of the most massive shifts in the reproduction of the massive symbolic 
entity we call society. 
 
That said, Debord seems to conceive of the spectacle as a massive phenomena which is 
unified in its dispersion, dispersed in its unity, but he does little to help us understand how it 
relates to specificities of time and place. The spectacle for him is a world system whose 
domination is already complete, leaving us only with the ‘pseudo-time’ of the commodity. But 
his analysis of the spectacle is far too monolithic to be useful, in that it puts all zones of the 
spectacle on equal footing. Contemporary image capital, however, is slyly adept at forming 
local variants, and its degree of penetration of different cultures and groups around the world 
is anything but even. Only in the imagined space of 1950’s Paris housing project, projected 
over the world writ large, could the spectacle be accurately described as anything nearing 
uniform. In fact, it is precisely the ability of capital to diversify that we need, now more than 
ever, to work to understand. Theories of economic complexity theory, however, can perhaps 
give us ways to understand the full implications of what is at stake, and the manner in which 
the symbolic meta-structures of society which ‘program’ and shape the minds of its units 
(namely, us), produce the world we live in. 
 
Mneomosystematics. According to Manuel De Landa, in his widely influential text A 
Thousand Years of Non-Linear History (2000), language is perhaps best understood through 
as composed of memes which act as a population of replicators.1437 The term ‘replicator’, 
taken from biology, in which it is used to describe DNA and RNA, frames the question of the 
evolution of language in terms of populations of information carrying, semi-sentient ‘agents’ 
which seek to increase their share of an evolutionary pool by means of living long enough to 
propagate. De Landa’s approach to language has many similarities to the sort of multi-agent 
systems we saw being simulated in virtual environments, such as cellular automata. Of 
course, while cellular automata live on grids somewhere in computers, memes only reproduce 
when first internalized by a human, and then expelled back into society. Anyone who has ever 
picked up a term of slang, or even learned a language, has participated in this process. We 
are the hosts, they the ‘assistants,’ (a much nicer word than parasite), and together, we have 



been cohabitating, coevolving, and together, becoming the most complex population of hybrid 
entities on the planet. 
 
Terrence Deacon would clearly approve, for as he argues, “modern humans need the 
language parasite in order to flourish and reproduce, just as much as it needs humans to 
reproduce. Consequently, each has evolved in relation to the other” (113). And yet, to think of 
individual memes, or the collective entity of language, as the essential agent of change is to 
miss the point. Rather, language is a population, more than the sum of its individual agents, 
but also more than a mass organism. In this sense, perhaps the term used by Michael Hardt 
and Antonio Negri to describe such groupings of people, namely, a multitude.1438 Deacon 
uses different terms, but nevertheless seems to see the situation in a closely related sense: 
“Languages are abstractions. They are fuzzy collections of behaviors, that happen to be 
reasonably well described by logical rule systems . . . what an entire population . . . shares in 
common is only statistically clustered. Like most characteristics of biological species and 
social groups, the common language that links a social group might be described as a 
collection of similar but not identical languages. Like a species, then, the language of a whole 
society is a natural reservoir of variation, with some features becoming less diverse and 
others becoming more diverse over time” (114). 
 
In the section of A Thousand Years of Nonlinear History on “Linguistic History,” De Landa 
tracks the evolution of European languages from the breakdown of the Roman empire to the 
violent linguistic laboratories of the crusades, colonialism, and slavery, up to and including the 
movements towards standardization which began in the late nineteenth century and 
continuing into the present with the emergence of global English as a new, neo-colonialist 
lingua franca. Tracking the ways in which flows of memes are allowed to diversify widely or 
tightly by learning protocols he terms ‘norms,’ we see the ways in which linguistic diversity 
widens and tightens like the spirals of diversity evident in the genetic makeup of a colony of 
bacteria faced with a dynamically shifting fitness landscape. Social and linguistic control go 
hand in hand, with diversity a necessary sign of linguistic ‘health,’ its ability to adapt to a 
variety of situations, but also one which threatens to fracture into divergent language species 
if decentralization gets the upper hand. Too little diversity and a language ceases to speak for 
large swaths of a population, while too much diversity and the ability of language to serve as 
a means of exchange of information, expression, and culture begins to falter. Like any 
complex adaptive system, the living on the cusp of chaos yet not falling into remains a crucial 
strategy needed to maintain a maximum resilience and robustness in the face of a changing 
world. 
 
As we have seen in the preceding pages, however, it is not merely ‘language,’ whatever such 
a term might mean, which has coevolved with humanity in this manner. For in fact, what De 
Landa calls language is in fact a hybrid, a multiplex assemblage formed of elements exapted 
from working memory, tool usage, extended planning, mimicry, imitative learning, gestural 
communication, vocal speech, and memory storage in the physical environment, images, and 
words. Furthermore, as we have seen in our discussion of the rise of the image in postwar 
society, much of our external communication is increasingly carried out by a radically new sort 
of techno-images. 
 
If we call all of these mnemotechnics, then it is our coevolutionary relation to the what is 
probably best termed the mnemosystem which is at stake here, much more than the more 
restricted notion of language. For surely, images have shaped human thought as much as 



words, if differently. For who would say that a modern blockbuster film doesn’t in some senses 
hold memory, ‘program’ us with image-replicators for later, and influence our conduct in an 
ultimately coevolutionary way? Don’t images get subjected to normative controls just as 
language does (for example, controls of pornographic or violent images)? And could not the 
same be said of the manner in which  gestural/performative codes are regulated, or the sorts 
of memory embodied in the built environment, separated, for example, into different types of 
objects and buildings for sacred, hygienic, commercial, sexual, or a variety of other sorts of 
meaningful purposes? 

 
Humans and their signs have woven a semiosphere of astounding complexity, and by means 
of this semiosphere, we have become the dominant species on the planet.1439 For in fact, it is 
not our ability to think faster that has allowed us to produce the technological marvels that 
surround us – feeble beings, we can only remember 5-9 items at a time. The number of 
calculations one can do with those few items is incredibly limited. No, it is our ability to think 
more complexly, more subtly, that has allowed us to outpace computers which can do 
thousands of calculations a second. For while they do their calculations in serial, we do them 
in parallel, pursuing many different divergent pathways at a time. Just like the large linguistic 
society of memes we support, our minds are wildly divergent parallel processors, literally, 
societies of nemes. 
 
And yet, to think of these memes and nemes as separate is to radically misunderstand what it 
means to be human. For as Deacon has argued, “All symbolizing hominids are linked via a 
common pool of symbolic information, one that is inaccessible to other species as are 
humans genes. We are all heirs of symbolic forms that were passed from one generation to 
the next . . . Being a part of this symbolic information lineage is in many respects a more 
diagnostic trait for “humanness” than any physical trait . . . Homo symbolicus might thus be 
termed a nöo-species designation (in which “nöo,” from the Greek óo , refers to “mind”) as 
distinct from a biological or zöo-species designation” (341). 
 
This hybrid multitude of symbolicants, so to speak, are composed of a variety of axes or 
poles, including organic matter, organic information (including DNA), symbolic information 
(memes, images, built objects), and feedback correlates (neural, chemical, mental, affective), 
etc. Neither individual nor mass but multitude, it is this entity we need to understand if we are 
to understand linguistic mind. For it is not the individual human that is apex of this 
evolutionary process. Rather, it is the multitude of the symbolicant network which we, for 
purposes of habit, often speak of as broken into bodies, minds, language, images, ideas, and 
emotions which have little to do with each other, and seem to inhabit, as it were, parallel 
dimensions in which what happens in one has no effect on the other. But as we have seen, 
the synergy between these axes of the symbolicant multitude are many, such that the whole 
is far greater than the sum of the parts. 
 
In contemporary science, any entity which is more than simply complicated (in which the 
whole is no more than the sum of its parts, ie: airplane engine1440), but is rather more than the 
sum of its parts (ie: human mind), is best termed a system which is complex. The symbolicant 
multitude is in fact a complex network at multiple levels of scale. And it is with this in mind that 
we need to begin to understand the manner in which the large-scale mnemosystems program 
individuals and sculpt their neuro-psychic matter via their induction into symbolic practices. 
For it is these practices which shape our sense of self, agency, meaning, and even, as we 
have seen, our neural structure. 



 
And it is now to an attempt to understand the networked interrelations between parts and 
whole in this complex multitude that we will now turn. In what follows, we will examine forms 
of ‘network thought’ in three different cultural fields – science, philosophy/metaphysics, and 
politics, and reframe this thought so that it speaks to us in a manner which describes the 
potentialities of networked thinking. 
 
Networking Science. Thomas Kuhn is widely known as the philosopher of science who 
argued, in his 1962 classic The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, that cultural shifts in the 
scientific exploration of the world are often abrupt, radical, and entail changes in paradigms, 
that is, entire ways of looking at the world. As opposed to earlier philosophers of science, 
Kuhn did not believe that science was a never-ending quest for knowledge, nor that it was 
continuous or progressive in nature, nor that there was, as Karl Popper had influentially 
argued during the earlier part of the century, that there was a knowable standard of 
falsifiability against which any and all scientific claims could ultimately be justified.1441 For 
Kuhn, each scientific paradigm, from Newtonian mechanics to Aristotelian physics or 
Einsteinian relativity, had radically different criteria for determining what constituted a fact, 
how facts were considered justified, what sorts of experiments linked facts with theories, what 
evidence was admissible and reliable, and even what questions and problems were worth 
studying. Kuhn views the world as viewed within the lens of a given paradigm as fully 
incommensurable with that presented in another paradigm, thereby establishing his theories 
as one of the first examples of a truly post-modern history of science. 
 
Despite the enormous influence of Kuhn’s work, his theory of paradigms is often cited in a 
manner which extracts it from the more complex set of theories whereby he accounts for the 
manner in which the paradigms shift over time. And yet, the theories presented in The 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions are more complex than the caricature to which, in particular 
by critics working within the laboratory sciences, are often reduced. For Kuhn in fact draws 
upon a rich tradition of history of science which, in contrast to the more rigid model developed 
by Popper and his verificationist school, came from the inheritors of the more dialectical 
model of historical development which had grown in French and German historiography 
throughout the 19th century. While Kuhn’s ideas might have seemed to come out of nowhere 
to most of the scientific community working in America at the time of the publication of 
Structure in 1962, these ideas were far more common on the continent in works by thinkers 
such as Michael Polyani, Alexandre Koyré, or Georges Canguilhem.1442 But to Americans 
used to the pragmatic empiricism which reigned in research institutions at the time, Kuhn’s 
theories embodied a dangerous relativism which made him the theorist that, at least until the 
arrival of the even more radical work of Paul Feyerabend (for example, in 1975’s Against 
Method), many scientists loved to hate. That said, both of their work is often criticized more 
than actually read. 
 
For Kuhn, paradigm changes occur when a period of slow, careful scientific research, which 
he calls normal science, is disrupted in such as way that the standard ways of doing inquiry 
are no longer seen as tenable by a large majority of scientific practitioners. Such a change 
occurs when certain key bits of data which either were not or cannot be predicted by the 
standard set of theories are no longer seen as aberrations or errors, but rather, fundamental 
challenges to the way in which scientists see the world. Such data, known as anomalies, 
occur more often than most people think, but are often discounted, explained away, or simply 
remain ‘uninteresting’ to scientists until such as time as they are seen, by those doing 



science, as no longer able to be ignored. Kuhn describes, for example, the case of Johannes 
Kepler, who kept trying to find ways to explain Tycho Brahe’s new and highly accurate data of 
celestial movements, with ever more intricate circular epicycles until he finally had to admit 
that it was more likely that planets did orbit the sun using circles, but rather, ellipses. While 
astronomers had known for centuries the ways in which planets moved around the sun, it 
seemed impossible, unlikely, and even aesthetically unpleasant for planets, such beautiful 
heavenly entities as they are, to orbit the Earth, and later the Sun, with anything but perfect 
spheres. Spheres were signs of perfection, of god’s glory, or if one was a secular humanist, 
nevertheless one of the most perfect of Platonic forms. Surely series of circles intertwined in 
each other, or epicycles, could account for these otherwise seemingly odd motions, it 
seemed. Kepler was the first to argue that what had been so obvious to others for centuries 
was in fact wrong. This change was not due to the fact that the correct data had not been 
there previously. Rather, it’s that scientists and theorists had in a sense wished the data had 
not been there, and found creative ways to explain the anomalies away. But when Brahe’s yet 
more accurate data became available, the need for a new model was plain to any with the 
more advanced mathematics of a Kepler to see. Planets orbited the Sun in ellipses, a notion 
that has been with us ever since. 
 
Kuhn doesn’t attempt to explain what it is that makes people decide that an anomaly is 
important enough to challenge their belief in a given paradigm. At what point did scientists, or 
the public in general, finally start to believe that the Sun didn’t revolve around the Earth? 
Ultimately, such decisions are not based on reason, but on belief, on faith. This is precisely 
why Kuhn’s work was considered dangerous, because it eroded the often carefully defended 
demarcation between faith and reason which to many scientists presents the more 
underpinning of their very place in the world. 
 
According to Kuhn, however, at some point, an anomaly forms which places the given 
paradigm into question, in initiating a time of epistemological crisis, and when this occurs, the 
scientific community so challenged enters in to a period, not of normal science, but rather, of 
what he calls revolutionary science. In such periods, the very process of investigation of the 
world, at least those portions affected by the given area of science, breaks down. So, for 
example, Kuhn describes how in the period in which Einstein’s theory of relativity began to 
radically alter physicist’s view of the world, it became unclear precisely how to proceed with 
physics at all. For in fact, a paradigm is not only a way of looking at the world, but in fact a 
program, a set of theories about how the world works that requires justification via 
experiments. Kuhn in fact describes a program as a sort of promise, one which is slowly 
fulfilled by the investigations of normal science. But when a program is disrupted, it becomes 
infinitely more important to investigate topics which relate to the radical uncertainty than to the 
suddenly mundane seeming topics of prior interest. For example, trying to see if the speed of 
light was in fact constant, a topic that was of little concern until the late 19th century, became 
radically urgent to physicists after its import had been recognized. 
 
Furthermore, the disruption of a program of normal science not only changes what problems 
are important and of interest to the researcher, but also the basic methods of inquiry at stake. 
Kuhn argues that each p paradigm develops more than just theories, but also devices and 
practices for their experimental relation to the world. Alchemists, for example, had entirely 
different ideas of how the world worked than later day physical chemists, and while alchemy 
eventually went out of favor as a way to look at the world, few could argue that it had 
practices, methods, and equipment of its own, as well as theories which were often as 



intricately thought through as proto-chemistry of the day. Each new paradigm thus doesn’t 
only involve a new way of thinking about the world, but in fact, also a new way of acting. 
 
When a crisis occurs, however, researchers don’t even known what questions to ask 
anymore. For example, before the time of Galileo Galilei, Kuhn describes how scientists had 
more Aristotelian presumptions about the world, such that they were not so much looking at 
the workings of forces between entities, but rather, the ways in which entities expressed their 
inner nature. The idea of entities swimming in a sea of forces required a leap of imagination, a 
new way of looking at things, for in the previous model, it was simply obvious that everything 
expressed its inner nature, so even the idea of looking at something between things as the 
cause of motion would have seemed, if anything, absurd. Making anomalous data fit into the 
more Aristotelian models, often done by the variations on the theory of impetus (originally 
used by Galileo as well), continued until Galileo eventually realized that investigation of such 
puzzles would no longer do. 
 
Kuhn argues in fact that while normal science is dominated by puzzles, revolutionary science 
is all about the articulation of problems. Building on the theories of John Dewey (whose 
theories on inquiry, scientific and otherwise, build upon those C.S. Peirce), Kuhn argues that 
revolutionary science not only does not known the answer to the question posed by the 
anomaly which provokes a crisis, but doesn’t even have the right question. Given, for 
example, the fact that bodies fall at the same rate, despite their weight, what new questions 
do we ask of the world? Do we ask what it is about the nature of a set of bodies that causes a 
given event, or, as Galileo eventually decided, rather, what is it about the forces which act to 
determine a given event? At first, there is nothing but anomaly and crisis, but for a new 
paradigm to emerge, it is necessary for at least a new question to be articulated, a question 
which determines the field of a problem. A problem, for Dewey and his followers, is not 
something which has a simple answer, but rather, describes an entire mode of inquiry which 
determines the admissible questions and answers. Thus, within the field of math, for example, 
one doesn’t answer an algebraic equation with an answer which is a word rather than a 
number. But until algebra had been systematized, it would be impossible to even know this. 
Delineating a new problem (ie: how do we systematically find unknown numerical quantities?) 
is a precursor to developing specific pairs of questions and solutions (ie: ‘x + 1=5’ and ‘4’) 
within a field of normal practice. 
 
At first, however, an anomaly is simply bare, naked, a symptom of a deeper crisis within the 
normal paradigm, a question that simply calls to the subject to either be recognized and dealt 
with, or explained away and ignored. But once an anomaly is recognized as significant, it 
throws the process of science into disarray, shifting the methods from those of normal science 
to those appropriate to a more revolutionary enterprise. During such periods of revolutionary 
science, investigatory practices split into their two extremes, which Kuhn describes as that of 
‘thought experiments,’ as well as physical experiments in areas related to the anomaly but 
done with minimal theory behind them, simply, as he says, “to see what works.” Both are, in 
fact, forms of groping, a splitting off of the deductive from the inductive, theory from practice. 
For Kuhn, this continues up until a new paradigm begins to stabilize. This occurs when a 
theory is developed which is able to articulate a new program, one which promises to not only 
explain the anomalies which provoked the crisis in the first place, but unite these anomalies in 
broad theory of the world which can also take in large portions of the preceding paradigm. 
 
When such a new program arrives, it usually produces a new sense of crisis in the scientific 



community, in which adherents to the old paradigm who were trying to continue their work 
around and despite the anomaly, are suddenly presented with a new view of the world, one 
which can offer to explain things as well, if not better, than preceding models. Up to this point, 
while the anomalies had been worrisome, there was nothing which could take the place of the 
comprehensiveness of the older model, but with the arrival of a new program, the possibility 
truly emerges that the older paradigm might not only be updated, but in fact, displaced. For to 
the adherents of the older paradigm, the very fruitfulness of the older model was its flexibility, 
how it was able to absorb so many seeming anomalies of the past by simply readjusting 
specifics without going into crisis. The motto of the old guard is always something like ‘we’ve 
seen this before, it too will pass.’ But as adherents of the new program grow in number, much 
of the scientific community begins to take sides for one way of looking at the world or the 
other. And eventually, one will win over the other, even if the crisis lingers, sometimes for 
centuries, until a new paradigm solidifies and a unified normal science once again emerges. 
 
Until this happens, however, both sides will present arguments pro and con, but Kuhn is 
careful to point out that often the very terms in which each side frames its arguments are 
incommensurable to each other. For example, creationists today still argue that if god wanted 
to, he could’ve planted the fossils in the earth when he created the planet in the first place, 
thereby throwing us off the track of his intelligent design. No scientist can disprove this, for in 
fact, the very criteria of evidence of the creationist and evolutionist are different. And this is in 
fact where the full radicalism of Kuhn’s theories becomes evident. For while he continues to 
use the words ‘science’ and ‘scientists’ in his work, can we really call the ancient Greeks 
scientists, when its clear that occasional observation and rational intuition, but not 
methodological experiment and scientific method, were at the foundation of their theories of 
the world? And if we admit this, then is there in fact any distinction between what we call 
science today, and other ways of attempting to predict and alter the physical world? 
 
Kuhn doesn’t follow through on the more radical implications of his argument in Structure, yet 
many others have. All of which is not to say that there are not differences between, say, 
alchemy and chemistry, but rather, that while chemistry is a paradigm for dealing with the 
world that utilizes the scientific method – a trait it has in common with both Newtonian and 
Einsteinian physics – alchemy, for the most part, does not. Still, this would allow for different 
degrees of scienticity within paradigms, but no way of adjudicating between paradigms, 
scientific or otherwise. Even mathematics, in fact, offers no recourse for certainty in this 
regard, for as the early twentieth century made clear to mathematicians of all stripes who 
attempted to find a way to adjudicate debates in mathematics by means of an attempt to 
ground the discipline in math with a search for its very foundations, Gödel in fact 
demonstrated that no such solution is possible. As Jacques Lacan famously said, even if in a 
very different context, “there is no metalanguage,” for in fact, any attempt to find a way to 
translate between paradigms, to adjudicate between them, is itself its own paradigm, with its 
own biases. Searches for indisputable truth in science or math, just as in philosophy, 
ultimately have to choose between some degree of uncertainty, or infinite regress. 
 
That said, as a program beings to solidify, researchers once again take to the work of fulfilling 
the promise with which the paradigm at hand began. This is done by three tasks. The first 
determines ‘which facts are relevant,’ the second ‘matches facts to theories,’ and the third 
works to ‘articulate the theories’ in full. The first task, the test of ‘relevance,’ is often most 
important when a new paradigm is at its youngest, when experiments and theories are 
relatively unarticulated in areas of research having to do with the anomaly. In such cases, it is 



often difficult to tell what is caused by error from what might be of interest, or what pertains to 
other areas of science or what in fact is worth looking at to help explain the anomaly in 
question. Once the general field of relevance has been established, then comes the task of 
making hypotheses, and linking data with fact and vice-versa. But often, as Kuhn states, this 
process is rather haphazard at the start, with theories and experiments in the newly 
developing paradigm not being fully theorized, but rather, exhibiting more of what Ludwig 
Wittgenstein calls a ‘family resemblance’ with each other. Thus, the final step is to articulate, 
in fully conceptual form, how the paradigm functions, what its core beliefs are, and how this 
paradigm relates to other branches of science and ways of looking at the world. 
 
The result is, as Kuhn states, a network, a linkage of theories, facts, practices, instruments, 
communities, and researchers, all within the enterprise known as scientific research. As time 
goes on, the paradigm and its program matures, as the progress of normal science stabilizes, 
and minor anomalies are explained in ways that tweak the new paradigm without radically 
recasting it. Things settle down, and science ceases being about the urgent attempt to 
articulate and solve a problem, but rather, to deal with the remaining puzzles – at least until a 
new anomaly arrives and can no longer be ignored by those who have comfortably settled 
into their relationship with these puzzles… 
 
Networking Politics. How does social change occur? During a time of crisis or revolution, 
certainly, something changes, but it is hard to say precisely who does the changing, how that 
change occurs, where a change comes from, and what that change means. For the individual 
actors involved, it seems as if a massive change is coming, but one which while caused 
ostensibly by an anomaly, actually seems to emanate from all sides, from the scattered 
responses of all the agents involved. And while at some point a new paradigm emerges, who 
actually decides on this? For if eventually some sort of critical mass coalesces and a new sort 
of social stability emerges, the hows and whys are scattered through the collectivity, the result 
of patterns which 

 
emerge from the mass of micro-decisions made at the individual level. But how can sense be 
made of these sorts of complex processes? 
 
Ernesto Laclau’s work on political upheaval in New Thoughts on the Revolution of our Times 
(mentioned at the start of our inquiry into binary logic), can help us understand the ways in 
which changes in ‘paradigm’ occur on the level of sovereignty. While Laclau is more widely 
known for his work on hegemony (in particular, his work with Chantal Mouffe in 1985’s 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics), what is particularly 
interesting in this later work is that it systematically outlines a fully articulated theory of the 
mechanisms at work in collective social change. 
 
For Laclau, something similar to a Kuhnian anomaly occurs when there is a political crisis of 
faith within the government or ruling ideology. At that point, the ruling system loses the faith of 
the masses, causing what he calls a ‘dislocation’ at the heart of the social system. When this 
occurs, it is like some chasm, some gaping abyss, has opened within the public confidence in 
institutions, and at this point, those things which seemed to obvious before (ie: the police will 
maintain order, the army will listen to the government, etc.), all of a sudden no longer hold. 
Certainties become possibilities, and no-one knows which rules will apply tomorrow. The very 
criteria whereby things were deemed relevant or not to the social world are all of a sudden 
themselves of questionable relevance, and the world seems as if it has partially become 



unmoored. 
 
In such times, a variety of new ways of “anchoring the social” emerge, providing what he calls 
“mythic spaces,” each of which offers a new way of looking at the crisis at hand, of “suturing” 
the breach at the heart of the social order. Laclau is most interested in situations which 
involve revolution, and in particular, he spends much of the work in question investigating the 
process at work in the Russian Revolution of 1917. In this case, for example, we see that the 
destabilization of the Tsar could have led to a parliamentary democracy, or the emergence of 
a resurgent nationalist coup by the army, or a socialist revolution, or one of many possibilities. 
Each potential path involves an ideology, one which would have explained, retroactively, the 
reason for the crisis, for example, if the socialists won, the crisis that toppled the Tsar would 
have been the result of the crisis of capitalism in the cities, while if the army had staged a 
coup, the crisis could very well have been explained by the sabotage of socialist agitation. 
 
So, when the Tsar was prevented from returning to Moscow from the battle-lines of World War 
I when the Bolshevik troops arrested him in his train car, the country could have gone in a 
variety of ways. Each path is like a possible world that opens up and presents itself as a way 
out of the present. Of course, in time of stability such paths exist as well, but they are highly 
unlikely, but during a crisis, much more becomes possible, and these ‘mythic spaces’ begin to 
compete for the adherence of the populace at large. For Laclau, this is because when things 
are going well in society, the dominant ideology is invested by the population with a sense of 
what Laclau calls ‘fullness,’ that is, the dominant way of looking at things has a way of feeling 
real, full, worthy of collective belief. For example, in Great Britain the police carry no guns, 
and yet, people feel that they are worth listening to. But were there a radical crisis of 
government, would that still be the case? Would a badge and uniform carry the ideological 
weight to impose belief? In times of crisis, ‘fullness’ no longer is invested within the dominant 
ideology anchoring the social world, leading to a destabilizing situation which causes anxiety 
in large portions of the populace, because the world has become unpredictable. Subjects will 
often grasp at anything which can make the anxiety go away, and as new mythic spaces arise 
providing new potential ideologies to fill the gap, at some point, one begins to emerge as 
being strong enough to win the day. 
 
For Laclau, the way this happens is via a process he and Chantal Mouffe have adapted from 
philosopher Antonio Gramsci, namely, the notion of hegemony.1443 For Gramsci, hegemony is 
the term which describes the way in which a variety of social actors subordinate their desires 
to that of one dominant block, either willingly or less so, because they feel it will ultimately get 
them the best deal within that society. In the case of a monarchy, for example, the King’s 
sovereignty allows the King a hegemonic control of the ‘legitimate violence’ which can be 
exercised, for example, the police and army under the control of the state. In this case, the 
police and the army surrender portions of their autonomy to the King, and the populace in 
general to the police and the army, and as such, the King maintains a degree of hegemony 
over the entire nation this way. The fact that the King’s power is always partial, cobbled 
together, and incomplete is precisely what Gramsci is aiming to express with his term 
hegemony. For Gramsci, hegemony is always incomplete and partial, a series of alliances 
whose foundation is always shifting. Furthermore, a given hegemony is always liable to be 
displaced by another bloc of alliances which can capture a greater degree of popular support, 
particularly in times of crisis. This is what Gramsci calls a counter-hegemonic bloc, and thus, 
for those looking to change society, what is crucial above all else is to find a way to gain 
enough support to offer a viable counter-hegemony to those current in control of the political 



machine. 
 
For Laclau and Mouffe, counter-hegemony occurs when a group which is currently not in 
power presents an ideology which can explain the current crisis in authority, as well as a path 
to solving the causes of this crisis. This group – socialists, monarchists, etc. – each offer a 
mythic space of what things would look like if this ideology were allowed to serve as the 
foundation of a new state. While at first this ideology is vague, for example, with democratic 
reformers it might include writing a constitution while with monarchists finding a new king, as 
a given ideology seems to gain more support from a population in crisis, the contours of the 
worldview it offers the populace – both retroactively in terms of the way it narrativizes the past 
and the crisis in particular, along with its program for future change – need become more 
specific. In its vague state, Laclau calls this ideological program, that which structures a 
possible ‘mythic space,’ an ‘imaginary horizon.’ But for an imaginary horizon to become the 
actual ideology structuring the social, it needs to move from being the vague program of a 
given group seeking to take power (democrats, monarchists, etc.) to a specific program for 
action. 
      
Following Gramsci, Laclau and Mouffe call this process articulation.1444 When this happens, 
the group in question, for example, the socialists, allows their specific demands to the state 
(ie: ‘power to the proletariat!’) to serve as demands for the entire population (ie: ‘we will all be 
served if power is given to the proletariat!’). In doing so, the various demands of various 
groups – shop owners, government bureaucrats, farmers, etc. – hitch their own demands of 
the government to the general program articulated by the specific group in question. Groups 
that therefore might not be directly empowered (ie: farmers aren’t directly served by a 
movement that prioritizes the rights of the workers) assent because they program offered by 
the group in question seems to offer the best program for reestablishing order. As different 
groups attach themselves to the given ideology (ie: ‘power to the workers!’) the central terms 
at work begin to lose their original meaning, and become more and more vague. So, in the 
case of the Russian revolution of 1917, the notion of the ‘worker’ or proletariat, for Laclau, 
became more and more vague the more social groups began to attach or articulate their 
social demands to the idea of a worker’s republic. The Bolshevik ideology was able, in this 
sense, to hegemonize the other social demands, and as such, its way of looking at the world 
began to be invested with ‘fullness’ and belief by wide swaths of the society as a whole. 
      
As a new dominant ideology emerges, this happens because enough social groups have 
assented to allow their own demands to be subordinated to the more general demand for 
order as incarnated in the demand for the ideology at hand. Thus, the ideology at hand in a 
sense represents the general social will for order and stability which is channeled through the 
desire for the given ideology. This produces what Laclau and Mouffe describe as a chain of 
equivalences between social demands, whereby the demands of shopkeepers, farmers, 
bureaucrats and so many others are ‘represented,’ in a sense, by the demands of the 
industrial proletariat. In this sense, the image of the proletariat is, in fact more than theory, 
becomes emptier and emptier of specific meaning, as it serves to represent ever-wider 
swaths of the population who identify with the Bolshevik program, even if they are not 
Bolsheviks themselves. In a sense, they are all now ‘proletariats,’ for this is the new worldview 
invested with the fullness to make such determinations. When this happens, Laclau and 
Mouffe describes the notion of ‘proletariat’ as an ‘empty’ or ‘nodal signifier,’ one which is able 
to serve as a ‘surface of inscription’ for the various other social demands which it 
hegemonizes in the process of ‘suturing’ the dislocation which has rocked the stability of the 



social organization. 
      
Once a new ideology is in place, things settle down, and slowly, routine remerges. But for the 
‘imaginary horizon’ to truly become a surface of inscription, an investigatory process must 
occur which determines the relation between this ideology and the new state of just about 
everything in this new world. The first question one needs to ask is whether or not a given 
aspect of the world is affected by the change in governmental ideology. And in the case of the 
Russian revolution, this most definitely occurred. For the revolution was seen as opening onto 
the creation of a new socialist human being. Thus, while a democratic revolution would not 
have been significantly involved in issues like fashion or architecture, the Bolshevik 
government decided that yes, these issues were of interest, and while at first things were 
done in a manner which was ad-hoc and vague, eventually, committees were formed, reports 
written, and as history shows, Stalin eventually consolidated power and cracked down on the 
freedom of these very committees. But even in more open systems, there are in fact three 
things that must be done for an imaginary horizon to truly transform itself into a surface of 
inscription. Firstly, each item of the previous society needs to be questioned as to whether or 
not the revolution is relevant to it, and if not, it is left as it was. But if it is determined that the 
thing is affected by the revolution, then the question occurs as to whether or not the revolution 
accepts, rejects, or takes part of a given thing. And if it takes only part, then it might combine 
those parts with aspects of other things, some of which may have existed under the old 
regime, while some of which might have been repressed or dismissed altogether under the 
old way of doing things. For example, if a democratic revolution occurs, it might decide that it 
wants to keep a police force, but not use if for repression of political dissidence as was done 
under the rule of a preceding king. This is an example of the process of determining 
relevance, and reworking that which is determined to be relevant. Finally, the aspects that 
remain need to be fully linked to each other, brought into harmony so that they work with each 
other and don’t run into problems. Anytime a government changes, the amount of confusion 
from even the most orderly transition of power is immense. The work of articulation of the 
parts of the new social world takes time as it makes what w as initially an imaginary possibility 
into the set of definitions, practices, positions, activities, and other entities that make a 
government, ideology, and society function. 
      
While Laclau and Mouffe describe this process as that of producing chains of equivalences 
(ie: ‘we are all different, but as citizens we are as if the same’), in reality, what is produced is 
much more than a chain, for what is linked together is in fact terms from a variety of 
discourses from different parts of society, including aspects which are juridical, scientific, 
philosophical, military, medical, philosophical, etc. Each of these may be tied to a variety of 
social institutions (ie: army, education, bureaucracy, etc.), practices, offices, discourses, etc. 
While it is in theory possible to conceive of this as a chain, what would produce order in such 
a chain is not obvious in any way. Lacking an ordering principle, it seems more likely that 
such a process is better represented by a variety of links emerging from the ‘nodal signifiers’ 
in question, these going to ‘nodal signifiers’ of subdiscourses which are hegemonized by the 
process of change in social ideology, all the way down the chain.1445 What Laclau and Mouffe 
seem to be describing, if in a slightly outdated way, is in f act the formation of a network of 
signifiers, each of which is then connected to a variety of related social formations. 
 
 
Networks and Thinking. The preceding three examples, in the cultural domains of science, 
philosophy, and politics, are merely that, examples of networked approaches to thinking in 



three different yet intertwined domains of culture. Other examples could have served a similar 
purpose – I could have chosen to discuss Bruno Latour’s ‘actor-network’1446 theory instead of 
Kuhn in regard to science, Spinoza, Leibniz, Lacan, Marx, or a variety of others in regard to 
networked philosophy, as well as Hardt and Negri in regard to politics. In many ways these 
would have been more obvious choices, though these authors would have required a much 
more sustained treatment than is possible at the end of our investigation. Furthermore,  to 
give more than a set of examples at this point would require a taxonomy of sorts which would 
allow us to differentiate different types of networked thought, all of which would require a 
philosophy of networks. All of which  this is beyond the scope of this work, which has aimed to 
provide an image of thought, rather than provide a new philosophy of that thought itself. The 
purpose of constructing an image of thought is to provide a lure which allows for that thought 
itself to later be produced. The lure is the potential, the idea that another world is possible, the 
glimpse of some of the contours of what this world could look like. But it is not the 
construction of that world itself. The work of this construction, however, will be the work which 
is to come after this, the text called Networkologies: Matter and Society, which will aim to 
describe the field, concepts, structure and taxonomies of networked thought, and describe the 
relations between this thought and its theory, networked philosophy, as well as the relation of 
that philosophy for philosophy in the past. 
 
But the task of this work has been different. It has been to question what it means to think, to 
question the necessity of prior images of thought, and to show how others might be possible. 
What, then, might be at stake with the notion of networked thinking? 
 
What, then, can be said of, or for, networked thinking, and what might count as a networked 
mind? According to Eric Baum (as mentioned earlier in our discussion of soft-assembly), 
understanding occurs when something compresses some aspect of the structure of the world. 
In this sense, we can say that a screwdriver ‘understands’ the structure of the many types of 
screw it can drive, or that our eye ‘understands’ all the different types of light it can see, or 
that our body ‘understands’ the world we live in because it was evolved to do things like resist 
gravity and move us around by walking. Compression allows for generalization, such that a 
screwdriver can work with big screws and little screws and metal or plastic screws so long as 
they all have the right size groove. Likewise, when we learn an abstract concept, such as 
‘dog,’ based on a series of actual dogs we have met, we don’t have to spend enormous 
amount of time applying the term in the future, even if presented with an unfamiliar dog (say, 
of a different color from those in the ‘training set’), because we retain only the essential 
aspects of ‘dogness’ (ie: four legs, furry) rather than the mass of details in the training set (ie: 
the first dog is grey, the second is shaggy, etc.). In fact, knowing what to forget, which details 
are inessential, is absolutely necessary to producing working generalizations. This quandary 
shows up in neural network research on a regular basis, in which researchers often find they 
need to decide the level they want their network to ‘fit’ to the data in a training set. Too many 
neurons in the network, and you ‘overfit’ the data, and it has trouble generalizing later 
(because it stores unnecessary levels of detail), while if there are too few neurons, you 
‘underfit’ the data, and the network then overgeneralizes in the future (which children often do 
when learning language, calling all fuzzy animals at first ‘doggie’, only later learning that some 
‘dogs’ are really ‘cats’). Brains do this naturally, in that neurons that aren’t repeatedly 
strengthened by use end up getting weeded out, while artificial networks often do this by 
changing weights as they learn, so as to simulate the process whereby brains sculpt 
themselves over time.1447 

 



Baum describes the way in which living organisms use the complex multi-agent search 
algorithm called ‘evolution’ to extract information about general conditions of the environment 
of a given species, and then store this via DNA. Baum describes how evolution, as a program 
designed for learning, tries out different strategies via mutation, and then keeps the best 
results, using DNA as its memory bank. In the process, the algorithm itself improves. For 
example, with sexual reproduction and the process of ‘crossing over,’ variation is introduced in 
systematic fashion, one which reduces the likelihood of mutations being detrimental by 
making sure that, by and large, working genes are simply rearranged modularly, rather than 
tweaked internally. From there, each organism inherits an instruction manual for its own self 
creation, but a uniquely flexible program which, via the process known as development, 
allows a degree of freedom in the execution of that set of instructions. As biologists would say, 
without the right environmental cues, many genes won’t ‘express’ themselves. This occurs by 
means of the complex network of chemicals which communicate between genes and the 
proteins they produce, such that genes often produce proteins which turn on other genes in a 
series of linked switches which has the ability to reproduce the complex mechanics of the 
Boolean logic gates at work within any silicon computer. Thus, chemical messengers from the 
outside world trigger genes to produce proteins which start off a complex computation 
problem which eventually leads to the production of either a structural protein or a catalyst for 
some chemical reaction (an enzyme), but along the way, there are often a variety of chemical 
feedback loops which mediate the relation between external messenger and protein 
production. The relationship is anything but ‘one messenger/one protein.’ Rather, if DNA is a 
form of memory, then the processing which occurs in gene expression is nothing short of 
biological computation.1448 

 
This sort of computation allows for ‘loose coupling’ between the instruction manual contained 
in the environment and the organism itself. This is in fact especially useful in that it allows the 
organism to develop, at least to some extent, in relation to its environment during its lifespan, 
without having to wait for evolution to create the next life cycle. Thus, by building the search 
algorithm known as ‘development’ into the algorithm of evolution (an example of ‘nesting’ 
algorithms within each other), organisms learn both as a population over many life-cycles, as 
well as during the process of their lifetimes. In doing so, evolution encodes the developmental 
structure of the physical world itself within its organisms, bringing about a whole new level of 
compression, compression not only in the DNA, which takes many life-cycles to adapt, but the 
much quicker reacting development at the level of the development of the individual 
organism. 
 
That said, development still relies largely on genes which are either expressed, or otherwise 
in relation to environmental cues. But evolution eventually figured out that it could store, in a 
more short term manner than DNA, aspects of the world encountered by one specific 
organism via the structure we call brains. Simple organisms have no need for nerve cells in 
order to move, using vascular fluid pumps and constricting fibers and the like to produce 
motion (ie: the flagella of many protists, or the basic tropisms exhibited by many plants). But 
as organisms increase in size and complexity, evolution came up with nerve cells to 
communicate action to muscle tissue. Eventually, nerves began to be linked to each other, 
forming ganglia which then eventually became small nuclei for processing small bits of 
information. In very simple animals, these ganglia after often still separated, but as organisms 
became ever more complex, evolution began to produce organisms that had central brains 
which combined these ganglia with large scale computers. Brains have the unique ability, as 
we  have seen, to store data in a way that doesn’t rely on mutation or reproduction, for in fact, 



via the large scale sculpting produced via development and the small scale rearranging which 
happens via memory and learning, organisms now learn how to learn, literally internalizing 
evolution within itself, taking evolution to the third level (genetic evolution, individual 
development, individual learning). 
 
Language then ups the ante, in that language allows brains to store things that would 
otherwise be stored in memory outside of themselves. These tokens can carry memories, but 
they also help the mind to think in abstract, condensed form, producing yet another level 
whereby learning happens, but this time collectively as the language itself develops. Thus, as 
languages become more grammatically and lexically complex, they can do ever more things, 
describe ever more aspects of the world. All of which allows for the development of what we 
call culture, namely, a collective memory which is transmitted at first via the simple sign 
systems of mimicry but eventually via language and writing from generation to generation. 
And what is transmitted is the result of the massive computational crunching of the problems 
presented by the world, in which language users condense their experience into general 
terms via language, and then through the processes of talking, debating, criticizing, and 
variety of other verbal practices, eventually the most important insights become taken for 
granted, part of the cultural memory. By storing these insights externally, ideas are able to be 
nested within each other, such that one can progress from numbers to algebra to trigonometry 
and calculus infinitely faster than the thousands of years it took humans to develop these 
ideas, simply by going to school. Like premade software, language users are able to use their 
adaptive brains but make use of the collective stored program repository developed by the 
large collective computer known as human culture. 
 
What is thinking? If understanding is compression, then for Baum, thinking is the process 
whereby entities use these compressed representations of the world to develop evermore 
developed and complex representations which capture the world’s structure. Life programs us 
via evolution to acquire ever more fine-tuned representations of the structure of the world 
around us (in this case, the planet Earth at a particular stage of its development), it even 
gives us chemical rewards (via things like serotonin) for when we do a good job, and culture 
makes use of these, channeling basic instincts into culturally reconstructed drives which impel 
us to do things like invent more calculus, or write books. 
 
And all along the way, there is thought, if at differing degrees. DNA is a form of understanding, 
and the process of evolution which produces ever more refined forms of DNA and their 
maintenance and reproduction units (namely, organisms) is a form of thinking. Gene 
expression during development is another layer of thought on top of this first one, just as 
brains allow for yet another level of thinking within the organism. And when language is 
learned, the culture as a whole thinks as it decides which words to add to its vocabulary, 
which things to keep as part of grammar, which books have essential ideas and which need to 
be read by students in the process of education. All of this is, for Baum, thinking, and the 
more levels of thought intertwined at a given time, the more complex the type of thinking 
involved.1449 

 
Baum’s text, based on hundreds of pages of incredibly detailed arguments, notes, and 
examples, shows how the image of a self is necessary for an organism to be able to evaluate 
past actions, plan future ones, and perform the additional levels of computation which, as we 
have seen, are necessary stages along the way from pre to post-linguistic forms of animal 
minds. And as we have seen in Edelman’s work on neural sync, consciousness most likely 



occurs when many different mental processes fuse with aspects of this mental program which 
produces a self-image, giving rise to the inner sensations we call, colloquially, the process of 
thought. And yet, if we see thought as any process in which an entity learns how to modify its 
own inner representations in response to its environment, even the most simple bacteria can 
be seen as possessing, to some extent, forms of thought. As does the collectivity of society 
that, through language, thinks through us, around us, within us, and by us. Culture thinks the 
world around it, and we are, in a sense, its ‘neurons.’ 
 
In all of these examples, thinking has certain components. It always requires multiple entities 
(neurons, individuals) which can, via patterns, store compressed representations of the world. 
Furthermore, the thinking entity needs to be able to modify these representations in relation to 
the larger world. Finally, there needs to be some drive propelling the process forwards, so that 
it continually aims to improve itself. This process, called learning, occurs via what commonly 
is called thinking. For Baum, everything that performs operations is a form of thought, and 
minds are those things which, in whatever form, do this thinking.   
 
In this sense, a population of bacteria constitutes a simple mind, just as much as a group of 
neurons in a chimpanzee brain, or the Democratic Party. Minds are collectivities which use 
their ability to store, test, and perfect representations to learn ever more about the world. And, 
as we have seen, there is no mind that we know of which is not, by means of the various 
connections between series of agents, structured like a network. 
 
Human Cognition in an Age of Networked Thinking. What then of the human mind, and its 
role within this new image of networked thinking? Human minds, based on neural brains, are, 
as we have seen, networks, and the brains of animals are markedly similar, if less complex. 
But at what point do we distinguish between computation and thinking, information processing 
and thought? Furthermore, to what extent can human thought and its mind even be separated 
from the various forms of symbols and language – tools, gestures, images, words, and 
memes – which not only influence the contents of the brain, but literally softwire it in the 
process of its development? All of which raises the question – does the dog wag the tail, or is 
the situation reversed? That is, to what extent might we say instead that these external 
scaffoldings we have constructed thinks by means of us? And to what extent is our thought 
merely a mid-level epiphenomenon, a by-product of the larger process of thinking of the 
collective intelligence which operates at multiple levels from the physical to the molecular to 
the neural and technological, as the universe works to play through the large search algorithm 
we call the universe? Are we simply cogs in the wheel of some large scale, Spinozist 
universal mind? 

 
Certainly the rhetorical flights of fancy allowed by such a perspective are seductive, and the 
stuff of many a futurist’s dreams. And yet, despite the imagery, there may be more to this sort 
of cognitive pantheism than it might originally seem. For in the age of the internet, collective 
intelligence is no longer simply fantasy, but is part of our everyday lives. Take Wikipedia. 
Written by millions and no one, Wikipedia has a life of its own, and has many of the 
characteristics of a living organism. It refreshes itself, repairs itself, adapts to its environment, 
grows and even reproduces. It processes and responds to its world on a continual basis. It 
absorbs human energy and transforms it into information. It has co-opted other species to 
feed it what it needs to ‘survive.’ As regards Wikipedia, could we really say that there is a real 
distinction between hardware and software, or user and used, or programmer and 
programmed?1450 



 
And yet, for all its reality, or perhaps ‘hyper-reality’, Wikipedia is virtual – it has no physical 
body, or rather, its physical body is, like that of thoughts in the human mind, radically 
distributed. Just as ‘mind’ is a symphony of sync within the continually shifting system of 
potential pathways we call the human ‘brain,’ so Wikipedia is merely a pattern of impulses 
which ride the waves of connection between a replaceable set of hardware servers located at 
varying locations around the globe. Like the human brain, Wikipedia has no center. 
 
Of course, the invention of the internet is responsible for the fact that today’s technomatic 
society is so incredibly similar, perhaps even recapitulates, the structure of the human brain. 
Much of this has to do with the evolution of the technical protocols which run the internet, 
pioneered by various American and British postwar efforts to develop a computer system 
which was immune to a targeted hit during a nuclear war. From Vanevar Bush’s dream of a 
Memex system to literally ‘extend memory’ via mechanisms which foreshadowed today’s 
internet, to the various experiments carried out by ARAPNET and DARPA, it was truly the 
invention of ‘packet-switching’ that allowed for the development of the modern internet.1451 As 
first developed by Paul Baran, packet-switching is the technology whereby information that 
needs to travel from a server to your internet terminal is divided into a multitude of tiny 
‘packets’ of information which are able to take a wide variety of channels from point A to point 
B. This method allows for a message to take multiple pathways, avoid traffic jams, and use a 
form of ‘distributed intelligence’ to find paths of least resistance moving through what might be 
a dynamically shifting transportation network. Packet-switching is a form of distributed 
communication, one that allowed anyone to log in anywhere in the world and, so long as the 
packets had the right addresses, get the access to other computers with the information 
desired. Such a technology, when supplemented with the protocols, or standards, that allow 
computers in the net to have a communal language whereby to communicate with each other, 
allowed the internet as we know it, riding the hardware of the World Wide Web, to be born. 
This tale is well known and rehearsed at length elsewhere (although Alexander Galloway’s 
Protocol: How Control Exists After Decentralization does an excellent job of not only telling 
the story, but describing its stakes and effects in the wake of what Deleuze has called today’s 
‘control society’). 
 
The fact that the internet was invented when it was, and that the brain was discovered to work 
like a network, all while the world was increasingly knitting itself together via satellites and 
flows of goods and peoples, can hardly be seen as disconnected phenomenon. Societies 
begin to look for things at a given time via intuitions, abandoning one set of problematics and 
finding others more attuned to the new conditions largely of their own making. If the 
nineteenth century was the age of biology and the evolution of organisms, and the immediate 
postwar period the age of cybernetics, today is the age of networks. To quote common 
platitude, if the internet did not exist, something like it would have to be have been invented. 
Our society was becoming networked before the internet – to try to differentiate cause and 
effect is to engage in a vertiginous attempt to differentiate parts of a massive feedback system 
(or, to use a term from a preceding section, one described best by massively distributed re-
entry). 
 
And so, it is perhaps hardly paradoxical to say that the world has always been a network, a 
collective intelligence. Such is the point made at length by evolutionary theorists who build 
upon the work of Lynn Margulis’ systems biology.1452 A good example here is the work of 
Howard Bloom in a text such as Global Brain: The Evolution of the Mass Mind from the Big 



Ban to the 21st Century. Despite the overambitious scope of Bloom’s ruminations, he does an 
admirable job tracking down the resonant symmetries between the evolution of colonies of 
bacteria, populations of multi-cellular organisms, and human societies. To Bloom, all these 
communities are forms of ‘mass-mind’, each with a slightly different code at its base – DNA, 
organisms, and language in the three instances listed above. And at the base of it all is 
information. The crunching thereof, whatever the body or code in question, can perhaps be 
then envisioned as a form of thought. 
 
And this is precisely what our sci-fi and horror blockbuster films serve up to us each year in 
sensationalized form, namely, the fear that we are not the only things on this planet which 
think. That instead, perhaps our informational superstructure is really manipulating us (ie: The 
Matrix series), or that perhaps nature has something devious in store for us that can drag us 
kicking and screaming back to our primordial past (ie: the zombie-inducing cure for cancer 
depicted in 2008’s I Am Legend). Bacteria and sentient computers comprise excellent screens 
for technological fears which are likely to be more aspects of our recent past, and potential 
future, more than anything else. 
 
While human thought is clearly qualitatively different from that done by animals or Wikipedia, 
or by a whirlpool or an ant colony constructing a nest (each of which can be described as a 
form of information processing as much as any computer), it is perhaps safest to say that all 
thought is different from other thought – mine from yours, and even mine from itself from one 
minute to the next. If we have learned anything from our analysis of binary oppositions, 
attempting to think the thought/non-thought binary is an antinomic, paradoxical quest. Rather, 
there are networks of things which resemble each other, clusters of organisms and entities, 
collectives and communities, each of which are to varying degrees exemplars of what we 
might typically think of as ‘thought.’ 
 
And in fact, we see here an example of the way in which our investigation of networks 
requires that we rethink precisely what it means to think, and with this, to categorize (whether 
in regard to ‘thought’ or otherwise). Most cognitive scientists these days would agree in 
framing concepts as ‘radial’ entities, a notion which is often illustrated by recourse to ‘typicality 
studies.’1453 In such studies, test subjects are given a word (ie: ‘thought’) and asked to give a 
number to the level at which a picture they are shown epitomizes that term (ie: a picture of a 
‘human’ might score a 10, a ‘dog’ a 3, and a ‘rock’ a 0). Of course, such studies assume what 
they seek to prove (a circularity hardly avoidable, to varying degrees, in most studies), but 
they do describe a picture of concepts as series of concentric circles, each assigned a 
numerical value – a model which is radically at odds with any notion of binary so beloved by 
cyberneticists and deconstructionists alike. 
 
Furthermore, such ‘radial’ notions of concept construction are topological in nature, and 
therefore are easily mapped by neural networks – artificial or otherwise.1454 In such a model, 
concepts can be imagined as a series of nodes within a network, with similar concepts closer 
together, more distant ones further apart, linked together by their various aspects sub-
concepts. When combined with the manner in which neural networks can, by altering various 
algorithms (or with brain networks, via the deployment of neuromodulators), vary their degree 
of focus, radical notions of conceptuality allow for ‘spreading activation’ – that is, the manner 
in which neural networks, human or otherwise, can be made to ‘free associate’ as it were. 
That is, ask a human to free associate, and when you say “peanut butter,” you are more likely 
to hear back “jelly” – ask a neural network to do the same and, with the right activation 



parameter, it too can call up associations to the term in question. It is perhaps only a matter or 
time (and a lot of technological innovation), until artificial neural networks have to do the same 
sort of memory filing required by the human hippocampus, which each day has to empty its 
medium-term memory banks and file the pertinent new data in long-term storage in the 
cortex. That is, eventually, artificial neural networks will likely have to start to dream. 
 
And yet, there is something that makes us qualitatively more than neural networks, as William 
Calvin describes in A Brief History of the Mind: From Apes to Intellect and Beyond, namely, 
that Freud was right in that our minds exist at the conjunction between two networks – those 
of our brain, and those of language. Freud called these ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ processes, 
and argued that our rational self is that of linear thought and the secondary processes, while 
in dreams and pathology we return to our primary processes, disordered modes of thought 
that rely on free association.1455 As Calvin argues, such a notion can be easily updated to 
sync with today’s neuropsychology – our brains are neural networks, and operate via 
networked architecture of radial concepts and their associative forms of spreading activation, 
while language, while still a network at various level (just think of how new phrases ‘catch 
on’), still emerges in the form of linear sentences. The human mind is literally what happens 
when the linguistic network is layered on top of our neural architecture, sculpting it to its 
needs, perhaps, but still allowing the underlying network architecture to emerge at various 
times. 
 
Then again, there is more here than meets the eye. Firstly, to argue that language is the sole 
cause of our self-softwiring by signs is to radically oversimplify, for ever since the time of 
cave-drawings, we have engaged in a perpetual dialectic with many levels of different types of 
images. Furthermore, both images and words, both classes of signs which can be used either 
simply as ‘signals’ or via the complex modalities we call ‘language’, are continually exchanged 
in networks whose patterns resemble more than anything the multi-agent search algorithms 
we examined earlier. Languages and image cultures evolve over time, like organisms. 
 
At which level do we find the thinker and the thought, the doer and the deed, the organism 
and its mind? Our living world, it would seem, is perhaps best described as a nested 
hierarchy of networks of mind, from the most humble bacterial colony reprogramming itself to 
find new food sources by swapping fragments of DNA plasmids, to the most abstract 
philosophical concepts that we swap back and forth over the internet to develop these 
collective enterprises we call ‘theory.’ It’s all just matters of scale. And to listen to information 
theorists tell the tale, all physical activity, from the burning of a star to a chemical reaction, is 
really an exchange of information, and an act of computation. 
 
From such a perspective, the entire cosmos can be seen a chain of networks all the way 
down, from micro to macrocosmos, and at nearly infinite levels of scale, from the most 
concrete to the most abstract. And this perhaps fits with the very definition of a network given 
at the start of this work – a network is a diagram for thinking relation. The whole world can be 
reconceived as a network. The question resides not in whether or not this is possible, the 
question is whether or not this allows us to do, dream, act, and live differently. As I will argue 
in future works, there is an ethic to networks. An ethic that our modern capitalist, neo-liberal 
consensus flaunts at its peril. Let all your networks operate at maximum robustness. This is 
the maxim of our networked ethics. The explication of this, however, will be the work of a 
future text. 
 



For those who look at the world networkedly, the world looks networkedly back. That is the 
gambit of this work, and a gambit already made by our times. It is simply ours to explore, to 
work with, and hopefully, to transform towards a more equitable and just future, one in which 
networks do not disenfranchise, but distribute in forms which are the promise of democracy 
and equality which could be, but is hardly yet, the potential fruit of the networked age. 
 
The networked age reached a critical turning point during the events of 9-11, a time in which a 
paroxysm of global capital has brought about renewed fundamentalisms on both sides of the 
religio-capitalist divide. If we don’t understand the stakes of the networked logics directing 
these events, they will understand the world in our stead. This is, it would seem, perhaps one 
of the primary tasks our times. 
 
Network Effects – Towards Networkologies. The image of a pebble thrown in a pool is a 
good visual image for successful critique – it should hit the planes of discourse around it and 
resonate outwards in waves, and as these waves encounter various solidities, some will shift, 
most will remain, but all will impact back upon the shape of the ripples as they radiate. What 
ripples does this text hope to send out? In a work as distributed as this, a prospectus, or 
manifesto (depending on one’s tastes), is perhaps in order. So, a few points: 
 
1) Thought is not usually, nor necessarily, binary. Soft computing and contemporary 
neuroscience both show how the notion that thought must be binary is most likely a historical 
artifact, a contingent aftereffect of the black-and-white thinking of Cold-War (and its cybernetic 
and structuralist aftereffects), as well as the atomistic logics of post-war capitalism. 
 
2) Human thinking is merely one type of thought; thought takes places in degrees both more 
and less complex than human thought. If we consider understanding as a ‘compression’ of 
information which extracts structure, then understanding can be said to occur in many forms 
within the material world. Living organisms use stored understanding (memory) and 
computations based thereupon to help maintain their internal structure, and animals then 
reflect upon the extent to which varied strategies employed are successful. Modularity 
increases the multiplicity of mini-agents and types of computation available, and reentry and 
modulation the level of coordination sync and coordination available between these. The 
balance between modularity and sync can allow for the emergence of global states which 
emerge from the interactions of populations of microagents. Whether these emergent 
properties occur in sub, supra, or human minds, this form of understanding-processing at the 
level of a complex adaptive network indicates the most complex forms of thought currently 
known to exist. That said, any multiplicity which can reflect upon the way it understands the 
world via emergent properties of multiple agents of understanding can be said, from this 
perspective, to engage in ‘thought.’ Thought therefore requires means to create memory, 
store memory, modify that memory, and use that memory to make predictions both about 
what is outside the thinking system, and what will happen within it. Thought which is aware of 
and modulated by its own corporeal states is emotionally modulated thought. Anything which 
engages in these activities can be said to be a thinking and feeling entity. 
 
3) Thought is not linear, but networked. Thought operates according to the logic of complex 
adaptive networks nested within each other.  Such networks alter the relations between nodes 
and links, engage in state transitions, etc. They are not, however, linear or linearly additive in 
nature, but rather, associative and agglutinative. Networks are subject to rhythms and 
pulsations, as well as sudden shifts in balance, cascades, and various other ‘network effects’ 



which are radically different from the linear additivity at work in the common image of thought 
as a ‘stream.’ Such a model is based upon an idealization of the production of written 
language as the addition of characters in sequence on the page. 
 
4) Language is not linear, but networked. Language – conceived in the widest possible sense 
as the use of symbols (images, gestures, words) in a manner more complex than that of a 
one-to-one code – is a network of users and symbols. These symbols imply a shifting network 
of relations not only to the objects of the world and linguistic agents, but also with each other. 
No set of symbols are truly linguistic without this final set of reentrant connections. The shifts 
within the structures of a language over time indicates that of a complex adaptive network, 
and as such languages can be said to be a form of thinking. While users may produce linear 
utterances (often called ‘sentences’), these utterances emerge from uneven and distributed 
networks of phonic, graphic, and semantic content stored within complex network memories, 
which then call up, via spreading activation and networked associative structures within the 
memory of linguistic users, responses. Even in these special cases, the production of 
sentences indicate only bottleneck lines of connection, which focus, so to speak, relations 
between networks of linguistic memory-prediction (in this case, human language users). That 
said, the production of linear sentences are only one means of language production, and 
various forms of language production contain aspects (ie: phonological and visual repetitions 
in both alphabetic an ideographic scripts, metaphoric resonances, etc.), which can be said to 
subvert the purely linear aspects of these sentences by layering networks of associations by 
creating topological distortions within the otherwise linear structure of such utterances. 
Beyond this, however, many forms of linguistic creation are non-linear in nature, such as the 
production of complex visual utterances (complex chains of symbols produced in 2D images, 
film), gestures, performances, etc. 
 
5) It is thus not sensible to speak of isolated units of thought or language – these are 
abstractions. Any notion of the signifier based thereupon either needs to be recast or 
abandoned. At no point are there elements which are composed together to make thought – 
thought emerges from relations which exceed their components. The same can be said with 
language – the notion of an isolated symbol is a contradiction in terms, for no symbol can be 
a true symbol unless is it part of language system. Any isolated indicator is rather a signal, 
and nothing more. And any isolated mental event is an abstraction, in that neurons never stop 
signaling, but only changing the speed at which they pulse and modulate their pulses in 
relation to each other. Furthermore, no single set of neurons can be isolated in the brain as 
indicating the ‘location’ of a signifier in the brain. Even those sets of cells which indicate the 
location of a given idea in the memory stores of the neocortex is simply a relay station 
between layers of graphic, phonic, motor, and memory maps. Without these maps, as these 
cells would be meaningless, such that the closest thing to a signifier in the brain would be a 
pattern of sync which is recreated each time on the fly. And yet, even this is an abstraction, in 
that any signifier is always set within a context, such that any attempt to designate a pattern 
of sync as pertaining to a given signifier would require the extraction of commonalities in sync 
patterns over multiple iterations. Once again, this would be an abstraction. Thus, we can say 
that at least in terms of the way brains and similarly structured neural networks operate, there 
is no such thing as a signifier. Which is not to say that a reworked, networked and fuzzified 
notion of a soft type of signifier might not be useful for thinking about how language works 
within a variety of cultural contexts. But for those who seem to want to argue that the 
traditional, black-and-white, binary signifier is not only the way language, but also thought, 
operates, it is likely that there are ideological reasons for the retention of this worldview. Might 



it not be that these ideologies are not the effect of a conviction of the necessity of the notion 
of the signifier, but rather, its cause? 

 
6) The world is a network of networks – this is the perspective produced by networked 
philosophy, which is itself a network effect. The primary wager of this text has been ‘to those 
who look at the world networkedly, the world will look networkedly back.’ A network is a 
diagram for thinking relation – no less and no more. It is not more true or correct than any 
other diagram or model, but also no more false. What is at stake, however, is the degree to 
which it can harmonize aspects of the already existent world from which it can produce sense 
with the aspects of the world which it makes conceivable as possible future states. All of 
which makes sense from the view on the world produced by the philosophy of networks. 
 
7) The Philosophy of Networks (that is, a logos of networks or network-ology) implies not only 
an epistemology but a physics, metaphysics, ontology, psychology, ethics, and politics. Many 
of these issues will be addressed in later texts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Netlogics: needs to be modified, structured around fours of node, link, ground, and network-level rather 

than mere threes of node, link, ground. Firm separation between branches of philosophy such as 

ontology, epistemology, and ethics need to be reworked. 
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Introduction 

 

The fabric of experience understood as composed of networks 

of networks. This book will work to redescribe experience 

in this manner, by means of the construction of a grouping 

of conceptual lenses which, in their coherence and 

systematicity, produce a worldview. In this manner, The 

text which follows will work to show how everything and 

anything you have ever experienced can be understood as 

networks of networks, even as it unravels and reworks what 

any and all these terms could mean in regard to the logics 

of networkings it works to describe in the process. 

 

Netlogics is, as the title would indicate, a book on the 

logics of networks. Rather than examine concrete networks, 

this book will emphasize their abstract side. From that 

abstract side, anything and everything in experience can be 

seen as composed of aspect or parts, which in networked 

terms are called nodes, intertwined by links, against a 

background or ground, composing various levels of networks 

in the process. A chair, for example, is a network of legs, 

back, and seat, and each of these is a network of aspects 

in turn, including networks of molecules, which intertwine 

to give rise to networks of firing patterns in my eyes and 

brain, which manifest s networks of my experience, which 

includes that of the aspects of the chair, my networks of 

memories of learning about things like molecules, stored in 

the networks of connections in my brain, which are networks 

within those of my body, which are aspects of the networks 

of the world, which are aspects of the networks which are 

experienced by experiencers which are aspects of these 

networks in turn. 

 

Networks of networks, vertiginously swallowing and 

unfolding each other, a fabric of intertwinings as far, 

deep, and potentially proliferative as can be seen. As 

evidenced by the tiny sketch indicated above, to view 

experience as relational in this way deviates from dualist 

perspectives which have dominated most Euro-American 

“Western” forms of description. Networks know neither 

subject nor object, mind nor body, mind nor matter, for 



they take the mode of “both-and” rather than “either-or,” a 

logic of inclusion over exclusion, relation over division. 

The topology of such modes of description are, to use a 

term favored by mathematicians, non-orientable, and yet, 

they ring more true to any form of experience I have ever 

had than those described in the more rigid and limited 

forms of description which have dominated those of Western 

philosophy. For this and many other reasons, I believe they 

have much to offer our world today. 

 

 

What follows is, more than anything else, a work of 

redescription. From the perspective of the networkological 

project, a term this book will use to describe the project 

to redescribe all experience as networking, a notion such 

as proof is highly suspect, for from a networkological 

perspective, proving is simply a highly disjunct and 

exclusive form of redescription. Rathern than such rigid 

forms of networking, this text will work to show that such 

limited formations are types of networking which limit the 

potential which networks can have in the world, and with 

powerful potential implications. 

 

This will be a work of radical creation. As such, 

everything is up for grabs and will be redescribed by means 

of networking, including notions such as thought, 

argumentation, perception, feeling, language, philosophy, 

and logics. For the time being, however, the term logics, 

always plural here, should be understood in regard to the 

notion of abstraction. That is, this text will work to show 

what it could mean to see experience as composed of 

networks of networks from a perspective which emphasizes 

the abstract aspects of such a set of concerns. 

Nevertheless, what is meant by logics, and just about 

anything else, will be reworked, networkedly, as the text 

goes along, unravelling prior notions and reweaving these 

in regard to more networked conceptions. 

 

And so it will be with a notion such as philosophy. For in 

order for what follows to truly be a philosophy of 

networks, in all senses of the word “of,” it must be a 

networking of philosophy considered as networking. To do 



this, it will also reimagine what could be meant by the 

very forms of thinking and the meanings of the words one 

uses to do such reimagining. To do so, of course, requires 

a peculiar strategy, one which starts from more familiar 

ground, while slowly reworking bits of the ground upon 

which one stands and moves as one goes, until finally, it 

is fundamentally changed, and with this oneself, and 

perhaps ultimately, everything. That is, at least, the 

hope, namely, an immanent reworking of the very way we see 

what could be understood by just about anything and 

everything. 

 

Thematics 

 

That said, something must guide all this, something must 

remain consistent within this process, at least, if it is 

to be something other than mere happenstance and ultimately 

congeal into something like a worldview. And here, what 

guides this is a set of fundamental intuitions, intuitions 

which have been abstracted from a series of investigations 

in a variety of more concrete fields and then, by means of 

refraction in these more abstract formulations, 

reintertwined with these more concrete concerns in other 

works of the networkological project. These endeavors will 

not, however, be presented here, for what follows is only 

the most abstract side of this project as it is currently 

articulated. That said, without the concrete, the abstract 

makes little sense, and so, this text should only be 

understood as one aspect of the endeavor to rethink and 

rework the world networkologically. 

 

Nevertheless, it is worthwhile going through the intuitions 

which have been transformed into commitments which have 

guided the constructive aspects of this project. It is 

worth saying that all aspects of this are a practice which 

sees itself as experimental and always in process, aspects 

of the polyform post-dialectical networking which underlies 

the project as a whole. Still, it is worth articulating 

some of what holds this all together before diving into the 

details. 

 

The first is a general sense that our world is radically 



over-stratified, over-reified, and over-segmented, and that 

this is what keeps the world so controllable by highly 

oppressive systems of domination at work in our world 

today. Divide and conquer has always been the strategy of 

power, in nearly every form. From a networkological 

perspective, this happens when networks homogenize, purify, 

produce exclusive disjunctions, and otherwise network in 

ways which produce highly centralized formations. It may 

seem strange, of course, to see the world as 

overcentralized in a time in which the Internet and mobile 

devices which bring the Internet everywhere and anywhere 

are transforming the world by producing ever more intense 

forms of hyperconnectedness, often with radically 

disruptive and destabilizing implications. 

 

While it may appear that all this is relational, however, 

this massive liquidation of past forms of segmentation and 

centralization is in the service of an ever more massive 

centralization by global capital, a network which dissolves 

connections only to reconnect everything to it and its own 

logics of separations which serve to drain all potentials 

from anything and everything other than it. Today the world 

is wracked between the whirlpool of hypercapital and the 

rocks of the many paranoid reaction formations to this, the 

neo-traditionalisms which seek to fight this centralizing 

machine with their own mini-centralizing machines. All the 

webapges and cellphones, all the cables and wires, while 

they may have connected the world in ways never before 

imaginable, they are doing so to rend it further apart. 

Racism, tribalism, nationalism, religious hatred, none of 

these prior divisions which so many imagined would simply 

fade away with globalization, have cease to exist, but 

rather, are reemerging with hardly imaginable fury and in 

often new and incredibly dangerous formations. While all 

this may appear relational on the surface, the dynamics 

barely beneath the surface are anything but. 

 

This is why this text will argue that we have not been 

anywhere near networked enough, and that to fight these 

formations and help bring about a better world for any and 

all, we need to be much more radically networked. What is 

meant by networked here is not, however, to merely be 



connected, but rather, what complex systems science refers 

to as complexity, that which gives rise to emergence, which 

is to say, the growth of creativity, in systems from 

whirlpools to organisms to brains to languages to economies 

and cultures and beyond. 

 

Groundings 

 

If there is a justification for this project, it does not 

lie in any attempt to justify its redescriptions by proving 

itself in some sense which is completely abstract from the 

world. Such an endeavor has always, I feel, been 

disingenuous. Put more plainly, I do not believe anything 

is ever proved, only grounded by argument of one form or 

another, and for a variety of reasons, I believe that this 

is what philosophy has always ever really been, at least 

when it has been honest, namely, abstractions drawn from 

the concrete aspects of the world, then applied back to it 

in concrete applications. Proof has only been one way in 

which the abstractions have refracted each other in this 

process. This text will work to do this differently, not by 

producing a radical separation between its abstractions and 

the world, but rather, their intertwining connection. 

 

What is more, there is every reason to think that our world 

will become much more centralizingly networked in the 

future, and in ways which will soon unravel what is left of 

the networks of old. Artificial intelligence, genetic 

engineering, soft-computing, quanum or nano-computing, so 

many technologies are on the cusp of major breakthroughs 

which could recast the certainties of old nearly overnight. 

After all, the rise of personal computers, then the 

Internet, then mobile computing, these revolutions indicate 

that such worldchanging technological developments tend to 

arise in ways which are sudden, adopted very quickly, and 

slowly weave themselves into the fabric of anything and 

everything, first larger and more centralized networks and 

then slowly permeating the fabric of everyday life. One 

day, we will wake up and find out that a new threshold has 

been crossed, with each potentiating the next, in an ever 

increasing pace of hyperdevelopment. 

 



And those who will have been posthuman seem hardly ready 

for any of this. We need new models to understand the 

changing times, models not based on the reified atoms of 

old, linear connections, uniplanar fields, and rigid 

systems of old. In this sense, a text like this provides 

new lenses which will have been necessary to understand 

what will have occurred. Worldviews find their groundings, 

as will be argued in what follows, metaleptically, which is 

to say, they recast the past in ways which make sense of 

potential futures in ways which help frame current actions, 

even as they are based in intuitions and desires of the 

future drawn from readings of the past which frame current 

actions, including that of the crafting of new abstractions 

and worldviews which work to systematize these, giving rise 

to cycles of justification which function similarly in 

their wake. Proof has only ever, from such a perspective, 

been a particularly limited form of persuasion and 

justification, one which only works if you do not question 

what is already assumed as legitimate criterion for 

argumentation and adjudication of evidence. Once these are 

no longer assumed, a broader, more encompassing, fluid and 

ultimately more radical approach to grounding choices are 

needed. 

 

Returning to issue of centralization for a moment, however, 

it should be thought, that the alternative to 

centralization and reification is simply more distributed 

network formations. Overcentralized networks cut themselves 

off completely from the world and become swiftly 

unsustainable, so any network that has survived and evolved 

to any level of complexity in our world today is at least 

relatively distributed, and so, such determinations are 

always necessarily relative. Furthermore, some of the most 

deviously centralizing networks at work in our world today, 

such as right-wing or fundamentalist ideologies, capitalist 

financial networks, or today's terrorist cells or high tech 

armies, often use distributed forms of networking on the 

surface even if these are ultimately modulated by more 

centralizing formations. There is nothing simple about such 

formations, and yet, a work such as this is designed to 

help make it possible to not only make it possible to 

describe these formations clearly, but in a way which can 



help indicate potential pathways for action which could 

give rise to less horrific worlds than those in which we 

currently find ourselves. 

 

All of which can be seen as a commitment to relation in 

critique of overreifying centralization, towards a goal of 

liberating creative potential and giving rise to a less 

oppressive world, which, from such a perspective, are 

multiple sides of a differing same. From a networkological 

perspective, these will be articulated as the four 

networkoligcal principles of immanence, relation, 

refraction, and emergence, along with an ethical call to 

sustainable emergence of creativity, or robustness, which 

can be summed up in the following injunction: “let all your 

networks operate at maximum robustness.” 

 

Logics 

 

These will be linked to four logics of networking, which 

will include noding, linking, grounding, and networking, 

all of which can occur in centralizing and more refractive 

and ultimately networked modalities, those that are neither 

disconnected nor unitary nor limited by such notions, but 

are rather self-differingly self-surpassing, or to use 

terms drawn from the science of complex systems which has 

inspired much of this project, are complex, which is to 

say, complex, an aspect of dynamic processes of emergence 

which are continually in process. From this, the logic of 

the production of something like a one, a unitary and 

static thing, is only ever a hyperabstraction, one of the 

logics of networking if one of the more impoverished and 

limited forms of grasping the networks of experience, even 

if there are almost always more robust ways of giving rise 

to that which is never one but always more, which is to 

say, the oneand, the fabric of which networking is only 

ever but a multiplicitous unfolding. 

 

The meanings and import of what is articulated here in 

hyper-condensed form will, however, be explained in what 

follows. For now, however, it is simply worth saying that 

the all of these principles can be seen as aspects of the 

way in which the critique of a currently overreified world 



unfolds itself when the attempt is made to transform this 

into a coherent worldview. In many senses, the 

networkological project is a thought experiment in seeing 

what could happen if this were done in a manner which was 

systematic, even if such a notion transformed itself 

networkedly in the process of producing itself. 

 

Contexts 

 

It is also worth saying a few words about the inspiration 

of this work in regard to the intellectual contexts which 

inspired it. As has already been mentioned, complex systems 

science provides a central context for this work, as do 

developments in artificial neural networks and cognitive 

neuro-science which increasingly show the untenability of 

dualist, reified, atomizing conceptions of the brain, mind, 

images of thought and thinking, and much more. To imagine 

that these sorts of scientific discoveries are beyond 

relation to the rarefied or transcendental concerns of 

philosophy is, I believe a mistake. Abstraction can be a 

powerfully useful tool in how we relate to our worlds, and 

yet, taken as an end in itself, it does the opposite, 

cutting it off from the world. 

 

When an attempt its made to reconnect to the world after 

such a radical break, the result is often a sort of 

mismatch which leads to overreifying results which 

reinforce centralizing worldiews and ways of acting. This 

can be seen in works of dualist and binary thinkers, 

including, in the Western tradition, figures such as Plato, 

Descartes, Kant, Husserl, Chomsky (linguistic not political 

writings), or figures such as the Legalists or Chu Hsi in 

the Chinese tradition, Tsong Khapa in theTibetan tradition, 

Ibn' Rushd and the Asharites in the Islamic traditions, and 

all those who theorize a transcendent realm or divine, the 

possibility of apodictic proof, truth, orthodoxy, or 

certainty, all so many variations on a reifying same. 

Opposed to this are counter traditions which represent more 

immanently relational models of describing the world, 

figures such as Ibn' Arabi, Baruch Spinoza, Ju Mipham, 

Henri Bergson, Advaita Vendatists such as Shankara, 

Yogachara Buddhism, A.N. Whitehead, C.S. Pierce, John 



Dewey, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Michel Henri, Schelling, 

Marx, Nietzsche, the more radical side of Lacan, the early 

Hegel, the later Wittgenstein, and most importantly for 

what follows, Gilles Deleuze. All of these figures will, in 

their way, inspire what follows, even if they will not 

often be referenced explcitly, for this work will 

concentrate on abstractly describing the logics of 

networking rather than articulating the links with the 

history of philosophy which is articulated in other texts 

in this project. And, as I hope this project as a whole 

makes clear, it will work to draw, as much as the limits of 

my own formation make possible, from all the world's 

refractive traditions (with Western “philosophy” being only 

a subset of these, networkologically conceived), not merely 

those which the so-called West have claimed as part of its 

imaginary legacies and their concomitant violences. 

 

Before proceeding more directly to the work at hand, it 

will be helpful to understand how this book is situated in 

regard to the rest of this project. This book was 

originally written as an introduction to the attempt to 

develop a philosophy of networks, with a goal of laying out 

its philosophical principles in as systematic, condensed, 

and clear manner as possible. But when I shared parts of 

the manuscript for this book with other readers, they said 

it most likely needed a more accessible introduction, one 

with greater emphasis on examples, explanation, and 

exposition. Nevertheless, I realized that I would lose too 

much of what made this book what it was if I did this, so 

rather than rework it, I temporarily put it aside and began 

work on a shorter, more accessible introduction to the 

project, one which emphasized concrete examples with clear 

applications to everyday life. 

 

The result was the book Networkologies: A Philosophy of 

Networks for a Hyperconnected Age (Zer0 Books, 2014), a 

wide ranging and manifesto-like introduction to the attempt 

to redescribe experience by means of networks, what I have 

come to call “the networkological project,” as a whole. 

Foregrounding accessibility, Part 1 of this book 

articulates precisely what is meant by a network, how this 

can be applied to some very specific situations, how this 



could lead to an entire way of looking at just about 

anything and everything, the inspirations for such a 

project in science, philosophy, and society, and an account 

of why one might want a philosophy of networks in regard to 

readings of varied situations at work in our contemporary 

world. Foregrounding applicability, Part 2 then provided a 

wide ranging manifesto that worked to sketch in all its 

polyform intensity the various ways in which viewing every 

aspect of the world as networks could recast as many 

aspects of experience as possible. What was missing from 

both part, however, after the general parameters were 

sketched, was the crucial connecting tissue, the detailed 

explication of the moves being made which, due to the form 

of these twin texts, was necessarily left implicit, 

ellided, or merely hinted at. 

 

The production of these texts occurred while I was also 

simultaneously writing a series of texts which indicated 

how a philosophy of networks related to some specific 

subject areas. The first of these preceded all the others, 

a text called The Networked Mind: Artificial Intelligence, 

“Soft” Non-Binary Computing, and the Futures of Philosophy. 

This book is a careful investigation and explication of 

much of the science which inspired the philosophy of 

networks in the first place. This was followed by 

Networlds: Relational Philosophy and the Networks of 

Experience, a text which redescribes first person 

experience by means of networks, attempting to rework the 

philosophical discipline of phenomenology in the process, 

from a networked perspective. Several more volumes of such 

more specific texts are in the works, as I find it most 

productive to work on several manuscripts at a time, as 

each grows networkedly in relation to the others. 

 

Written after Networked Mind but before the others is this 

current book, Netlogics. Growing from the science which 

inspired it, this is the book which explains in its most 

abstract and crystallized form what is meant by a 

philosophy of networks. While there are concrete examples, 

recourse to science and everyday experience, accessible 

explanations, and other textual forms which are emphasized 

by the other works, these remain secondary to the goal of 



this book, which is to indicate the project in its most 

abstract form. This diagram of the project is of course 

abstracted from its more concrete formations from which it 

was extracted, and to which it was then reintertwined in a 

polyform post-dialectical weaving whereby all these books 

were produced in a refractive network of productive growth 

and proliferation which is as networked as what these works 

strive to show about the world. 

 

The Chapters 

 

This book has, beyond this introduction, five primary 

chapters. The first introduces the principles which 

structures what follows, describing how the work which 

follows relates to what it means to network in a more 

general sense. While it will not explicitly refer to the 

rest of this project but rather these in issues more widely 

conceived, this chapter does serve to link what follows to 

the rest of this project. The following four chapters then 

each take on a particular logics of networking, with each 

layering the chapter which follows it into itself, showing 

how the perspective provided by the preceding chapter is 

ultimately only a limited abstraction in regard to the 

fuller picture the following chapter provides. 

 

The first of these logics, articulated in the chapter 

Diagrammatics, articulates the abstract concepts which 

pertain to the ways in which networks in the world 

intertwine in ways which can be understood by means of the 

notion of noding. Noding gives rise to nodes, that is, 

relative unities, and these are the seeming “things” in our 

world. That said, all things, when seen networkalogically, 

are knots of relations, even if this may not immediately be 

apparent, and so, the chapter will work to slowly unravel 

what the notion of a thing or unity could mean, leaving 

only tissues of relations whose modes will be articulated 

in the next chapter on Parametrics. This chapter will then 

slowly unravel itself from within as well, by showing how 

no network of nodes and links, no matter how relationally 

conceived, can be what it is but in relation to its 

contexts which ground it. The logics of grounding will then 

be explored in the following chapter on Combinatorics. And 



as the title of this chapter indicates, contexts, links, 

and nodes are never static, they are merely temporary 

reifications of processes, and the logics of change will be 

explored in the final chapter on Emergences, from basic 

change within relatively closed systems to the more open 

dynamics of complex emergence itself. 

 

The entire structure of the work will therefore work from 

more reified formulations to less reified, and as such, it 

will begin in the most familiar terrain for those of us 

operating in an overreified world, slowly unwork the the 

very foundations of such worldviews from within, and give 

rise from the reworked threads of this a more relational 

worldview. By the end, and simply through the process of 

redescription, the text will hopefully have performatively 

demonstrated what it means to operate in a networkological 

manner with such conceptual logics. While this text focuses 

on the abstract, others will focus on more concrete 

concerns, and this project is only the networking which 

arises in the processes between and beyond these. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[orientations: principles] 
 

 

Relation. Networks relate. These relations are called 

links, and that which they link are called nodes, both of 

which are distinguished against a ground(s), all of which 

are aspects of networks across levels of scale. Nodes, 

links, grounds, and levels of networks indicate the four 



types of aspects of networks, the elements of networks, 

which are nodes, links, grounds, and networks/levels 

(whether considered individually or collectively). Networks 

may interlink and encompass each other, giving rise to 

macro and micronetworks with multiple levels between them, 

and networks are composed of other networks in turn. 

 

Relation, which is what networks do and are, is a condition 

in which the aspects of a network neither completely 

distinct nor completely unified. Relation is a condition of 

betweenness. The disjunct-union between wholes and parts, 

parts and each other, and whole-part complexes and their 

larger contexts is what is meant by relation. All 

experience can in this sense be seen as composed of 

networks of networks. “Seeing as” is a form of 

representation, which in network terms is called 

diagramming. When something diagrams something else, both 

are still networks, even if one is put in a particular 

relation to the other which stands for it. 

 

Diagramming is a form of relation, and just as all networks 

are related to all others, if in differing ways and 

degrees, so all networks diagram all others, if in 

differing ways and degrees. In this sense, networks are 

diagrams, diagrams are networks, even if the common notion 

of a network is a diagram which traces or shows forms of 

relation. Widely conceived, however, experience is a 

networked diagramming, and from this, an entire worldview 

can and will be constructed in what follows. 

 

Networkological thought works to extract the potential 

meanings, concepts, programs, and perspectives which 

network diagrams, in their multiplicity, make available to 

us. Since networking is easiest to understand in regard to 

linking, particularly in a culture with a tendency towards 

over-noding, this text begins with this notion of relation. 

 

While the networkological project, of which this text is a 

part, emphasizes networks and relation, this is not to deny 

the existence of relatively isolated elements and aspects 

of our world. But these must have arisen from networks, 

will return to networks, and are surrounded by and partake 



in various contets and processes which are ultimately forms 

of relation as well, even as they are constituted by all 

sorts of relations within them. Any aspect of the world 

which seems isolated or reified is only ever so in a 

relative way, and for a short period of time. 

 

If there were anything which was outside of relation, 

certainly outside of all relation with us, we could not 

even begin to theorize it. Anything we encounter must be 

related to us, at least somehow. Conceived widely, relation 

and networks are in this sense aspects of each other. 

 

Networks begin and end with the question of relation. 

Networks show precisely how things hold together despite 

and through the differences that relate them, as well as 

how this very holding together cannot happen without 

difference. Linking and difference are differing aspects of  

a multiform same. To try to think about networks in regard 

to relation is to think the various forms in which sameness 

and difference manifest in our world, as well as what it 

means to manifest and have a world, be the same or 

different, or even to be, in the first place. 

 

Networkological thought therefore finds itself necessarily 

in opposition to 

approaches to the world that are non-relational in form. 

These are approaches to the world presuppose one or more 

primary non-relational aspects of the world, such as 

unbridgeable distinctions (ie: mind vs. body, nature vs. 

culture, subject vs. object, binary logics), reified 

primary terms (ie: fundamental atoms of experience), linear 

and singular histories (ie: the history of a “people” or 

“nation,” removed from other concerns), completely 

decontextualized formations (ie: philosophy or mathematics 

considered as “pure” phenomenon with no need to relate 

itself to the outside world), nonnegotiable transcendent 

terms (ie: a completely ineffable God), unquestioned 

suppositions (ie: the value of the human), centralizing 

formations which strangle networking (ie: nativist, 

fundamentalist, territorialist, paranoid, and other such 

conservative formations), as well as their hybridly 

networked analogs which reduce the world to only one term 



(ie: capitalism), etc.   

 

All of these are aspects, if in many different forms, of 

one process, the process of overcentralization. The most 

basic form this usually takes is overnoding, a process 

referred to, in the history of so-called “Western 

philosophy,” as reification, which is to say, thing-

ification. There are no things in an absolute sense, any 

more than there are absolutes, at least, in the traditional 

philosophical sense. Rather, there are only temporary 

stases of processes, which temporarily keep their inner and 

outer contexts at bay, and their relations to the outside 

world thin and carefully policed. Such states seem to never 

last for long, and take huge amounts of work to maintain, 

and as such, tend to be unsustainable. As for absolutes, 

from a relational perspective, it makes, it is quite 

possible that the only absolute is that there is no 

abosolutes, and that is a strangely non-absolute, which is 

to say, relational absolute. 

 

None of which is to say that some aspects of the world in 

contrast to which the networkological project defines 

itself may not have their uses in particular times and 

places. But when contextualized within the contexts and 

processes of their production and maintenance, such 

formations are usually revealed to be extremes which hinder 

the maintenance and furthering of networking, which, as 

will be describe later, is taken to mean the sustainable 

emergence of complexity, that which tends to potentiate 

further sustainable complex emergence in turn. 

 

From such a perspective, reification does have its uses, 

for without difference, there is nothing to relate, for 

these extremes are aspects of each other, and when seen as 

such, are much less extreme. That said, our world is, at 

least from the perspective articulated by this text, far 

too overreified. And so, in many sense, this text is an 

effort at a corrective. 

 

Reification, or Noding. When an aspect of the networks 

manifests in a manner which emphasizes difference, 

separation, and stasis over relation and process, this is 



known as reification. Literally ‘thing-ification’ (from the 

Latin word res for thing, object, entity, or substance), 

reification is an essential part of the ways in which any 

and all entities relate to the world. Reification in its 

milder forms is not in any way problematic to networking 

and its growth. By simply existing in a body or matter, or 

taking up a single location in spacetime, reification is 

manifested. Any sense of being an ego or a self is also a 

reification. A stone is a reification of the geological 

processes of the Earth, just as an organism is of the 

biological processes which are themselves reifications of 

the geological processes which gave rise to them. The Earth 

is itself a reification of the solar system, itself a 

reification of the universe, and so on. When I speak, I 

reify sounds, my thinking reifies the potential ways of 

lighting up the networks in my brain, and each action in 

society reifies the social processes of which they are 

aspects. 

 

Reification is a network process. It is the product of 

networking, it is composed of networking, and to networking 

it will return. A stone is produced by geological 

processes, temporarily is relatively distinct from them, 

even though it is full of networks of minerals within it, 

and a fabric of relations at the molecular and quantum 

levels, whether it is rolling down a mountainside, growing 

moss, being made into the side of a building, or laying at 

the bottom of the sea. 

 

For complex organisms such as humans, reification provides 

for stability within flux, and in times of radical change, 

reliance upon reifying ways of relating to the wider world 

can be comforting. Such comforts often come at a high cost, 

however, and networkological thought is designed to act as 

a corrective to the manner in which reifying modes of 

thinking have fostered reifying ways of acting, thereby 

hindering our ability to develop and grow within today’s 

swiftly changing world. And while some have argued that 

contemporary forms of relation are as problematic as 

reification in their own right, the networkological project 

will argue that this is because we have not yet become 

relational enough. We live in a world which is out of 



balance, which privileges the reifying over the relational, 

and only by restoring some balance can our social world 

become a less paranoid and ultimately self-destructive 

place. 

 

It is for these reasons that networkological thought will 

work to rethink firm separations, hypostatized entities, 

otherworldly or transcendent standards of value, rigid 

categories, unrelated histories, etc. While the 

networkological endeavor will not deny the need for 

reification, it will work to contextualize reification 

within the larger context of what is. Following Alfred 

North Whitehead, who describes the way reification distorts 

knowledge by means of his notion of the ‘fallacy of 

misplaced concreteness,’ the networkological endeavor will 

work to understand the benefits and detriments which such 

concreteness brings, so as to work to think of ways to 

limit its often harmful effects when overutilized. In human 

social systems, fear is often at the basis of overreliance 

on reification, and the result can be paranoid social 

structures which can have ultimately devastating 

consequences. 

 

None of which is to deny the fact that in today’s world, 

there are forms of relation which also can do much harm as 

well, if differently, and most commonly, because they are 

often modulated by processes of reification, with 

capitalism as a primary example of ways in which relation 

and destratification can function in the service of 

ultimately centralizing wealth and dividing the world up in 

various ways to make sure this imbalance can become deeper. 

 

Working to understand the social implications of the issues 

described above will be much of the task of network ethics. 

While this text will generally focus more on the more 

abstract side of the manifestations of networks in the 

world, issues of network ethics serve to structure all that 

is done in this work, if indirectly. Much more will be said 

about network ethics in works to come. 

 

Excursus on Experience. So it is with my perception of a 

stone. When I see a stone, I see a network of colors,  



shapes, textures, relatively reified off from my other 

perceptions, and coordinated in relation to each other so 

as to give rise to a relative unity in my perception. And 

yet, my visual perception of a stone is a networking of my 

body with various matters which surround it by means of the 

photons which relate us. My body is a network as is my 

brain, and the way my brain feels itself feeling my body 

from within is the way various molecular processes interact 

at various levels of scale and complexity. Being inside 

this, I say that I feel a certain way, and that I see a 

stone. This is all networking. My experience of the stone 

is how some of this networking networks with itself and in 

relation to other networks from without when seen from 

within. 

 

All these determinations, so many insides and outsides, are 

relative determinations, and networks proliferatively 

transgress such simplistic boundaries at one level of scale 

and perspective even as the give rise to them at others. My 

experience is how it feels to be the networks I am from 

within, and  

I only know the other aspects of the world through my 

networking with them. Are my networkings with these 

networks able to provide accurate diagrams of how these 

networks really are? This is a false question, all networks 

are what they really are, and all networks diagram all 

others as they really are, each in their ways. Some 

resonate more or less with others, and while there are ways 

to sync networks with each other that works more than 

others, that is all there is. 

 

And so, when I pick up a stone in the park, and then it 

uncurls and runs away, I realize after it was not a stone, 

but a small beetle. I could not sync with it how I figured. 

But my perceptions were not false, I simply interpreted 

them wrong, or pure more precisely, I linked some networks 

in my brain to others in ways that lead to a lack of sync. 

My brain's networks network with those of my sense organs, 

which network with the photons, which network with the 

outside of the beetle or whatever else. My experience is 

how this networking feels from within the relatively 

coherent and temporary reification of various natural 



processes which I call my body. The networks at lower 

levels of scale network with each other in various ways, 

and the higher or more global levels of scale “feel” 

something in their mode of interrelation. When I perceive, 

I feel the way my brain feels my body feel my world, which 

is how the world manifests to may body in regard to the 

perspective it takes up in relation to it. 

 

There is no inside and outside here in any ultimate sense. 

Networks are within others at multiple levels of scale, and 

some relate to each other in relatively contained dynamic 

patterns over time. So it is that my body has an inside and 

outside in a relative kind of way. The networking at lower 

levels of scale give rise to macro level feeling, the most 

complex and abstract form of which I call thinking. 

 

As it is within, so it is without. As my brain feels my eye 

feel the photons feel the world, so the photon feels the 

beetle's shell, which feels its insides, which feel the 

ground on which it rests and I feel these in turn. 

Molecules feel other molecules, which feel their insides at 

lower levels of scale, and outsides and higher levels of 

scale, within lower and higher simply being here relative 

to what one considers inside and out. 

 

From such a perspective, that which was previously 

considered mind is simply how matter feels from the inside, 

and matter how mind feels from without, which is to say, 

neither notion makes much sense. It is all experiencing 

matter feeling other experiencing matter. The 

networkological project will thus refer to the matrix of 

experience, the stuff of which it is composed, stuff which 

has traditionally been divided into matter and mind and 

various other reifications. There is one thing that a 

networkological perspective makes clear about matrix, and 

that is not that is never simply a reification, any 

reification, which is to say, it is never simply one. 

Rather, it always manifests as one-and. There is always 

more, more within, without, between, amongst, and to come. 

And so, the term oneand will be synonymous with matrix, and 

matrixology will be the networkological term for the study 

of the forms which matrix takes in experience, and there is 



nothing which is not an aspect of experience, experience 

which in experiencing is always self-exceeding, which is to 

say, is always more, or oneand. 

 

And so, I experience the world, my world is an aspect of 

the world, the world is an aspect of me by being an aspect 

of my world, and I am an aspect of the molecules of my body 

which are aspects of my world which are aspects of the 

world. I am an aspect of the worlds of others, they are 

aspects of mine, the world is an aspect of my world, as it 

is of the worlds of others, and we are all aspects of the 

world. 

 

We are, as Jacques Lacan would say, ex-timate, outside of 

ourselves, networkedly interrelated with each other in 

relations which mathematicians would refer to as non-

orientable topologies, strange loops which are nevertheless 

the most common things anyone like a human, and likely much 

simpler organisms, have ever known. 

 

Of course, my world and that of others don't always line up 

with each other or even with aspects of themselves. We 

disagree, we are in error, all of which indicates a lack of 

sync, a differing which can give rise to more robust forms 

of sync, or networking, at higher levels of scale. But 

there is here no true and false, no ultimately incorrect, 

only degrees of sync. Which is to say, it is all true lies, 

neither quite inside nor outside, only ever incompletely 

reified. 

We also, all of us, exceed all the others. After all, if 

there is one thing about the oneand, it is that it is not 

merely one. No two networks have ever been found to be 

completely identical, completely reifiable, and if you go 

down the quantum level, it is as if the very matter of the 

world seems to resist being pinned down in a final manner 

in a variety of ways, nearly the same as if one goes to the 

deepest levels of introspection and looks for something 

like a “self” which one will never find. Even genetically 

identical people who were in the same place at the same 

time may recall the same events completely differently 

later on, or even as they occur, because they have 

different histories, such that even if they are “the same” 



at one level, they are not at another. There is no sameness 

that does not conceal hidden differences. 

 

There is every reason to think that the potential of the 

stuff of experience, of matrix, is infinite, even if this 

can only be unleashed in regard to how this networks with 

others. And as this pertains to all potential levels of 

scale, there is every reason to think that matrix is 

infinitely divisible, and of infinite potential, depending 

on its contexts. Matrix is in this sense self-differing, 

for at lower levels of scale, levels which science has 

never failed to reveal, there is always difference within 

the sameness, difference which can give rise to varied 

potentials if allowed to unfold. And the quantum level 

complexifies this in various ways, for if space and time 

extend as matter as energy from the quantum, so they can be 

intended within the quantum. That is, when quantum 

physicists speak of quantum phenomenon being smeared across 

spacetime, this can be understood as networks of spacetime 

being smeared within quantum phenomenon. All of which is to 

say, there are always more potentials if one knows where to 

look, and the potential of the stuff of the world has never 

ceased to surprise. There is every reason to think the 

potential of the stuff of the world, of the onenand, is 

infinite, even if this can only ever manifest relationally, 

which is to say, in relation to that to which it is 

networked. 

 

Potentials unfold, network back with each other, differ 

again, network again, complexify and emerge, potentials 

emerge at the quantum level, knot together to form matter, 

matter moves as energy, matter and energy intertwine as 

complex matters, there intertwine with further energy in 

dynamic systems, these intertwine as life, life gets up and 

walks away, networking with itself and its world, feeling 

itself feeling its world, and experience is the result. All 

partial reifications, all still networkings, tissues of 

matrix, networks of the matrix of experience, but never 

completely a one. 

 

For a one has firm boundaries. A stone, for example. But 

before it was a stone, there were molecules in a block of 



granite. The contours of the stone-to-be did not exist, and 

could have been drawn differently. Two molecules connected 

to each other in this stone could have aspects of two 

different stones had the break that freed the stone been 

done differently. There is, then, no stone, only a stone-

ing, not objects, only objectile networkings, which is to 

say, nodings. 

 

And so, I stand in the park, and pick up a stone that turns 

out not to be a beetle. I node the stone from the rest of 

my environment by holding it. It has already been 

relatively noded by the geological or human forces which 

carved it from the nearby granite underground. I call it a 

stone, a noding of my language. But I am oversimplifying, 

because my body experiences pressures, textures, visual 

impressions, all of these so many dynamic actions and 

reactions, or networkings, of aspects of the stone with 

those of my body. Networks activate others, my brain 

networks with itself, and then lights up networks of 

activation in various aspects of my brain, and I say that I 

recognize this thing as a stone. 

 

This is a way of speaking. Aspects of various molecules 

from outside my body impact those within my body, which 

impact each other and impact others related to these. And 

this leads me to say that I feel am holding a stone. But I 

feel textures, I see shapes and colors, and this reminds me 

of past such experiences, and I say that I am holding a 

stone. But this means I have pulled a node out of my 

memory, or rather, that I have noded a moment of my past, 

which is ultimately how I feel the networks in my brain, a 

brain which has been sculpted by past such experiences, 

some of which have included experiences of people telling 

me that experiences such as these are described as “holding 

a stone.” Networks linking to others, yes. 

 

But is there a stone? As a shorthand, one can say that, but 

only as a shorthand. Relatively speaking, perhaps, one can 

say there is a stone, but certainly not in any ultimate 

sense. But on the other hand, there is perhaps no ultimate 

sense, only relative senses, but there are so many of 

these, so many different worlds, possible worlds, potential 



worlds, levels of scale, ways to carve up the world of 

experience, the same stone can mean so many different 

things to so many different people, call up so many 

different memories, and quantum potentials within could be 

linked with nearly anything else and give rise to nearly 

anything else. 

 

A single oxygen atom in a stone could be linked with 

hydrogen atoms and become part of water and enter into an 

organism that writes a book, or be linked with carbon 

molecules that are part of a molecule of oil. An oxygen 

atom is as much potential oil or organism as it is stone, 

and when broken down to its quantum levels, the potentials 

are all but, and certainly practically, infinite. 

Ultimately, then, nothing is, but rather, only is-in-

relation, and in-relation-in-becoming. 

Experience or feeling is then how the macro levels are the 

result of micro level processes. The waves are the feeling 

of the currents of the water of which they are composed, 

but they do not feel themselves feeling their feelings. 

Matters are the feelings of their sub-matters, while 

organisms have brains that feel their bodies feeling their 

worlds and themselves. 

 

Brains manage to feel with meta-levels of meta-levels of 

feeling of feeling, they shatter what is felt into bits and 

recompose these and feel these in various complex ways at 

higher levels of scale. And so, organisms feel themselves 

feeling in all sorts of highly complex and looped ways by 

means of their brains, and more basically, by means of 

other centralizations which not only feel themselves 

feeling what is around them, but also condense feelings 

from how distant parts of what they are connected to feel. 

 

Nerves are the letters whereby organisms compose the words 

which are their brains, just as more basically, chemical 

messengers are the words which compose the words which are 

the chemical processes which lead to the sentences and 

paragraphs which are the stuff of which cells are 

compmosed. It is all representation, when something is what 

it is and also something else. Everything, of course, is 

this, if differently, everything carries the impacts and 



marks of its pasts and contexts, but in particular systems, 

these can store and read information, such as how certain 

molecules are read as holding genetic code. It is all 

relative and in relation, of course, there is no meaning to 

a DNA codon outside of a cell that can read it, or out of 

relation to a scientist who knows what it means. Its form 

is still there, but only when noded in particular ways does 

its meaning manifest as meaning. 

 

And form, or memory, is only termporary reification of the 

networks involved, which ultimately, are all of them. Any 

aspect of the world is ultimately networked to all others, 

to one extent or another, for otherwise, we couldn't even 

experience it. In this sense, all reification is only ever 

relative. Which is another way of saying that everything 

can be seen as aspects of relation, or networking. 

 

Principles of Description. The networkological project 

works to articulate what experience looks like when 

described relationally as composed of networks of networks, 

each of which are aspects of networking. Description is one 

of the ways in which networks in the world such as 

organisms use abstract aspects of themselves (ie: pathways 

in their brains) which they can use to represent some of 

the abstract aspects of the world they experience to help 

them orient in the relation to the world beyond them. When 

certain neural connections lead to what I or my genetic 

programming or others around me consider success, my brain 

tends to strengthen those networks. I can then use these in 

the future, use them to say or write things down which can 

be shared with others, and as such, these networks in my 

brain can function as descriptions, which can 

metaphorically be understood as “lenses” on the world. 

 

Networks describe relation, represent relation, and are 

relation, and the lens on the world described by this 

project is one which manifests the general commitment to 

relation which is one of the founding intuitions of this 

entire project. This and other such fundamental intuitions 

which guide the construction of the descriptions 

articulated here have themselves been abstraction from the 

world, and all such descriptions are always only local 



interventions within particular contexts. That is, they are 

condensations of all experience, extended in space and 

time, as it is experienced bearing upon one particular set 

of circumstances within this. The entire universe and all 

of history gives rise, in its way, to the networking which 

is each and every event within the cosmos. This is not to 

say they can be predicted in advance, quantum physics seems 

to indicate that there is something about the very stuff of 

the world which resists such reduction. And people never 

tire of doing the opposite of what they think another 

person wants them to, if only to make a similar point in a 

different way. 

 

We abstract patterns from all of this to help us model 

situations and guide future actions. We condense and strip 

away the details, which is to say, we abstract, the entire 

universe of visual impressions down to what our eyes can 

distinguish as relevant visual impressions. Even if the 

photons I see have traveled across the galaxy to get to my 

eyes, I only register that they most recently bounced off a 

stone, but they would not be here without having traversed 

all that space. Were I to follow back in space and time the 

line of such a photon, I would, just as if I followed any 

aspect of experience back in space and time, ultimately 

arrive at the singularity before the “Big Bang” which seems 

to have, in its self-differing emergence, given rise to the 

potentials from which our universe has been formed. We are 

all aspects of this singularity feeling itself feeling 

itself emerging from itself. 

 

Within this, some patterns indicate points of relative 

stasis within flows of change, like whirlpools that emerge 

in pools of water when a path for the swift flight of that 

water from its current location emerges. Patterns like this 

are temporary nodings of the networking which is an 

environment or context. A bit of matter, a chemical 

reaction, an organism, a neural pattern within an organism, 

a word within a culture, an influential idea within a 

culture, all of these are like such whirlpools, which is to 

say, temporary vortexes, symmetries within the balances of 

forces and actions and reactions, nodings which are 

networkings within the networkings which are around them. 



 

Descriptions are recursive examples of these, they are 

networks applied back to networks to help other networks 

interpret them. Much will be said later about what these 

very terms mean, but for now, it is worth saying that 

networks that are valued for their ability to condense wide 

swaths of experience into themselves within dynamic systems 

which can read them are able to function particularly well 

as diagrams, with examples of these being things like 

meaningful bits of DNA, words, or patterns of activation in 

brains called ideas. 

 

The following section will articulate the principles which 

will guide that which follows. These principles are guiding 

ideas which have been abstracted from readings I perform in 

other works on complex systems science, neural networking, 

philosophy, etc. From experience to diagrammatic 

description and back, it should not be thought that ideas 

exist in some nonphysical ether. They are patterns of 

activation within individual brains that manage to sync 

with pattens in other brains by coming into sync with 

patterns of matter, whether in the form of written signs or 

patterns of sound in speech, which allow for the 

propagation of similar patterns of activation in different 

brains in different people. 

 

To think of ideas as otherworldly or quasi-transcendent 

entities, in the sense of someone like Plato, is to fall 

prey to the illusive pull of reification. We feel comforted 

when we can reduce complex processes to those which are 

close to static objects, because then they are easier to 

deal with. And this is fine, everything needs an interface, 

but when we imagine this is all there is here, that is a 

radical reduction that leaves us liable to be surprised or 

blindsighted when things turn out to be anything but that 

simple. Critiques of overreification in this manner have 

been particularly prevalent in Buddhist traditions, where 

the notions of emptiness and no-self were designed as 

crucial correctives to the belief that anything could ever 

exist beyond the interconnectedness which is the fabric 

from which any relative reification manifests. 

 



Excursus on Domains. So-called “Western” philosophy has a 

history of fracturing its descriptions of the world into a 

series of so-called disciplines, genres of texts and 

guidelines for the production of future texts and ways of 

describing aspects of experience. These include the 

“domains” of epistemology, or the study of knowledge and 

its limits, which is to say, what can be known and what 

cannot; ontology, or the philosophy of being (what ever 

that may mean); metaphysics (theory of that which exceeds 

the physical, which, ever since the so-called empirical 

sciences split off from philosophy, are seen as the domain 

of the sciences); logic (the rules of good thinking), and 

ethics (theory of value). While there may be subdomains of 

these, these are generally seen as the primary branches of 

philosophy by those who determine such things. 

 

From a networkological perspective, such divisions are 

worse than useless, for they obscure that which could be 

useful. Of course, some philosophical endeavors emphasize 

certain aspects of the world over others, just as this text 

emphasizes the abstract over the concrete. But to imagine 

that these categories can ever be anything but handles 

which help you use a tool is to once again be caught by the 

tempting lure to overreification and the reduction of the 

burgeoning potentials which lay concealed by such craving 

for the stability which such reductions may temporarily 

give rise. 

 

From a relational perspective such as a networkological 

one, firstly, there is no being, unless this is meant in 

the sense of Spinoza, for whom, at least when put in 

networked terms, the essence of being was its infinite 

potential for self-differing networking which potentiated 

its complex emergence. And so, ontology in most of its 

formations is simply a term this project will work to 

avoid, for its seems to only produce problems. 

 

Epistemology, at least, can be reworked. While relational 

models are skeptical of anything like knowledge, which is 

to say, a reduction of the dynamic networked flux of the 

world to reified bits which when applied back to it may be 

helpful when taken in context but taken on their own tend 



to be radically distorting, relational models are able to 

come much more easily into sync with notions of 

understanding and their limits. Understanding is know-how, 

which is dynamic. I know how to play the piano, which is to 

say, I understand the piano in particular ways, even as a 

player who knows how to play piano in different styles 

understands it differently, an a piano builder understand 

pianos differently still. To the extent that any of us can 

come into sync with a piano, are able to network with some 

of the potentialities within the networks it “is,” is the 

extent to which they understand the networks in question. 

Likewise, when two hyrogen molecules and one oxygen 

understand the potential within each to network with the 

other to become water in particular circumstances, water is 

the result of this understanding. 

 

Understanding is the potential for networking, for 

networked emergence, and human understanding is simply one 

form of this. Knowledge, or reified understanding, can 

potentiate this so long as it is not overreified. I know 

the different names of the keys on the piano, but I know 

how to play piano. If I concentrate too much on the fact 

that I know that this key is a “G,” I will mess up what I 

am trying to play on the piano. And if I overconcentrate on 

the fact that Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo, I may come 

to think that this is knowledge, and that knowledge is 

something definite or even a transcendent faculty or 

something. But if you don't know why Napoleon was defeated 

at Waterloo, or why that might matter, or what you can do 

with this notion, you may reductively know it as a fact, 

but you don't know how to do anything with it, and hence, 

don't understand this notion at all. If there is anything 

epistemological about this project, it is in the attempt to 

theorize what thinking could be, particularly when seen as 

a radicalized form of understanding, in relation to the 

attempt to potentiate the emergence of sustainably creative 

networking in the world. 

 

There are limits to my experience, the result of the form 

of my body, including the shape of the networks of 

connections in my brain and how they have been shaped by 

experiences from my past, and the ways in which these all 



limit those aspects of the world which can form my 

experiences. I can't experience what's beyond my 

experience, of course, except indirectly. When I experience 

that someone with better eyes can see things I can't, I 

experience their experience of what I can't experience, and 

as such, indirectly experience it. I can experience a bunch 

of shapes and colors now and decide it is a stone, and 

later on, after more experiences arise and I decide these 

are different experiences of “the same” thing, and then 

decide that I was in error, and I need to interpret those 

experiences differently, and I say that the beetle “was 

really” a stone. But this is a simplification and 

reduction, a way of speaking that has uses but can be 

misleading. 

 

Metaphysics, now that is something worth studying, at 

least, so long as it has nothing to do with what people 

might have previously imagined. For just about everything 

we imagine is not metaphysical is, and this misleads us. 

When I experience photons impacting my eye, and I interpret 

this as “seeing” a stone, this is metaphysics. I do not see 

a stone, I see photons that bounced off a stone, I 

experience the photons, not the stone. And to say that “I” 

experience the photons is even an oversimplification. More 

precise to say my eyes experience the photons, my optic 

nerve experiences my eye's experience of the stone, my 

brain experiences the experience of my optic nerve, and 

then other parts of my brain process these as “seeing a 

stone.” I am all or none of these networks, after the 

photons, at least, if to differing degrees, or at least, I 

feel as if I am more in my brain than in my optic nerve, 

but I still say “I see the stone.” All of this is 

experience which is “beyond the limits of my ability to 

directly or physically experience,” at least, if you take 

these notions seriously. 

 

So let us do so for a moment, and take this even further. 

When I see a stone, there is no stone there. There are 

textures, colors, shapes, but no stone. When I say “I see a 

stone” I am projecting cultural, human, linguistically 

mediated categories upon these shapes, colors, textures, 

etc. I see them as indications of an instantiation of a 



concept. Now that is metaphysics! After all, I see 

textures, shapes, and colors, and think that they are 

evidence of some connection to other stones which is 

anything but immediately physical. I justify this, of 

course, by saying there are similarities between things 

called “stones,” but if you look at all the different types 

of stones out there, they don't all share a consistent set 

of core traits. For a better example, there are so many 

different breeds of dogs, and it can often be hard to 

imagine that they are instantiations of what is ultimately 

the “same thing.” Such a “same thing” seems the very 

definition of that which is beyond immediate experience. 

That said, we justify such practices, not only because they 

are useful for various social purposes, but because all 

stones share certain types of molecular structures, and all 

dogs share certain genetic markers. 

 

And yet, no-one has ever seen a molecule. Rather they have 

seen movements on various scientific instruments, and 

interpret those as evidence of metaphysical entities they 

call molecules, just as they see various patterns of 

similarities between shapes, colors, and textures and say 

they see stones. All interpretations of empirical 

experience, and by means of metaphysical notions such as 

“stone,” “dog,” or “molecule,” notions which are as 

metaphysical, if one really examines them, as anything like 

a notion such as “God” or “Truth.” But to be consistent, I 

have never seen a stone, stone, or stones, only colors, 

textures, and shapes whose resemblance to others I reified 

by calling them “stones.” 

 

Stones are, in this sense, virtual realities. They are 

ideas, descriptions we use to navigate our world, and 

useful ones at that. So are notions like molecules, which 

are useful to help produce things like computers and 

phones. Virtual realities can be quite powerful, after all, 

for they can be made to sync with potentials within the 

networks of the world and bring them into concretion. If I 

see a pot of water, I know this is virtual steam, and if I 

put a fire underneath it, I will see the steam and then I 

can make coffee. These virtual potentials are part of the 

form of the molecules of the water in relation to the 



conditions around them (ie: air pressure at this location 

on Earth), and when I bring patterns of activation in my 

brain into sync with these potentials by lighting a fire 

underneath the water, I bring these all into sync with 

those networks in my brain that indicate a desire for hot 

water for coffee. Virtual and concrete, varying sides of 

the same, similar to difference and relation, inside and 

outside, feeling and matter. 

 

As can be seen above, to talk about metaphysics is to talk 

about physics and vice-versa, just as to talk about 

epistemology is to talk about physics, and vice-versa. 

After all, to talk about the limits of experiencing, in and 

beyond anything like “knowing,” is to talk about the limits 

of the body. 

 

And all of these are ways of talking about ethics, and 

vice-versa. I only do what I value, and what I do is an 

expression of what I value, with what I say and write being 

only a small part of that. That said, I only have so much 

control over what I value, being at least in part limited 

in what I can value by the society in which I live, and how 

they have tried, often semi-sucessfully, to teach me to 

value certain things rather than others, and how my 

biological evolution has most certainly programmed me to 

value certain things over others. After all, while I might 

enjoy eating, I only do it every day because it hurts when 

I don't, and my body bribes me with molecules whose 

interactions I call “pleasure” or “well-being” when I do 

what it wants. 

 

But I was not evolved to value these things for no reason. 

Evolution values what it does because it leads to the 

potential for populations of individuals to survive, most 

frequently when they learn, like humans, to cooperate and 

network with each other. But this too is not random, 

evolution only values what it does in relation to the 

environment and what it values. Now, non-living physical 

systems value in much simpler ways than organisms or even 

populations of these which have a sort of distributed 

cognition, but they do evaluate things. After all, when 

water drips down a window pain when it rains, its path 



often breaks off one way and then the next due to minor 

obstacles in its path. Water follows, as is well known, the 

“path of least resistance,” and so do all physical systems, 

in fact, something which physicists refer to as the 

“principle of least action,” a principle that determines 

why physical systems and their complex intertwinings of 

networkings “decide” to do what they do. What humans do 

need be no different, certainly not different in kind, if 

it is simply incredibly more complex. What is more, even 

down to the quantum level there is something like a 

principle of least action, for this is how light always 

takes the shortest path within spacetime, Einstein's famous 

articulation of the geodesic REF. 

 

What is, from all these perspectives, at stake with value? 

Value is an attempt to understand in relatively reified 

form all the factors which lead something to do what it 

did. This condenses all the energetic potentials, how the 

form of the entity as sculpted by its history channeled, in 

and through its relations in process to its contexts, into 

some paths rather than others. When my friend decides to go 

to the store rather than to eat after work, I say “they 

decide” to do this, but this is a radical 

oversimplification, if a useful one. 

 

Ethics, from a networkological perspective, begins with the 

question of value. For ethics is concerned with the 

question not only of why people value what they do, but 

what we should value. In order to even begin to address 

this, it is necessary to address what is meant by value, 

and the preceding provided a very condensed sketch of what 

this could mean from a relational perspective. From there, 

it becomes possible to question what we should value. But 

this would seem, at first, a paradoxical enterprise, 

because this assumes we get to choose what we value and can 

change this at will. Furthermore, this also assumes that we 

can evaluate values, a sort of meta-evaluative endeavor, 

without this leading to some sort of feedback loop: after 

all, if you are evaluating values, what values can you use 

to evaluate these, meta-values? And are these a different 

sort of values, and how can these be evaluated? Such a move 

also assumes that one can fully separate such evaluation 



from interpretation. For if the evidences and arguments for 

one form of valuation over others is not based on firm 

knowledge and airtight arguments, might one not interpret 

the facts differently, leading to different conclusions, 

and hence, different conclusions in regard to what one 

should value? 

 

For example, if a certain social policy lead to disastrous 

consequences, one could extract from that the lesson that 

it should not be pursued in the future. But if some people 

think it was a success, this could lead to the opposite 

evaluation of such an approach. Interpretation and 

valuation need to be kept separate, not only in regard to 

evaluation of particular social policies, but guiding 

principles and ideas. This situation is only more 

pronounced when we get to meta-evaluation, such as are at 

stake with ethics. From a relational perspective, of 

course, there is no such thing as such reductively firm 

binary separations as evidenced in notions such as certain 

facts or airtight arguments. And so, interpreation and 

valuation are always aspects of each other. Every action we 

perform is based on our interpretation of the situations in 

which we find ourselves, and then we evaluate potential 

actions in regard to these interpretations. We then 

interpret the results, but only according to criterion 

determined by what we value. If we call any of these 

criterion into question, this is because we are 

reinterpreting whether or not they are good for us, and if 

we revaluate some of our ways of interpreting, this is 

because we have interpreted them as leading to outcomes 

which we feel could be better in sync with outcomes we 

value. 

 

Perhaps, with the Buddhists, it is better to think of 

interpretations as types of actions. After all, we 

interpret things the way we do because our brain lights up 

some networks rather than others, which is to say that our 

thoughts are simply very tiny actions within the highly 

complex networks of our very physical brains. So when I 

interpret a set of colors, shapes, and textures as a stone 

rather than a beetle, this is an action, if a sort of meta-

action in regard to the simpler actions which ripple cause-



and-effect style through my nervous system. Interpretations 

can, in this sense, be seen as particularly abstract meta-

actions. For example, when I say that I “see a stone,” this 

is shorthand for a process in which my eyes transmit 

patterns of neural pulses to my optic nerve, which transmit 

analogous impulses to my visual cortexes, and these give 

rise to various patterns of activations within my brain 

which set of series of actions, reactions, and feedback 

loops. The result of these subsquent actions is what I call 

“recognizing what I see as a stone.” 

That is, there are actions in my brain which do certain 

things in relation to the actions transmitting incoming 

stimuli to them. Likewise, any action can be seen as an 

interpretation of sorts. When I am walking down the street, 

I take each step confident that what I have seen before me 

indicates that the ground beneath me is likely to support 

me, but if I see a hole in the street in the distance, I am 

likely to swerve. Continuing to walk and swerving are 

actions which are interpretive of my surroundings which 

contextualize each and all my actions, and in this sense, 

any action can be seen as the way in which any actor reads 

the ways its contexts, within and without, attempt to write 

upon it by means of their actions. All actions can thus be 

seen as interpretations, but what we commonly call 

interpretations are perhaps those more abstract actions 

which interpret our perceptions and which then lead to 

other actions based on how they interpret these 

perceptions. 

 

In this, however, interpretations mediate between 

perceptions, themselves a form of action (ie: from retinal 

receptors to optic nerve, optic nerve to visual cortex, 

etc.) and systems linked to valuation. Neuroscientist 

Gerald Edelman explicitly refers to these as the the body's 

value systems, and these are those systems which motivate 

us to do or interpret one way or the other. For Edelman, 

these value systems include the ways in which our nervous 

system registers pain and pleasure, and the various 

chemicals which react to these and other stimuli to produce 

large scale aggregate feeling states. Many of these are 

hormones and chemicals, particularly those groups of 

relatively global neurotransmitters often referred to as 



neuromodulators, including dopamine, serotonin, 

norepinephrine, and cortisol. Change the balance of these 

chemicals, and our sense of well-being, focus, comfort, 

fear, alertness, satisfaction, and many other moods or 

feeling states will change. Dopamine in particular is one 

of the primary ways in which the brain “rewards” us for 

accomplishing goals with a rush of neuro-bodily pleasure, 

while serotonin often provides a sense of well-being and 

contentedness, even as imbalances of these chemicals can 

lead to extremely uncomfortable mental, emotional, and 

bodily states. 

 

All these so-called value systems, which can roughly be 

divided into those which produce pain or pleasure, indicate 

the ways in which our DNA motivates us to do one thing over 

another. We act because we want to avoid pangs of hunger 

and provide gustatory pleasure, we have sex because our 

body is designed to give us rushes of chemicals when we do 

so, and we think about sex because we get lower level 

rushes of these. What is more, our brain reinforces the 

circuits which are deemed successful in relation to the 

outside world, a process known as backpropagation or LTP 

(long-termpotentiation), in conjunction with these systems. 

If an action or intepretation is deemed a success by other 

interpretive systems, we get a shot of dopamine, and the 

neural circuit that produced that success is prompted by 

means of this to strengthen itself. This is how 

neuroscientists believe learning happens at a neurological 

level. 

 

Evaluation can then be seen the way as the selective 

reinforcement of interpretations and actions which are 

deemed valuable over others by the system as a whole, and 

any interpretation or action, with interpretations here 

understood as particularly abstract meta-actions, can then 

be seen as an act of valuation. I eat because I value 

living, because my DNA has programmed me to by means of 

neuro-chemical systems that reward me when I eat and punish 

me, or simply stop working, in this case related 

phenomenon, when I do not. For more basic survival issues, 

I these are all bound up, but as issues get more abstract 

they begin to separate out. When I wake up in the morning, 



I could decide to go to work or not, and when I go to work, 

this is an expression that I value what going to work 

provides (ie: money to buy food to eat). This is based on 

my interpretation of my contexts (ie: if I do not go to 

work, I may not have money for food), and as such, my act 

of going to work is an interpretive evaluation. 

 

Things get more complicated when I am deciding between 

potential actions and interpretations of situations, for 

that which determines which is a better or worse action or 

interpretation depends on one's perspective, one's meta-

interpretive frame, and this is determined by which 

outcomes one desires to occur. I am free to interpret fire 

as not dangerous, but if I get burned by it, I learn not to 

touch fire, but this only occurs if I value not being 

burned in the future, and in regard to this, decide that 

the interpretation that fire is not dangerous is a less 

prudent interpretation. Evaluations are in this sense meta-

interpretations. And while all actions are intepretations 

and valuations in their way, valuations are particularly 

abstract meta-interpretive actions, for they mediate 

between present in interpretations and those past and 

present, and necessarily involve temporal modalities which 

often take the form of goals and subgoals, hopes and 

desires, fears and aversions, learning and growth, freedom 

and choice, and other such more complex phenomenon. 

 

To return more directly to the issues at hand, things get 

more complex still if one wants to question what values one 

should value, which is to say, engage in the question of 

ethics. The ethical endeavor is one tasked with 

interpreting the value of various standards of value so as 

to choose particular forms of interpretation and action 

over others. Of course, our ability to value some things, 

like getting away from things which cause bodily pain, are 

difficult to change, but others, such as whether we value a 

society that provides universal and equal access to 

education, can be changed much easier. More difficult is to 

change the systems whereby we evaluate values and the goals 

and sub-goals they tend to give rise to, the projects and 

rules, all of which are expressions of value. 

 



There is something peculiar about valuing change in what 

one values. One can try to value different things than what 

one has in the past, but this may against one's own neural, 

neuromodulatory, and bodily systems as designed by 

evolution in regard to what it has valued, which is to say, 

the inclusive survival of populations of organisms. And 

beyond this, the ways in which the physical systems which 

“evolved” evolution produced evolution according to its own 

economics of value. For if human valuation is a product of 

the evaluations of evolution, so evolution is a result of 

the evaluations of the physical systems which gave rise to 

them, according to physical principles such as those of 

least action, principles which do not need something like 

complex brains to function yet still can be seen as 

evaluative processes which choose between alternatives 

according to calculi that look to preserve and maximize 

energetic potentials in regard to mediations of past and 

future states. 

 

That said, humans do have such complex brains, and can 

perform ethical deliberation. We can evaluate systems of 

evaluation according to various interpretations of their 

value to us that we make, and according to interpretive 

criterion we value or value valuing in the future due to 

various meta-values. And this is what is meant by ethics. 

That said, there are many less abstract intermediary stages 

here, such as what happens when we evaluate various 

practices, interpretive or otherwise, by questioning how to 

make them better or their use at all, and this can be seen 

as a sort of theorizing. When we theorize about theorizing 

as such, perhaps this is what the so-called West has called 

“philosophy,” even if I prefer the term “refractive 

traditions,” those which do not merely reflect or reflect 

upon matters but potentially change and hence refract them 

as well. Ethics is perhaps the type of philosophy in all of 

this which questions what values we should value in the 

future, and practics then the task of trying to find ways 

to relate this back to our interpretive and agentive 

modalities. 

 

What then of thinking? All these, from a relational 

perspective, are forms of thinking. If all actions can be 



seen as interpretations of a context in relation to 

evaluations in regard to potential future states, thinking 

in its most obvious human form seems to happen when we 

question any or all of this. We try to draw connections, 

develop new intepretations, consider new courses of action, 

question our evaluative or intepretive frames, and ask 

ourselves if we are really thinking well, whatever that 

might mean in this context. Thinking is the most abstract 

type of meta-interpetive meta-evaluation, but it is also 

present in the simplest action I take, which is, even if in 

a distracted and barely conscious fashion, the result of my 

brain in some form or another. But taking the lines of 

reasoning articulated above a bit further, perhaps every 

action which occurs within a context is an abstract, which 

is to say, separated off (abstrahere being the Latin term 

for “separating off”), representative of the evaluative 

interpretive actions of that context. 

 

An organism is produced by evolution, and is its 

interpretation of what to do in a given context in relation 

to what it values, and hence, is an action which can be 

seen as the result of its distributed processes of 

thinking. Certainly this is not much different from the 

ways in which a decision to walk down the street represents 

the collective action of hundreds of neurons working 

together in similar fashion. After all, each individual 

neuron is hardly “intelligent,” as it only is preprogrammed 

to pulse faster when it recieves enough incoming stimuli of 

the types it is designed to detect. The average garden ant 

is orders of magnitudes more “intelligent,” by any standard 

of this highly problematic notion, than a given nerve cell 

in the brain. It is only how they coordinate and relate to 

each other that produces anything like like “thinking” as 

an emergent property of the relational interactions of such 

a system. In this sense, there is every reason to think 

that the only sort of intelligence that seems to manifest, 

in society or individuals, is collective. 

 

This section has traced in microcosm some of the methods of 

this project. Starting with the issue of what are often 

considered the traditional domains of Western philosophy, 

it unraveled the presuppositions of each of these by means 



of relational style arguments, and in such a manner that it 

was able to reweave the fragments into new 

conceptualizations which frame these issues more 

relationally. The method here is redescriptive and in this 

sense, reinterpretive, according to what it values. 

Replacing rigid conceptualizations are much more slippery 

productions. In this case, there are an accordion of 

lenses, four to be precise, including action, 

interpretation, value, and thinking. 

 

From the perspective articulated above, any entity one 

encounters can be be seen as the the result of the actions 

of contexts that produced it, acted upon by the contexts 

outside of it, producing actions in regard to those 

contexts in regard to the actions of the contexts working 

within it in relation to those without. Likewise, each 

entity can also be seen as a text, one which is written by 

the contexts within and without it in regard to how they 

read their varied aspects in relation to this one, even as 

that text is also a reader and writer of its contexts, and 

a language system full of utterances made by its sub-

aspects in relation to each other according to the various 

grammars of its form. Furthermore, each entity is also the 

result of valuative economies around it producing decisions 

to maximize potentials by means of energetic investments in 

this path over that, even as each entity is also an economy 

unto itself, with its own potentials and calculi of 

investments, dynamics, etc. Lastly, each entity is also the 

result of a distributed interpretive evaluative processual 

acting, or thinking, even as it is also the thinking of its 

contexts. 

 

In this sense, a stone that I pick up in the woods is as 

much acted upon, actor, and action; text, writer, and 

language; store of value, investor, and economy; body, 

brain and thinking. It may seem strange to think this way, 

and a stone is a very simple brain indeed, hardly anything 

like a human one. A stone can only remember one thing, 

namely, its physical form, while a human brain can remember 

many things, and shatter and refract these memories to 

produce complex things like theories and books. A stone 

does not even have a way of knowing that it knows the form 



it incarnates as its one memory, while human brains can 

produce massively differing patterns of activation in its 

living wires which modulate each other in incredibly 

complex webs of feedback. But there is without question 

energetic economies within a stone, even if they tend to be 

locked in place by so may quantum forces that keep them all 

relatively statically dancing in the same place like people 

caught repeating bad habits. And a stone is clearly a text 

which can be read, as geologists have long worked to do. A 

stone can even decide to break this way or that, depending 

on the forces exerted upon it in relation to those within 

it, and this break can be read as a text, seen as a 

compromise between various economic potentials, and as a 

result of various distributed mediatory processings between 

these layers. 

 

This section has produced four intertwined lenses on the 

world, those of action, interpreation, value, and thinking. 

Each deconstructs into the other, each unravels the other 

into it and back, weaving abstract and concrete yet 

relational to the core, resonant in this way to node, link, 

ground, and network/level in their ways. The 

networkological method can be seen here in mircrocosm, it 

is a refractive crystallography which works to unwork 

overreifying tendencies in the hopes of potentiating robust 

emergences of complexification, in regard, of course, to 

its interpretations of its contexts in regard to what it 

values according to its own ways of thinking. 

 

As for the domains of philosophy, so much for them. This 

text will at times speak of matrixology, the study of the 

manifestations of oneand, the fabric of experience. Critics 

may say that this notion collapses phenomenology, the study 

of appearances, epistemology, the study of what can be 

known, and ontology, the study of being. And it does, 

because it does not believe in the reified forms of either 

of these, nor their separation from ethics and even 

semiotics conceived in the widest possible sense. This text 

will also speak of network ethics, which is the aspect of 

this project which deals explicitly with concerns related 

to the ethical, but any discussion of separate domains is 

only a matter of convenience, for this project will work to 



undermine these divisions while putting in place something 

far more complex and, perhaps it can be said, like an 

organism. 

 

Networkological Principles. The principles which guide the 

networkological project have been articulated elsewhere, 

and so, they will be described here relatively compactly. 

 

a) Immanence: If one is to take a relational perspective on 

experience, immanence is one aspect of how this manifests. 

Any system is related to the contexts around it and which 

produced it, and to imagine that it is possible for 

anything to be truly transcendent to any other is missing 

how these are necessarily related, even if by disjunction. 

While centuries of Western theologians mused that God must 

be completely transcendent to this world, we could know 

nothing of this deity were this the case. Likewise, if mind 

is completely transcendent of matter, we could not decide 

to do this or that and have our bodies respond, or have 

mental impressions produced by our bodily sense organs. To 

take another example, if the universe is all there is, then 

where did it come from and what existed before it? Whatever 

answers there may be to these questions (and many 

scientists would answer something like “the singularity 

before the Big Bang, and perhaps the multiverse beyond 

this), we are necessarily connected to these in some form 

or another even if we cannot access these directly. 

Furthermore, any system of rules depends on what is 

considered out of play, its constitutive assumptions, even 

if these are included only in their formative exclusion.   

 

All of which is to say, there is no outside which can ever 

be truly outside that we could ever experience. Perhaps 

there are things which are truly external to our 

experience, but if they leave traces, and if we pick upon 

these, it makes no sense to say that they are radically 

distinct from us and completely other. And yet, this is 

what so many thinkers have done, particularly under the 

influence of theology and rigid social systems which mirror 

these. 

 

From a networkological perspective, if it can be 



experienced, it is all an aspect of experience, and if we 

can imagine it, that too is a form of experience. 

Experience is paradoxically immanent, for even that which 

seems transcendent is yet another aspect of it. And yet, 

experience is infinite, intensively and extensively so, at 

least, there seems every reason to think this. The very 

fabric of experience seems to have infinite potential to 

surprise us, to give rise to anything we have ever been 

able to perceive, think, touch, see, hear, feel, want, 

desire, or dream, even if this can only ever be unleashed 

by means of networking with what is around it. An electron 

can be part of a stone or a rabbit, a human or a bit of a 

paper, a bit of a paper that is part of a novel or a 

drivers license, a bit of a star or a bit of a bit of mud 

at the bottom of the ocean. All those potentials pertain to 

the electron, it can be anything and everything, it is all 

in how it networks. And if all the universe, matter and 

energy, space and time, were all aspects of one singularity 

before the Big Bang, then everything past and future, 

concrete and potential, is just the unfolding of the 

singularity exploring its seemingly infinite potentials. 

 

Immanence does not mean that there is no God, it means that 

what was imagined at times to be a transcendent divine, 

with all its powers and potentisl, is the very fabric of 

experience right here and now, in front of us, even if this 

can only ever be unleashed by how this is networked. 

Learning how to unleash these potentials is what this work 

is in part about, even as it works to show that it is not 

necessary to imagine that the most important potentials of 

our world are elsewhere. The world can always be different, 

for each aspect of this world has infinite potential, all 

depending on how it relates. 

 

b) Relation: Immanence is how relation manifests in a 

relatively reified sense, and relation is how this 

manifests in a more expansive sense. There is nothing that 

is not related to its contexts, nor is not itself a context 

composed of relations. This is not to say that the 

divisions between entities and relations are in anyway 

predetermined. A mass of stone can become an infinite set 

of sculptures to the sculptor, even as it is a network of 



molecular relations to the scientist, or perhaps the 

container of various divinities to those so inspired. Each 

relates to the stone differently, and sees different 

divisions and potential divisions, and not completely at 

will, for this can only happen if the relational 

intertwining between the stone and the human interpretor is 

able to be supported by this. After all, I can say a stone 

is soft, but if I try to break it with my hand, my friends 

who see this may laugh at me. Such determinations are 

always relative and relational. 

 

Some have argued that relations are external to terms or 

vice versa, but these are both shortsighted positions, even 

if they may have made sense strategically in regard to 

particular polemicsREF. Terms and relations are binaries, 

and all binaries are related to each other if by their 

negations. Entities are tissues of relations, knots within 

the relational matrices of the world, just as relations are 

composed of entities which form relational structures at 

lower levels of scale and can give rise to them at higher 

levels of scale (with higher and lower not indicating value 

but rather those networks which are moving further within 

an entity at ever smaller scales or without at ever larger 

ones, respectively). In may senses, and links are merely 

extended nodes, and nodes the termini of links, or even, 

bends within links, for who is to say that a link “ends” 

once it hits a node. 

 

 

A relational perspective is one which is against atomistic 

ways of viewing the world. These have their uses, of 

course, especially for organisms that take up single places 

in spacetime by means of their bodies that provide 

relatively unified perspectives on the world. But such a 

reifying perspective on the world tends to seduce us to try 

to reduce the world into such simplistic terms, while the 

world is relational to the core. Spacetime and experience 

are wide decentered worlds, at least, if the evidence of my 

very centered world, when shattered and reassembled to 

attempt to make its assorted seeming contradictions 

sensible, is to be taken as worthy of credence. 

 



There is every reason to believe my centered experience, 

after all, is only a part of a more decentered world, a 

belief of mine that helps me navigate this wider world 

quite sucessfully, and which is based on my indirect 

experience of other aspects of the world beyond my 

immediate world through the experience of others. I see the 

photos they take of places on the globe I have not visited, 

I hear their accounts of events I did not experience, or 

their memories of things which happened before my birth, 

and in this way, my world expands beyond my world to the 

world, if indirectly. I contain all this even as it 

contains me, and we are unorientably paradoxical to 

standard 3 dimensional space, and this seems to be how how 

experiences experiences. All of this is experience feeling 

itself, and I am simply an experiencer within this amongst 

others, a world of experiencers experiencing worlds of the 

world, relations all. 

 

c) Refraction: Experience seems fundamentally refractive. 

If an electron can equally be an aspect of a stone or a 

human, a star or a whisp of air, a novel or a brain, the 

electron can be seen as refracting the potentials of its 

contexts in each of these situations, and vice-versa, 

similar to the way light when refracted in a prism reveals 

all the potential colors within. What is more, it seems 

that that systems which are distributed in many forms seems 

to be those which are able to produce such refractions and 

their further sustained refraction. 

 

According to the science of complex systems, certain 

conditions seems to foster the spontaneous emergence of 

complexity. Take the case of a vortex, or more simply put, 

a whirlpool. Water molecules exist on the cusp between 

sameness and difference, for while they are all the same 

structurally, this structure is formed such that one end of 

the triangular molecule is heavier than the other, while 

the other has a more negative charge. Water molecules also 

move in and out of states of oxidation in the presence of 

impurities which can give rise to further eddies of 

difference within this seeming sameness. If a standing pool 

of water has a drain opened under it, various cohesive, 

adhesive, gravitational, and electrical forces produce 



various eddies and flows, some of which swallow  and join 

with others, getting more powerful as it does. The energy 

present does not overpower or destroy the molecules or 

their interplay, nor is it too little to propel them into 

dynamic rearrangement. If the right balance of forces comes 

into play, the result is that various flows join, absorb, 

and eventually coordinate, and the system comes to a form 

of organization, without external or central planner, and 

in a manner that instantiates the principle of least 

action. 

 

The result is a whirlpool, an aleatory structure which is 

able to dynamically respond to its environment, such as, 

for example, the way it will slighly swerve if disturbed by 

a falling stone. The structure of the whirlpool could not 

be predicted beforehand from the structure of the 

individual molecules or the rules related to their modes of 

interaction, and in fact, does not resemble any of these in 

any evident manner. There was a distributed and spontaneous 

emergence of an ordering which is in excess of the mere 

aggretative sum of its parts, or one which could be 

extrapolated from this according to some simple principle 

of resemblance. What are the conditions which made this 

possible? 

 

Firstly, there is the relative diversity of the water 

molecules. Too much sameness or too much difference and the 

system would not have enough to work with. As the Buddha 

famously argued long ago, what is needed is a sort of 

“middle path.” Likewise in regard to relations between 

these, not too many forms of potential relation, nor too 

few. The same with energy, energetic conditions need to be 

metastable, which is to say, the system much be kept at the 

edge of chaos, with energy and other sorts of inputs high 

enough to disturb the status quo of the system, yet not too 

much to overwhelm it. Finally, there needs to be feedback 

which crosses levels of scale, as in this case, the minor 

adhesive and cohesive forces between water molecules, the 

result of quantum properties of the atoms within these 

molecules, are able to combine with inputs from the 

environment, in this case the basin, drain, and gravity, to 

give rise to patterns whose diversity are made to 



intertwine in metastable conditions. Kept on the ege of 

chaos like this, flows moving this way and that, on the 

cusp of balance between several states and meta-states that 

traverse levels of scale, on molecule that swerve left 

rather than right at one moment due to its distributions of 

weight and charge in one particular context can give rise 

to a cascade of such shifts, and the entire whirlpool 

coalesces, spinning in one direction rather than the other. 

Complex order has emerged, unleashed by relative diversity 

of materials, relational intertwining, metastable energetic 

and related conditions, and multi-level feedback. 

 

A whirlpool, of course, is hardly sustainable, for once the 

energy that supports it runs out, it loses its form. A 

whirlpool can adapt, but has no memory beyond its form, and 

so it vanishes without a trace. But the rudiments of the 

science of complex systems can be seen here. Particular 

chemicals when put in particular conditions give rise to 

more lasting formations, such as crystals or hydrocarbons. 

Put in the right conditions, these can form metabolic 

cycles, self-replicating molecules, and relatively coherent 

enclosures. As these begin to whirl near each other, the 

rudiments of life can be found in place REF. 

 

From the perspective of the science of complexity as 

pioneered at the Santa Fe Institute in New Mexico, the same 

conditions potentiate the emergence of complexity in 

systems that range from whirlpools to languages and 

economies, and extensive work has been done to show this. 

In many senses, this is the science of how what A.N. 

Whitehead famously called the “creative advance” REF of 

experience comes to develop, which is to say, how complex 

matters refracts in others to emerge into greater 

complexity. Complexity, which is that which has more 

potential to emerge than its sub-aspects, provides the raw 

materials for emergence, and can in fact be seen as 

relatively dormantly reified emergence, at least, unless it 

is currently in the process of further emergence. And 

emergence, which is to say, the stuff of experience itself, 

the oneand of matrix, is that which is able to self-

potentiate through its process of self-differingly 

metastable multiplex feedbacked networking. 



 

From a networkological perspective, there is every reason 

to think that complex systems science provides a map for 

how creativity arises in the world. Emergence that is not 

sustainable, of course, is hardly worth the name, for this 

is only emergence in the present, yet emergence is always 

cross temporal, extending the past into potential in the 

future. And in this way, non-sustainable emergence is 

itself a limited, reified form of this. Robustness is the 

term this project uses for emergence that is relatively 

sustainable in relation to its contexts. That said, as the 

scientists would say, all emergence is ultimately 

dissipative, which in our case, means that our emergent 

complexity requires massive amounts of energy to develop 

and sustain itself, in our case, powered by the sun, a star 

which has an ultimately limited lifespan. That said, within 

our contexts, we have the ability to emerge into relatively 

sustainable emergence in ways which refractively unfold the 

potentials within our contexts in both quality and quantity 

to the greatest potential degree. 

 

While all of this may sound quite abstract, there are, I 

believe, powerful ethical insights which can be extracted 

from this. And in regard to our current dominant social 

formations, we are far from robustness, we radically 

overemphasize reification and its analogs, such as the 

reduction of all potentials to financial ones, practices 

which not only impoverish the richness of life, but create 

massive suffering, and are potentially unsustainable in 

regard to nearly any frame of reference. We ignore the 

insights provided by the science of the complex at our 

peril. Fostering radical creative growth in all its forms, 

not to fuel mere capitalist cancer or paranoid defensive 

hoarding, but rather, for the creative development of any 

and all in a manner which can potentiate even more of this 

in relation to its contexts, this is the hope of this 

project. 

 

d) Emergence: The four networkological principles described 

here manifest how emergence manifests in simpler forms, the 

form of immanence in regard to noding an nodes, relation in 

regard to linking and links, refraction in regard to the 



relations between entities and their contexts, which is to 

say, grounding an grounds, and all these are aspects of 

emergence. Nodes, links, grounds, and network/levels, as 

much as immanence, relation, refraction, and emergence, 

these are lenses, just as are action, interpretation, 

value, and thinking. The final term is unfolded in the 

three which proceed these in a post-dialectic which, like 

the growth of a crystal, proliferates and mutates whatever 

it touches, unraveling its hard and rigid formations to 

help free up its potentials for creative emergence. 

 

If this project too is then so crystallized, it will have 

served its purpose, which is merely to facilitate the 

robust emergence of complex creativity in regard to its 

contexts. To show the potentials of this, this project 

works to emerge from its contexts, performing what it 

describes, producing in the process what it hopes will be 

mutant crystallizations with massive potential for future 

emergence. 

 

If the intuitions described earlier will guide this, 

intuitions such as the fact that our world is massively 

overreified and horrifically oppressive (and that these are 

fundamentally interrelated), so will the sort of conceptual 

architecture which has been traced in the past few 

sections. From relatively self-contained node, to links 

which mediate betweens. From links to grounds which are 

neither quite fully inside a network nor fully without, not 

fully determinate as this nor that, and from grounds to 

networks which are both whole and part, both individuals 

yet aspects of levels, paradoxical, proliferative, and 

destabilizing of what came before. Nodes are reifications 

of networks, links less so, nodes and links are 

reifications of grounds, and networks are all and none of 

these. Emergence in four forms, four-andically unfolded. 

 

Why the number four? From the one(and) of the node to the 

two(and) of the link, to the three(and) of the ground and 

the four(and) of the level, back to the fourand of the 

network and the threeand of potential to the twoand of 

relation to the oneand of experience. Hardly an 

explanation, but an unfolding of a method which is 



postdialectical, to be sure, and if dialectics produced 

byzantine structures whose closure was far too neat by 

means of threes, even if the ones, twos, and threes are as 

much differences in kind as degree, then perhaps the four, 

if it is not merely one more count of the same, is a 

destabilization. The four is and is not a return to the 

one, it is the oneand that unfolds into the twoand which 

unravels into the threeand which emerges into the fourand, 

and which is only ever reified into four(and), three(and), 

two(and), and one(and). There is more, and no one is as 

closed as it may seem, any one is always one-and, no matter 

how much this may, for many reasons, remain concealed as 

one(and). 

 

Is the number quadruplicative post-dialectic a semi-

arbitrary method? Sure. So it is with all crystalizations, 

the bits of dirt, grit, or imperfections which can break 

the symmetry of a medium to produce echoes of 

crystalization between medium and imperfection and a 

crystal, in all its refractive diversity, is the result. 

This quadruped structure, which I refer to as the fourand 

of the network diagram, a conceptual diagram of the 

conceptual elements of networks including node, link, 

ground, and network/level, is merely a means to an end. The 

networkological project is a way of doing things, a knowing 

how, a way of understanding, rather than a knowing, a 

relational praxis. And in this sense, the fourand of the 

network diagram, and in fact, the very notion of a network, 

is itself a means to an end, and that end is robust 

emergence for any and all. 

 

What is written here is neither quite art nor science, nor 

philosophy in perhaps some of its more rigid formulations. 

What it is is the production of new lenses on the world, 

produced by the loosening of reified ways of interpreting 

the world, and renetworking these in more relations forms 

to potentiate new emergences, in accord with what this 

project values, namely, a less oppressive world. And no 

science, no philosophy, no discourse will be spared, all 

will be unraveled and rewoven to show how a more relational 

way of thinking and acting is not only more ethical, it is 

also more sustainably emergent. A more sustainable and more 



equitable world are not antithetical, in fact, these goals 

are necessarily intertwined. Societies that cooperate 

better thrive better. Capitalism and traditional 

conservatism, two sides of a differing same, cancer and 

paranoia, and the striation and resonance machines they 

produce, these are the adversaries of this project. For the 

surpluses of this world can and should be available freely 

for the creative development of any all, not hoarded behind 

the walls of the wealthy, or encoded in the numbers of the 

bankers, or the divide and conquer logics which saturate 

our world because there are profitable for the maintenance 

of the status quo. 

 

If humans have become the dominant species on this planet, 

this is not due to survival of the fittest, but rather, 

because, as evolutionary biologists have shown us, 

inclusive fitnessREF. It is not the fittest individual who 

wins the evolutionary game, but the fittest population, and 

that means cooperation, and cooperation requires trust, and 

trust requires repeated cooperative actions. The very 

organisms that humans are are evidence that cooperation 

works, for each of us are the cooperative evolution of many 

simpler systems, as is life itself. And yes, evolution was 

a horrific cauldron of destruction and bloodshed, it should 

not be romanticized, for the forests and ponds are the zone 

of eat and be eaten. And humans, we are the ones who seem 

able to love more deeply than other creatures, and are more 

cruel than any other. We have the power now to destroy all 

life on this planet many times over with our nuclear 

weapons. And while unlikely, we could be the only life in 

the cosmos at this level of complexity. 

 

When, in comparison to our world, resources are relatively 

distributed, when societies are tolerant and diverse, when 

control is relatively loose, when power is relatively local 

and decentralized, when a multitude of city-states replaces 

the hegemonic nations that can, out of balance, project 

their power around the globe and subordinate it to their 

desires, the world will not only be a better place, but a 

more robust one. These are, I believe, two ways of saying 

the same thing. And I believe the science of complex 

systems, particularly in light of the way developments in 



artifical neural networks and contemporary neuroscience 

seem only to confirm so many of these findings in the most 

radically powerful networks known, provide a resource for 

the development of a new worldview. This worldview, which 

goes far beyond complex systems science, extracts the 

lessons it has to teach us, and works to understand their 

ramifications when extended to the realm of culture, 

politics, so-called “philosophy,” and beyond. 

 

In many senses, that is what the networkological project 

works to do. In this, it finds its primary philosophical 

inspiration in the figure of Gilles Deleuze, that figure of 

the immanent relational fostering of creative emergence par 

excellance, and those who inspired him, in particular, 

figures such as Henri Bergson and Baruch Spinoza, etc. 

Going beyond Deleuze, however, this project will pull from 

a variety of other sources of inspiration, some within the 

history of “Western” philosophy that Deleuze did not find 

to his taste (ie: the relational aspects of Hegel), but 

also those from the intellectual heritages of China, Japan, 

the Islamic World, Tibet, and beyond. And in fact, many 

realms of science and culture which have only flourished 

after Deleuze, namely, the rise of artificial neural 

networks and that mighty complex adaptive system which has 

reworked nearly everything in the world today, the Internet 

and its mobile computational extensions. 

 

 

 

 

Goals. The networkological project has specific goals in 

regard to the manner in 

which it desires to intervene in contemporary discourse. 

While these are many, the 

primary ones are listed below: 

 

- To critique reified, non-relational, paranoid formations, 

be these traditionally 

paranoid formations, binary systems, or cancerous ones like 

contemporary capitalism. 

- To show a path beyond the linguistic turn which has 

dominated twentieth century 



philosophy, to incorporate this critique without being 

paralyzed by it, and in a manner 

which encourages others to do the same in their own way. 

- To show that it is possible to develop a discourse beyond 

many of the binaries which 

have dominated contemporary thought, including mind/body, 

language/world, 

subject/object, scientism/scientophobia. 

- To introduce concepts from the complexity sciences, and 

related fields of study in 

contemporary math and science (ie: modern abstract algebra, 

soft computing, 

artificial neural networks, etc.), to contemporary 

philosophical discourse. 

- To show how it might be possible to bring contemporary 

science and philosophy 

together in a way that doesn’t do disservice to either. 

- To show that a radically immanent, relational, emergent 

worldview, based on an 

ethics of difference, is possible, consistent, and 

desireable. 

- To continue the project of decentering the human subject, 

begun in many forms in 

contemporary philosophy, without losing the ethical 

foundation needed to guide 

growth in and beyond the human. 

- To show that descriptivism in philosophy can produce a 

type of philosophy which 

doesn’t have to be whole, which can ‘say what everything 

looks like, but only from 

here and now’, a philosophy which incorporates the 

limitations of perspective upon it 

into its very foundations. 

- To show how a general mediology, mechanology, semiology, 

and economics is 

possible by means of the structures described here. 

- To produce a worldview that shows a path towards a more 

radically fair, just, 

 



 

radically democratic future. 

 

Networkologies. Before proceeding to the work of 

constructing the 

networkological system itself, let us first sketch the 

project as a whole, in miniature, 

including yet also beyond this book, in order to describe 

how it is that the project 

frames itself, and how it thereby differs from more 

traditional philosophical inquiries. 

 

i] The networkological perspective manifests its commitment 

to relation 

epistemologically by means of its concept of the open, 

ontologically by its concept of 

the oneand, and ethically by its concept of the call to 

robustness. As with all 

networkological terms, these concepts do not indicate 

domains or realms as much as 

aspects, sides, moments, or perspectives, such that 

multiplication of conceptual 

names and terms within the system itself in the process of 

its elaboration should 

therefore be seen as so many holographic views on the 

emerging relation of what is. 

 

ii] Each of the primary sides of the networkological 

philosophical system has its own 

way of relating to other terms, in that the commitment to 

relation (ethico-) grounds 

the oneand (onto-) and the open (epistemo-), the oneand 

gives rise to the open and 

the commitment to relation, and the open provides the 

perspective whereby we can 

see the oneand and the need for the commitment to relation, 

that is, it manifests 

them. 

 

iii] Any examination of one of the terms will lead 

ultimately to the others. 

Furthermore, when we examine each of these terms in greater 



detail, we will see that 

they then shatter, fractally giving rise to conceptual sub-

networks which repeat their 

inter-mediation, in relation to the fundamental 

networkological principles, at further 

levels of scale. 

 

iv] From an epistemological perspective, for example, the 

open gives rise to more 

refractions of key terms as they interact with fragments of 

the others already 

mentioned. This manifests according to three forms, namely, 

the undecideability 

known as the fundamental obstacle, the ontological quandry 

of potential, and the 

ethical demand known as the appeal of the other. All three 

of these describe limits 

to knowledge which manifest ways in which all that what is 

differs with itself in the 

process of emergence. 

 

v] Moving from the epistemological to the ethical, we see 

how the call to robustness 

(freedom, ethics from the future) requires an attentiveness 

to this appeal of the 

 

 



 

other (attention, ethics in the present), resulting in the 

commitment to relation 

(decision, ethics in the past), which grounds the system as 

a whole. 

 

vi] And from an ontological perspective, the oneand, which 

gives rise to space and 

time, actual and potential, also gives rise to emergence. 

In this manner, emergence 

displays relation under the aspect of potential, just as 

relation displays emergence 

under the aspects of the actual, while both of these are 

manifestations of self- 

differing in the process of coming to be as relation-in-

process/emergence-in-relation. 

 

vii] Continuing this line of thought by further dividing 

its approach to what is (the 

onto-), the networkological perspective describes the stuff 

of the world itself by 

means of the term matrix. Matrix is that of which mind and 

matter are two aspects, 

that from which both come to be. The investigation of 

matrix and its modes of 

appearance, including, the open, the oneand, and the other, 

gives rise to the series of 

perspectives known as matrixology. The modes of appearance 

of matrix include 

emergence, relation, spacetime, location, perspective, 

matter, mind, actual, 

potential, past, future, present, variance, invariance, 

separation, connection, aspect, 

element, context, etc. When emergence occurs in matter in 

the past, it is called 

actual, while the term potential is used when emergence in 

matter has yet to occur. 

And when emergence gives rise to itself, and hence 

relation, it is known as self- 

differing, emergence-in-process, or simply as emergence, 

for emergence always 

contains itself at a higher level of scale, for it is what 



gives rise to the production 

difference and relation as such. 

 

commitment to 

relation 

(grounds . . .) 

emergence-in-relation/ 

relation-in-process 

open 

(manifests. . .) 

oneand 

(gives rise to . . .) 

 



 

viii] Moving to the ethical, the extraction of guides for 

action for individuals and 

collectives from the analysis of networks in the world is 

known as network ethics, just 

as the analysis of the potentials inherent in the network 

diagram is known as 

diagrammatology. Network ethics will be discussed at length 

in a future work on this 

topic, while this work concentrates on diagrammatology and 

matrixology. 

 

ix] Because diagrammatology describes the network diagram 

in its most basic form, it 

is to this aspect of the networkological perspective, that 

which describes the 

diagrammatic aspect of the project in its most abstract 

form, that we will now turn. 

However, any of these divisions of the networkological 

enterprise could act as a point 

of entry. In light of all that is stated above, we can see 

that the networkological 

perspective recasts the traditional philosophical 

divisions, such that, more or less, 

ontology through a networkological lens becomes 

matrixology, epistemology becomes 

diagrammatology, while the study of the implications of 

these are considered by 

network ethics. However, as will be shown, none of these 

three branches of the 

networkological enterprise truly stand on their own, 

rather, they refract each other as 

aspects of the whole. Having now laid out a sketch of the 

work as a whole, the rest of 

this text will work to fill out precisely what the concepts 

just described mean. 

 

Groundings. In regard to its commitment to immanence and 

relation, as 

well as the other principles already described, how is it 

that the networkological 

enterprise justifies its terms, and itself as a whole? 



 

All of the concepts and terms employed by the 

networkological perspective are 

developed so as to be in sync with the varied aspects of 

the principle of relation. Each 

concept is necessarily a holographic and fractal 

intermediation of the manner in which 

the general principles of the networkological enterprise 

and the wider world 

intermediate each other when they are made to come into 

contact. Just as the 

networkological principles themselves are derived from the 

world, so they must then 

reintertwine with that world, in a relational interplay 

which overcomes the distinction 

between world and principles in a system of philosophy, 

such as that which is 

elaborated in what follows. 

 

It must be stressed, however, that due to the manner in 

which networkological 

thought is structured, many common critiques of other forms 

of philosophy, such that 

they are self-contradictory or circularly self-grounding, 

are not seen as grounds for 

critique. Rather, those aspects of philosophical systems 

often described by these 

 

 



 

perjorative terms are in fact very much a part of what, to 

networkological thought, a 

relational philosophical system does. For in fact, 

emergence manifests itself within 

relational philosophy in a manner which often manifests 

itself, to critics, as self- 

contradictory, self-grounding, etc. For if self-

contradiction is an attempt to relate 

with that which is other to sense, and self-grounding is 

the only recourse an immanent 

philosophical system has to ground itself, then the 

networkological system must 

necessarily have aspects of both, and in various 

combinations. 

 

From a networkological perspective, all systems of thought 

are either self- 

contradictory or self-grounding. While most systems of 

thought are one or the other, 

while denying both, the networkological system embraces 

both at once via its notion 

of emergence. Emergence is the manner in which difference 

manifests itself 

immanently within the world, and in a manner which comes to 

grasp itself while 

serving as the ground of its own grasping. Self-

contradiction and self-grounding are 

simply two sides of the reduction of the concept of 

emergence within non-relational 

discourses. 

 

In relational modes of thought, however, the refractive 

manner in which terms contain 

each other and ground each other is neither simply 

contradictory nor self-grounding, 

but both one and the other, and more, for it describes the 

immanent topology, or 

shape, of the relational system itself, thereby providing 

its formal structure. More will 

be said later in this text to describe precisely what is 

meant by this. 



 

However, for now let it suffice to say that the grounding 

of terms by each other in a 

nested fashion indicates foldings between levels of the 

networkological project, the 

manner in which its terms and concepts layer and intertwine 

around the self- 

containing self-differing which is emergence-in-relation / 

relation-in-process. 

Emergence is fundamentally non-totalizing, it moves within 

itself while standing still, 

as relation-differing and differing-in-relation. Emergence 

is always nested within 

itself, giving rise to itself, such that self-containment 

is not something to be 

eliminated as much as understood. Emergence as a temporal 

structure is thus perhaps 

best described by means of means of 4...n-dimensional, non-

orientable surfaces such 

as a cross-cap or Klein bottle, 2 so long as these shapes 

are only seen as illustrations of 

a process which is fundamentally plural, composed of non-

linear networks of relationin- 

process at multiple levels of scale, of which non-

orientable diagrams describe a 

mere part. 

 

From such a perspective, we can begin to see the manner in 

which the networkological 

 

 



 

perspective grounds itself by means of a process of ‘eating 

its own tails,’ following the 

temporal and logical structure of emergence in its process 

of differing with itself in 

the world. For in fact, experience can be understood as the 

result of that which 

contains itself fracturing and differentiating itself and 

then re-relating to and 

recontaining itself at multiple levels of scale. Within all 

 

three dimensional embeddings 

of four dimensional, non- 

orientable surfaces known as a 

cross-cap and Klein bottle, 

respectively. 

 

 

that exists, strands of potential emergence remain, 

indicating the network that 

connects the potential of all to all, if at differing 

degrees of intensity. Understanding 

the topologies of such intensity in relation to what is is 

a large part of what is entailed 

in the networkological enterprise itself. 

 

And while the presentation of the networkological 

perspective in this text moves from 

diagrammatology through matrixology to ethics, ultimately, 

it could have begun 

anywhere, for the parts all contain the whole in miniature. 

The entirety of the system 

is what grounds it, by means of what it gives rise to via 

its movement within the 

relation between itself and the world. And as we will work 

to show, what the system 

gives rise to via this movement is precisely itself, the 

networkological perspective. In 

all of this, the only criterion of value which is used by 

the networkological pespective 

to adjudicate itself, and other philosophies, is the degree 

to which each helps develop 



sustainable complexity in regard to their contexts. This 

will all be described in full in 

future works on network ethics. 

 

 



 

 [1. diagrammatics: logics of 

diagrams] 

 

 

Diagrammatology. Diagrammatology is the study of networks 

at their most abstract. To abstract means to separate out, 

and the goal of what follows will be to show what happens 

when the notion that all experience can be understood as 

networking is distilled to its core conceptual structures. 

To use a phrase coined by Alan Turing and favored by Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Guattari, diagrammatology describes the 

networkological project as what may be thought of as an 

abstract machine. Or, to take a set of metaphors from 

Gilbert Simondon, the conceptual architecture described 

here is a seed for thinking, one which can intertwine with 

the medium of the world from which it is abstracted, and in 

the process, give rise to descriptive crystallizations. 

 

By describing the logics of networks relatively abstractly 

in this manner, diagrammatology shows how networks can be 

used to describe relatively abstract phenomena such as 

quanities, qualities, types, sets, categories, as well as 

relatively abstract processes such as representation, 

understanding, knowledge, structuration, complexity, and 

emergence. In this sense, diagrammatology is therefore the 

aspect of the networkological project which deals with 

concerns which many philosophical systems have described by 

means of the term logic. What follows will therefore be a 

strange four dimensional architecture of abstractions 

which, when intertwined with the stuff of experience, can 

yield new networks which, it is hoped, can help function as 

lenses for indicating pathways towards potentially better 

worlds which, like the wormholes to other dimensions of 

science fiction, can be revealed to have always already 

been part of the porously multiplicitous fabric of 

experience itself. 

  

That said, because experience will be conceived in what 

follows in the manner described above, which is to say, as 

a fundamentally multiplicitously matrix beyond any one, or 

oneand, what follows will not hew to the strictures of 



logic in any classical sense. Rather, it will describe the 

conceptual networks which structure its worldview according 

to its own terms. Just as salt can be extracted from salt 

water by boiling it, so it is with what follows, the 

concepts extracted below are those which pertain to the 

structure of the networkological project, and pertain to 

how it redescribes the world. Rather than describe the 

structures of something like “the world as it really is,” a 

fiction if there ever was one, what follows works to 

articulate the abstract structures of the world as it could 

come to have become. 

 

 

Excursus on Aristotelian Derived and Computationally Framed 

Logics. If what follows is a logic, then, it is a peculiar 

one by any traditional sense of the term. As will become 

clear in what follows, it is fundamentally plural, and 

hence, will be referred to only in the plural, which is to 

say, as logics. And the logics of networks are as 

fundamentally plural as the networks in the world. Too 

often logic has been used to hold up a warped mirror to the 

world which only refleted back the way its authors wished 

the world would be. This image was often far tidier, 

orderly, rigid, pure, dichotomous, or limiting than any of 

the networks of experience. And so, enormous gymnastics 

were necessary to suture these abstract diagrams of the 

world back to the world again, and with such massive loss. 

The descriptions which could be articulated in such logics 

were so radically impoverished, they only produced 

descriptions that were cold phantoms of the burgeoning 

complexity and potential which greets experiencers every 

single day. 

 

And yet, the influence of these logics has been vast. For 

these logics were so reductive, they were used to devise 

machines, so-called computers, which have changed our world 

today. These computers, by means of the massive precision 

and speed which such logic allowed when meshed with the 

binary switches miniaturized in silicon chips, produced 

incredibly reductive yet also massively powerful new images 

of the world. For decades, humans began to see their own 

modes of thinking as nothing but poor relations to the 



number crunching produced by these incredibly fast 

calculators. 

 

And yet, the history of attempts to develop machines that 

could learn or deal with vague information in any way 

remained completely stalled during this period. Only when 

these computers became so powerfully fast that they were 

able to produce simulations of the outside world that 

people began to attempt to use the logic of these computers 

against themselves and attempt to simulate the sorts of 

neural processes at work in the human brain. Once this 

began, evidences from a variety of disciplines which had 

been sidelined by the success of binary logic as used in 

computers began to congeal into what has often been called 

the new cognitive science. It began to become evident that 

to get computers to function in ways which resembled 

organic systems and living organisms, it was necessary to 

alter their logics. The field of soft-computing emerged as 

an attempt to develop new understanding of what computing 

could mean. 

 

With this, the logics employed by the traditional “hard” 

computers began to be seen as only one flavor even in 

regard to the production of computers. At around the same 

time, images of the brain and the thinking it does began to 

shift within the culture as a whole to be less based upon 

imaginaries which cast the brain as a computer manque, a 

poor substitute for its silicon partners. Neuroscience 

emerged from the shadow of computer science, and began to 

feedback with developents in artifical neural networks, 

simulated mini-brains which had learning from experience as 

their core logic, leapfrogged to the forefront of the 

attempt to develop artificial forms of thinking. 

 

Like waking up from a dream or a fog, the culture began to 

emerge from an image of thinking which reduced what seemed 

possible for thinking to what was done by binary computers. 

Beyond artificial neural networks, technologies largely 

only known to specialists, it was the evolution of the 

Internet, with its polymorphously intertwined, 

distributively networked architecture, that seemed to shift 

public sentiment away from dreaming of thinking more 



binarily to dreaming of thinking more like weave-working. 

There was a shift in the global image of what it meant to 

be thinking, a paradigm shift in the horizons of what it 

was imagined we are doing with our brains as they do with 

us. 

 

New images of thinking have new logics, and what follows is 

an attempt to describe some of the ways in which the logics 

of networking can provide a new image for thinking, and for 

thinking our world. If logic is the study of abstract 

conceptualizations in their seemingly most abstract 

relations to each other, then what follows is something 

like that in regard to what a networked view of experience 

can show us. Such a view follows the principles of the 

networkeological project, which is that such an endeavor 

will be immanent, relational, refractive, and emergent. 

These principles have been abstracted from the networks at 

work in networked descriptions of the world, and can serve 

as tools to help crystallize new ones. 

 

From such a perspective, descriptions are not produced top 

down, from concept to concrete, nor the reverse, but 

rather, from the back and forth intertwinig of the abstract 

and concrete, the emergent networking which is far messier 

and more interesting than anything evidenced in traditional 

logics. This is not to say that such more rigid logics do 

not have their uses. The speed and precision of computers 

that use binary logics and serial ways of computing are 

evident for all to see, and they have transformed the world 

we live in during the early twenty-first century. But as 

many in the new cognitive science have argued, while these 

machines are extremely good at the things humans are 

terrible at, such as accurately manipulting long strings of 

numbers with neither boredom nor distraction, they are 

terrible at things that humans do with ease, like guess 

based on partial information, think by analogy, or process 

vague information, not to mention more organic notions such 

as learning, caring, loving, evolving, or other such 

processes which evidence the differing logics at work in 

human style thinking. 

 

From the perspective of these more flexible, networked 



logics, the binary logics which helped give rise to the 

incredibly fast computing machines we have come to call 

computers are a particularly restricted form of the more 

encompassing logics at work in the world of experience. 

This is something which began to be intuited by those in 

the rigid Euro-American theoretical traditions during the 

late nineteenth century, with the questioning of the need 

for the parallel-postulate in geometry, leading to the 

development of non-Euclidean geometries, the questioning of 

the law of the excluded middle in symbolic logic, 

eventually leading to the logics of categories and sheaves 

of the present, or the questioning of the absolute nature 

of space and time in physics, leading to the eventual 

development of the physics of relativity and the quantum. 

And this is not to mention the nearly contemporaneous 

developments in so-called philosophy during this period, 

which tend to be described by the names Karl Marx, Sigmund 

Freud, Charles Darwin, and Freidrich Nietzsche. 

 

The logics we use to abstractly describe the world can be 

so much less constrainted than they have been. As 

conceptual abstractions tend to abstract out qualities, 

including those such as space and time, they indicate the 

potentials for being unfolded into many. This can become a 

trap, however, when we imagine the world to have no more 

future potentials than those indicated by our constricted 

logics. So often such blinders have lead to constricted 

horizons of action due to restricted ability to see the 

world in all its potentialities. One of the major goals of 

this project will be to unwork such blinders, and to open 

the conception of what might be meant by logics. 

 

In this sense, much of what follows will differ greatly 

from logics past. For it will work to describe by means of 

abstract concepts what might be meant by networking 

considered from this perspective. This should not be seen 

as indicating the limits of what networks can be, either 

here or in the future. Rather, it is simply an abstract 

diagramming which, it is hoped, can help lead to the 

production of new and more robustly emergent networkings in 

the future. If it has done this, it has accomplished its 

goals. 



 

Such a logic simply works to abstract with a goal of 

potentiation. It does not seek anything like certainty nor 

proof. In fact, I am not sure I have never experienced 

anything like what these dreams pretend to be. Rather, I 

have encountered a world so much more rich and varied, with 

so many more potentials. And in regard to this, this text 

will not work to restrict itself to such limited and 

limiting structures. But can it be possible to speak of 

logics without such notions? Of course. Replacing proof and 

certainty will be abstraction and reapplication. 

The logics which follow are grounded, not proven, and they 

are grounded by means of the networked descriptions 

produced by other works, beyond this book, which compose 

the networkological project. These works show how 

particular aspects of the world can be described by means 

of networks. The abstract networks which are described 

below have been abstracted by these, and refined by means 

of a process of back and forth between concrete 

descriptions of networks in the world, and abstraction back 

from this to articulate what could be meant by networking 

as this notion was expanded beyond its initial formulations 

in math and science and extended into domains traditionally 

considered those of philosophy and other fields in the 

humanities. It is for this reason that I have had to write 

several works within this project at once. 

 

In this sense, the more concrete descriptions produced in 

other networkological texts contemporaneously written with 

this one served to concretely ground this work, even as the 

conceptual architecture detailed below has worked to help 

provide an abstract set of guides to helping to make these 

descriptions resonate networkedly with others. This is, 

after all, what concepts do, they allow for wildly 

differing aspects of the world to be seen as similar, and 

this allows us to then see aspects of these concrete 

aspects of the world which were unlikely to be seen 

otherwise. In this manner, we can intuit based on 

analogies. If I see ice melt into water once, I can intuit 

it will do so in the future, because I see this block of 

cold clear material as similar to another, and this is what 

is meant by ice. 



 

Excursus on Abstraction and Analogy. In this sense, 

abstraction allows for analogy, and in this sense, what 

previously constricted logicians saw as the poorest form of 

thinking, abduction, or thinking by analogy, will be seen 

by the networkological project as precisely what is meant 

by abstract conceptual thinking. The concept “dog,” for 

example, is used to describe the enormous Great Dane as 

much as the small Cairn Terrier, as much as all the members 

of a litter of Beagles, as well as the future Beagles they 

will give rise to. These are not the same, but they are 

similar, analogous to each other. This abstract conception 

was devised before the formulation of the notion of 

genetics or DNA. Rather, it was done by means of the 

abstraction of qualities in common, such as the ability to 

bark, possession of a tail, four legs, etc. 

 

The forms of “logic” which have dominated traditional 

logics, with their emphasis upon notions of deduction and 

induction, are from a networkological perspective seen as 

particularly limited aspects of the processes of 

abstraction and concretion which the analogies facilitated 

by concepts allow. If one sees a wide variety of 

phenomenon, it is possible to abstract away, to separate 

off, that which does not seem to be held in common between 

these in one's experience. What remains can then be used to 

guide guesses into what is likely happen in the future. 

When this is done by means of relating concepts to one 

another in the abstract realm, this is more towards the 

side of what traditionally been called deduction, and when 

more in relation to the world beyond concepts, towards what 

has gone by the name induction. Both of these, 

networkologically cast, are seen as reductions of 

abduction, which is to say, thinking and in fact acting by 

means of analogy. 

 

For in fact, without analogy, none of this abstraction 

would make any sense. It is only by means of analogy that I 

can consider this dog as similar to another, for they may 

differ in the color of their fur, the sound of their barks, 

and even if they are outwardly identical, they seem unable 

to occupy the same locations in space and time. While 



analogy was considered by Aristotle and all the logics 

derived from him to be the weakest form of thinking, it was 

the nineteenth century logician C.S. Pierce who first 

suggested a return to abduction. Building upon this legacy, 

it becomes possible to question the priority of deduction 

and induction. For what is deduction, but a particular type 

of abstract similarity, which is to say, an abstract 

analogy, and induction, but a concrete form of analogy. We 

fold the concrete into the abstract by shearing away the 

details that differ in various experiences, and then we 

unfold our abstractions back with new experiences to help 

us understand them, describe them, and act in relation to 

them. Which is to say, we use abstractions to help us 

think, and we do this by means of a networking which is 

analogous through and through. 

 

What a reduction to think that that either empirical 

induction or logical deduction were each the foundations of 

something like pure knowledge, as has been asserted in 

various ways throughout the history of Euro-American 

philosophy. 

 

Excursus on the Catuskoti of Indian Logics and Inclusive 

Disjunction. The logical tradition of India can provide a 

counterpoint to more restrictive Euro-American models. 

According to Nagarjuna, who in writings during the second 

or third century of the Common Era (itself a problematic 

term) revolutionized abstract thinking in India, from 

Buddhist to more Brahmanic traditions, abstracted from the 

concepts articulated in the wide corpus of writings which 

have generally been referred to as the prajnaparamita, or 

the “Perfection of Wisdom” literature, a set of logical 

categories which later thinkers came to call the catusoki. 

This Sanskrit term is generally translated not into English 

but rather Latin as the tetralemma, and it forms the 

touchstone in regard to which, in one way or another, most 

later thinkers of what the West would call “logic” in India 

would refer, even if to dispute, as one of the primary 

foundations of thinking about abstract thinking. 

 

The form of the tetralemma, as abstract as anything 

formulated in the works of Aristotle, nevertheless takes a 



position so seemingly at odds with his formulations as 

seems imaginable. For Nagarjuna, the essence of all we have 

ever experienced is shunyata, a term which most literally 

has been translated as voidness or hollowness, but is most 

commonly rendered as emptiness, a term closely related to 

the word for nothing or zero in Indian mathematics, where 

this notion originated on this planet, the term for which 

in Sanskrit is shunya. To understand what is meant by this, 

Nagarjuna argues that it is “neither this nor that, nor 

both nor neither,” a formulation which has since become 

known as the catusoki, or four-fold negation. 

 

Several things are worth noting about this notion. Firstly, 

it is articulated in this form in the text generally known 

as the Madhyamakalankara. This work is often seen as the 

most crucial text of the school of Nagarjuna's later 

followers, often referred to as the Madhyamaka, or those 

who follow the middle way, a term which derived the notion 

attributed to Siddhartha Gotama, or the Buddha, that one 

should live a life neither of hedonism nor ascestism, but 

rather, pursue a middle path. This became abstracted into 

the middle way theorizing of this school. 

 

Furthermore, the notion of emptiness, or shunyata, was 

itself an abstraction of one of the Buddha's other 

concepts, namely, that of anatta, or no-self. The notion of 

atta, the equivalent in the language originally spoken by 

the Buddha for the more common Sanskrit atman, has had 

shifting meanings throughout Indian history, and to this 

day can be used in Sanskrit as the reflexive pronoun, 

similar in English to the word “self” within the 

formulations “myself, yourself, himself, herself, 

themselves”, etc. I can say, for example, “I will go get 

this myself,” and so one can use the term similarly in 

Sanskrit and the language, which came to be called PaliREF, 

by the Buddha. Scholars believe the word used in its more 

nominative form originally meant something like the body of 

a thing, but later, in relation to this more abstract 

formulation, came to be used increasingly to describe less 

concrete formulations, similar to that of the Latin derived 

English word “essence.” And so, one can read in the 

Upanisads, Brahmanic texts whose composition is relatively 



contemporaneous with the discourses of the Buddha, 

formulations which often take the form as the “thing of the 

thing is its thing, which is common to to all such things” 

with the word “thing” here being atman, with the term 

“thing” here being atman, and the meaning derivable only 

from usage and context. 

 

At around this time, Buddhists and Brahmanic thinkers 

formulated nearly opposite conceptions around this notion 

of atman (or atta in Pali). In the Upanisads it is 

articulated that all things of the same sort share the same 

atman, and the atman of all atman is atman, a notion which 

can be approximately rendered in English by saying that all 

things of the same sort have the same essence, and the 

essence of all essences is essence as such. What is 

described here is a logic of conceptualization, and a 

theorization of abstract conceptualization as such. That 

said, there is more than simple logic at work here, for the 

Upanisadic sages argue that all derives from the atman, the 

essence of essences which produces all essences and from 

this all concrete things which are the unfolding of these 

essences. Abstraction is seen as fundamentally an issue of 

potential, and in this sense, has more to do with the logic 

described in terms of networks than those articulated by 

the tradition deriving from Aristotle. 

 

The Buddhists took a tack which while related to that 

articulated in the Upanisads, was like its photo-negative, 

and while the historical record does not indicate who 

arrived at these sorts of formulations first, for the needs 

of what this section is working to articulate, it hardly 

matters. What does is that while the Brahmanic theorists, 

which later generations would come to call as part of the 

Hindu traditions, felt that the abstract source of 

everything, the Buddhists argued the opposite. 

 

The discourses of the Buddha famously put forth the notion 

that one of the Buddha's core pronouncements is the 

doctrine of no-self. The Buddha discussed this most 

directly in relation to the self of a person. He argued 

that while we have thoughts and sense impressions, a body 

and a mind, there is no core entity that seems to unite 



this all, which is to say, no atman to be found. This was 

seen to be liberating insight, for if there is no self, 

then the desire to cling to such a self, to gain 

possessions for it, or to want it to live forever, is 

simply ridiculous. For the Buddha, deconstructing the self 

was essential to liberating people from craving aspects of 

the world like the so often craved things. 

 

For the Upanisadic sages, however, liberation (moksha, 

Skt.) could be had by realizing that everything one has 

experienced, despite seeming differences, is really aspects 

of the atman of all atman, and detaching from all of these 

to realize one is all of these and they are you will allow 

you to detach from oneself and become one with the atman of 

all atman, and gain its potentials, if losing oneself in 

the process. This is the realization of the famed notion 

that “atman is brahman,” with brahman being a term for the 

creative potential of which all aspects of the cosmos are 

merely that. 

 

While there are crucial differences between the Buddhist 

and Upanisadic approaches here, it is worth noting that 

both approaches see their doctrine of essences or anti-

essences as potentially liberating ways of seeing the world 

differently than more traditionally limited doctrines. In 

the prajnaparamita literature which most scholars believe 

began to be composed around three hundred years after the 

life of the Buddha (and written in Sansrkit), an argument 

begans to be made that no-self does not quite go far enough 

if it is limited to the self (atman) of persons. Rather, it 

also applies to the self, or essence (atman) of things. It 

is this notion which comes to be described by the term 

shunyata, the notion that everything is ultimately empty of 

an essence, and it is this which Nagarjuna works to 

formulate into the abstract formulation of his famed 

catusoki which came to form the paradoxical anti-foundation 

of much of Indian abstract thinking about thinking for 

millennia. 

 

How the fourfold negation of the Nagarjuna's catusoki, as 

an extension of the notion of no-self and opposed to that 

of the Brahmanic atman, could be seen as the foundation of 



logic is likely to fry the brains of anyone trained in 

Western style logic. And it is precisely for this reason 

that it is worth discussing here, for it can help 

articulate some of the stakes of what logic or philosophy 

or abstract thinking about thinking could be seen to be. 

 

Discourses upon discourses have been written about what it 

could mean to have no self in various Buddhist contexts, 

and likewise about the meaning of emptiness, and entire 

schools of thinking have arisen not only in regard to 

differing ways of interpreting these words, but differing 

ways of interpreting Nagarjunas' interpretations. Without 

going into the intricacies of these debates, it is worth 

noting that the term emptiness if often paired with another 

in many Buddhist discourses, the notion of 

pratityasamutpada, a notion which has been relatively 

literally rendered as “dependent origination,” but has also 

been translated as relativity, interbeing, and 

interconnectedness. For the purposes of this work, it could 

be rendered as networking. 

 

What this has to do with emptiness and the catusoki can be 

elucidated by means of recourse to one of the classic 

Buddhist discourses, composed between the formulation of 

the notion of no-self and the later doctrine of emptiness, 

the Milindapada (“Discourses of King Milinda”). In this 

work, the Seleucid Greek King Milinda, ruler of one of the 

Bactro-Greek Kingdoms on the border of India which existed 

for centuries and provided conduits for transfers of ways 

of living and thinking between parts of the Ancient world 

often imagined separate, is visited by the Buddhist monk 

Nagasena, who explains to him Buddhist doctrines. The 

explanation of the notion of no-self shows how the notion 

began to take on the form of thinking about emptiness 

before the term was nominated shunyata as such, as can be 

seen as precursor to the type of thinking articulated by 

Nagarjuna. 

 

Nagasena points out to King Milinda that he arrived in a 

chariot. And yet, that chariot is neither its parts nor the 

whole, neither the materials of which it is composed nor 

their shape. Nagasena goes through a list of aspects of the 



chariot, from abstract to concrete, and when he asks the 

King if any of these are the chariot, the King answers 

“no.” And so, at the end of the investigation, Nagasena 

concludes that the chariot “is not found.” I have heard 

this same mode of teaching from countless Buddhist monks 

and teachers, who used this mode of arguing to show that 

everyday objects, such as chairs or tables, are ultimately 

empty. A chair is neither the legs nor the seat, the nails 

that hold these together nor the designers plans, the wood 

nor the paint, the idea of sitting nor the person doing the 

sitting. If you try to reduce the chair to any of these, 

you get something else: a leg, a seat, wood, a function, a 

designer's drawing, paint, etc. And so, if the chair is 

none of these, then the chair is “not found.” In the words 

of many of the Buddhist tradition going forward, this shows 

that the chair lacks svabhava, often translated as its “own 

being.” This is the opposite, in a sense, of the Brahmanic 

notion of the atman. 

 

And yet, as Nagasena is quick to point out to the King, he 

nevertheless arrived at the palace, and thus they are able 

to have this discussion. The reason for this is 

pratityasamutpada, or interconnectedness. Things appear, 

but they lack own-being, there is no being (sat, Skt.), as 

is often said, “on their side.” And here we begin to see 

why it was that Nagarjuna formulated the core of what is 

meant by emptiness by means of the tetralemma, and what 

this has to do with networking. A chair is neither its 

parts nor the whole without these, the concept of 

“chairness” nor the concrete material of a particular 

chair, the social function nor an assortment of molecules. 

It is all these things, and none of these things, it 

exceeds all of them. If you look for a core of anything, 

you will ultimately find nothing but a nexus of 

connections, which is to say, a network. There is no thing 

there, but there are intertwinings as far as any eye can 

see. 

 

And so, a chair is a collection of molecules, a social 

function, legs and a seat, an idea, a word, and so much 

more. Which is it really? The Buddhist approach is to get 

rid of the “really.” There is experience, and if you follow 



any strand of this, one will find networks of networks of 

connections in process. One will not find hard and fast 

things. Examine anything closely, and a tissue of relations 

will reveal themselves. Examine any one of these relations, 

or any one anything, and it will reveal such a tissue, if 

each in their own ways. The obverse of emptiness is 

interconnectedness. 

 

And here it is possible to see how both the fullness of the 

self of all selves as the essence of essences, and the 

logic of emptiness and interconnectedness, can both be seen 

as leading to a sort of detachment leading to a form of 

liberation. For what both the Upanisadic sages and the 

Buddhists are critiquing is what in Euro-American 

traditions have referred to as reification, or 

thingification. View the world as a set of disconnected 

atoms, and the result will be all sorts of problems, for 

such a view is radically reductive of the multiplicitous 

aspects of the world that exceed these. A more relational 

perspective, and processurally relational at that, is a 

clear antidote to this. And in this sense, the obverse of 

the tetralemma, “neither this, nor that, nor both, nor 

neither,” can, if a bit heretically to the more traditional 

of Nagarjuna's followers, be seen as “both this, and that, 

and both, and neither.” These are not opposites as much as 

complements, and some later and more inclusive strands of 

Buddhist thinking saw this. 

 

For in fact, both shunyata and pratityasamutpada, the 

Buddhist anatman and the Upanisadic “atman is brahman,” 

present a critique of overreification of experience. This 

is seen as liberating wisdom, insight which should not 

merely be understood abstractly, but, to use an English 

term of phrase, in one's gut. For both traditions, 

suffering is caused by overreifying. According to the 

science of complex systems which forms much of the 

inspiration of the networkological project, this is also 

quite good science, for in fact, systems that 

overcentralize tend to destroy themselves in the long run 

by destroying their contexts of nurturance and further 

growth. 

 



Returning to abstract ways of thinking, Gilles Deleuze and 

Felix Guattari refer to two primary ways of thinking, one 

of which favors “either/or” thinking, and those which 

depend on logics of “both/and.” These can loosely be 

understood as emphasizing exclusive and inclusive 

disjunction, respectively. The networkological project, in 

a manner which recalls that of these two Indian traditions, 

frames its abstract aspects in terms of the logic of 

inclusion. While there are situations in which exclusion 

has its place, if this is taken as a model of all processes 

in the world, the results seem to choke off potentials for 

creative growth. This argument cannot be made here, and is 

made elsewhere in various forms in the works associated 

with this project, as well as the various researches of 

complex systems science. 

 

Such a perspective serves to ground the more abstract 

aspects of this project. While many logics of the past have 

worked to prove their own necessity without recourse to the 

concrete matter of the world, this project views this as an 

inherently problematic approach. For those who want to 

ground abstraction with nothing more than abstraction, and 

create an exclusive disjunction between logics and the 

world of experience, the work of Kurt Goedel in mathematics 

show the folly of such an approach in some of the most 

abstract terms seemingly imaginable. But it does not take 

air-tight mathematical proofs of the impossibility of air-

tight mathematical proof to make such a point. Rather, if 

abstractness and concreteness are seen as two lenses on the 

world, two abstractions from the concreteness of the world 

which find their meaning, use, and purpose in relation to 

this world, then such rigid and limiting games lose their 

luster. Put differently, between inclusive and exclusive 

disjunction, the middle path of interconnectedness which is 

neither overreifying nor antireifying, the path of 

networking. And in this sense, rather than deduction, 

proof, or anything like this, what follows will be be 

structured around an effort at  descriptively redescription 

of some of the abstract pole of the networks of experience, 

grounded in little more than the hope that this can help 

potentiate more sustainable emergence of complex 

networking, in the hope that this too can help give rise to 



a world which perhaps suffers a tiny bit less because of 

this. 

 

Diagrammatology.  Diagrammatology, in regard to the 

networkological project as articulated here, will be 

described here in regard to four aspects. From this 

perspective, diagrammatics will be seen as the study of the 

concepts which pertain to networks as such, parametrics the 

forms these take in individual networks, combinatorics the 

manner in which networks intertwine with each other to give 

rise to parameters, and emergence how networks arise from 

within each other and in relation to the wider world. 

 

The work which follows will develop according to chapters, 

with each devoted to fleshing out what each of these four 

aspects of networks could come to be seen to mean. As will 

be shown, each of these  manifests the logic of a 

particular aspect of what will be called the network 

diagram, an abstract conceptual representation of what it 

means to be a network, which is itself composed of sub-

aspects, or elements of this diagram, to be referred to as 

node, link, ground, and network/level. 

 

The section on diagrammatics manifests the intersection of 

the logic of the network with that of the node, the section 

on parametrics that of the node with 

that of the link, that on combinatorics that on emergence 

that of the ground with that 

of the level (and by means of the homology between network 

and level, we see the 

link between the diagrammatics at one level and emergence 

at the next). 

 

One fundamental feature of diagrammtology is that it 

describes not only the network 

diagram, but how this diagram serves as a sort of grammar 

for what is, providing the 

structure which allows that which exists to grasp itself 

meaningfully in the process of 

its self-understanding. While diagrammatology begins by 

focusing on issues which have 

traditionally been associated with network diagrams, as the 



shift occurs between the 

sections on diagrammatics and parametrics, the network 

diagram will serve as a 

foundation from which to generate what can be seen as a 

sort of language of what is, 

a grammar of things, so to speak. 

 

Thus, in the section on parametrics, we will see that 

certain types of parameters 

function as what can be thought of as the adjectives, 

nouns, connecting words, and 

verbs of what is, and in a sense which has many resonances 

with both natural and 

mathematical languages as used by humans. In all of this, 

it must not be thought that 

what is presented here is some sort of anthropomorphic 

attempt to understand the 

world via the categories of human language. Rather, this 

section attempts to describe 

the manner in which the world presents itself as meaningful 

to itself: human languages 

are simply secondary effects of this meaningfulness, which 

may or may not resonate 

with this deeper meaningfulness in a wide variety of ways. 

Much more will be said 

about human language, of which mathematics is one 

particular type, in the section on 

matrixology. However, it must be kept in mind that in what 

follows, we are concerned 

 

 



 

with the manner in which a networked view of the world can 

help ground an 

understanding of the meaningfulness of the world as such, 

in and beyond human 

languages and meanings. As we proceed to the sections on 

combinatorics and 

emergence, we will see how the deeper meaningfulness of 

what is can be understood 

by more complex forms thereof, of which human languages are 

one particular and 

limited type. 

 

Diagrammatology is without question the most abstract 

aspect of the networkological 

project. It is, however, the approach to the 

networkological project which allows a 

reader an introduction to this project from abstract and 

simple to concrete and 

complex. To enter the networkological project from this 

point is to take the path of 

traditional philosophical system building. This is because 

diagrammatology is the 

attempt to describe the world in its most general and 

abstract form. Such an endeavor 

must be seen as necessarily limited, however, a product of 

the contexts of its 

articulation, and inflected by the process of abstraction 

whereby it is produced. 

 

While one may choose to enter the networkological project 

via diagrammatology, 

there are alternate points of entry, each of which provides 

an equally viable 

trajectory through the whole. For those wishing a point of 

entry related to the 

physical world, consciousness, and culture, entry by means 

of matrixology is advised, 

and from here, the reader can abstract back to 

diagrammatology. Likewise, for those 

interested in applications and implications, the section on 

network ethics is 



recommended. In what immediately follows, however, the 

network diagram, in its 

most abstract form, will serve as a point of departure. 

 

 

 

Elements. The networkological project is an attempt to 

develop the 

potentials implicit in network diagrams in relation to the 

world. From networks in the 

world, of which network diagrams, such as those seen on 

paper or computer screens, 

are one particular type, a philosophical concept can be 

abstracted. This is concept is 

known as the network diagram. 

 

The three primary components, or elements, of the network 

diagram are the node, 

or individual, the link, or connection, and the ground, or 

context. In addition to 

these, one quasi-element pertains to the network diagram, 

which is the 

network/level. This quasi-element can be seen in the manner 

in which networks and 

their elements contain each other. In each individual 

network, the whole always lurks 

implicitly, as both a part of that network and the whole, 

as well as the potential for 

that network to become a part of another network, or 

contain other 

networks/elements. What determines the difference between 

an element and a 

network as a whole is the relevant level of scale, such 

that the level of scale and the 

network as a whole need to be seen as two sides or 

manifestations of the same. 

 

As far as we know about the structure of our universe, all 

network elements are 

themselves also networks, and all networks are also network 

elements, up to and 

potentially including infinite levels of both great and 



small scale (more will be said 

about this later in the volume on matrixology). In this 

sense, we have no reason to 

believe there there are networks which do not contain other 

levels of scale within 

them, and/or are contained within other networks, to an 

infinite degree. While we 

cannot know this for certain, practially speaking, we can 

operate as if this were the 

case. 

 

The network elements described above – node, link, ground 

(and network/level) occur 

in many forms, and may be static or dynamic, heterogeneous 

or homogeneous, 

large or small, dense or porous, etc. Some may be directed 

(ie: links which only flow 

in a given direction), single or multiply articulated, 

precise or fuzzy, they may fold 

 

 



 

and intertwine in various ways, etc. Networks include any 

and all of these 

permutations, as well as many others which will be 

described in detail in what follows. 

From the diagrammatic germ described above -node, link, 

ground (and 

network/level) - the entire networkological project 

springs. 

 

Abstraction. The concept of the network diagram, as well as 

the concepts 

it includes (such as those of network elements and other 

concepts to be described in 

what follows), are all relative abstractions of networks in 

the world, of which network 

diagrams, and the concept of the network diagram itself, 

are particular types. The 

concept of the network diagram represent the 

networkological endeavor in its most 

abstract form. 

 

In what follows, the description of the conceptual side of 

networks will at times seem 

to nearly collapse under the weight of its own abstraction, 

for the relation between 

the networkological project and the wider world is 

presented here in its most tenuous 

form. However, while abstraction strips away contexts, it 

also provides the potential 

for generalization, and without generalization, network 

diagrams would be useless in 

helping us understand the world. 

 

In addition to obvious benefits provided by generalization, 

abstraction also clarifies 

the potentials and limitations implicit in a way of looking 

at the world when the 

approach in question is taken to its limits. For by taking 

a given model for dealing with 

concrete instances in the world to its extreme, we see what 

may happen when the 



instances in question go beyond the common or everyday. 

Such a procedure is 

particularly useful in case the conditions which determine 

which concrete cases are 

everyday were ever to shift. 

 

Abstraction is a lens for viewing the world, one which, 

like all other lenses, gives as it 

takes and vice-versa. This section will continue with 

abstraction as its method, while 

those sections which follow will work to reconnect the 

abstractions generated thereby 

with the more concrete aspects of the world which provide 

their grounds. In what 

immediately follows, however, the method will be to 

describe those aspects of 

networks which remain when abstracted from space, time, 

quantity, and all qualities 

other than those which form aspects of the network diagram 

as such, as described 

below. 

 

 



 

Diagram. The first and foundational concept of 

networkological 

diagrammatology is that of the network diagram itself. 

According to the 

networkological perspective, a diagram is a sign which 

represents a concept. The 

network diagram is a particular variant thereof, both a 

concept and a diagram, a 

concept of a sign, and a sign of a concept. 

 

More will be said about concepts and signs later in this 

text. However, for now it is 

important to state that unlike signs such as alphabetic or 

ideographic signs, network 

diagrams both say and show. That is, they both represent 

and perform the relation 

they describe, such that the network diagram, like all 

diagrams, unites sign and 

concept in itself. 

 

The network diagram, however, is the most abstract diagram, 

the diagram of the 

concept of diagrammatization, or concrete abstraction, as 

such. While the network 

diagram is not the sort of diagram which can be easily 

drawn, for it is the concept of 

the network in its most abstract sense, and therefore 

abstracted from any particular 

network other than itself, it can nevertheless be described 

by means of the 

articulation of the relations between its component 

concepts. Such a mode of 

description traces, if abstractly, the form of the concept 

as diagram, and in this sense, 

diagrams the concept. This is precisely what this section 

will work to do. 

 

Node. The concept of the node in the network diagram 

represents the principle 

of unity(-in-difference), or the one(and). Considered in 

complete abstraction, a node 



is without parts, completely identical to all other nodes 

in a network, and all other 

nodes as such, for each node in a network is, from such a 

perspective, simply an 

instantiation, an ingression, of the node which is itself a 

concept within the concept 

known as the network diagram. Such is the concept of the 

node taken to its abstract 

extreme. It must be kept in mind, however, that no node can 

ever truly be a unity, for 

true unity is never seen in pure form in the world, for it 

would be without relation, 

and hence, we could have no experience of it. For this 

reason, we can say that the 

concept of the node takes the form of unity(-in-

difference), or the one(and). For 

difference lurks within the unity of the node, and all 

nodes, even when conceptualized 

in the extreme. The abstraction utilized in this section 

manifests the logic of the 

node, for abstraction describes unity-in-difference. 

 

 



 

Link. The concept of the link in the network diagram 

represents the principle of 

difference, disjunct-unity, or the two(and). Links hold 

apart that which they 

connect, and bring together than which is separate. When 

the concept of the link 

intersects that of the node, the result is the 

plurification of the concept of the node 

into nodes, for once there is a link, there are necessarily 

nodes rather than a node, 

links between elements rather than a link, and hence, a 

network rather than simply an 

element. As that which is at once unified and disjunct from 

nodes, the concept of the 

link opens onto the concept of the ground, that which is 

neither inside networks nor 

outside of them. The linking between abstraction and 

concretion, present increasingly 

in sections of this text which follow that of 

diagrammatics, manifest the logic of the 

link. 

 

Ground. The concept of the ground in the network diagram 

represents the 

principle of indistinction, neither/nor, or the three(and). 

Grounds are the context(s) 

in relation to which nodes, links, and the 

network(s)/level(s) they describe are 

distinguished. Grounds are neither fully inside networks 

nor outside of them, and in 

this sense, we can say that, to use a term employed by 

Jacques Lacan, are ex-timate 

to them, exhibiting exterior intimacy/interior 

exteriority.3 

 

The extimacy of grounds to networks is not the only manner 

in which grounds are 

neither/nor, however, for they are also neither unified nor 

dispersed, neither nodes 

nor links (and may be composed of any/all network elements 

or networks, depending 



on the context in question), and while they may be the 

background of a network, 

depending on the manner in which the network in question is 

deployed in the world, 

they may also be the foreground. In the capacity of 

foreground, a ground functions as 

a potential node within other networks, just as when it 

functions as a background, the 

ground functions as a potential link between networks. In 

both cases, the ground 

serves to link the network in question to the wider world. 

 

When the concept of the ground intersects with that of the 

node, we see the manner 

in which all grounds link all networks together as the 

excess which unites them. When 

the concept of the ground intersects with that of the link, 

we see the manner in which 

this excess is disjunct in the manner in which it unites. 

When the concept of the 

ground intersects with that of the intersection of the 

concepts of the node and the 

link, the first result is the potential for change within 

the nodes and links. 

 

 



 

Change always involves production or consumption, which are 

themselves forms of 

transformation. When relations between nodes and links 

change, they do so by 

drawing upon their ground(s), or releasing into their 

ground(s), and in this sense, 

grounds are that which is produced or consumed in order to 

make change in neworks 

occur. Some change may even lead to the emergence or 

dissolution of nodes, links, or 

networks/levels themselves. 

 

The concept of the ground deepens the difference presented 

by the unity(-indifference) 

of nodes and the disjunct-unity of links into the self-

differing which 

pertains to grounds. Self-differing, while always also an 

othering, a becoming strange 

and other to oneself, nevertheless starts and ends with the 

self, even if in the process 

of becoming other to itself. That is, differing via grounds 

remains grounded in the self 

of particular networks, for even as grounds represent the 

presence of the world within 

networks, they do so in a manner which is framed by these 

networks themselves. 

 

However, grounds also represent the inability of any 

network to truly close on itself, 

and thus, the concept of the ground manifests the manner in 

which each aspect of the 

network diagram may differ from itself by means of a lack 

of closure which links each 

and every network to that which exceeds it. This is what is 

meant by the notion of the 

three(and), for the ground as the third term within the 

network diagram prevents the 

closure of the three it nevertheless describes, such that 

the –andic presents itself by 

means of the third of the three. 

 



Beyond this, the second result of the intersection of the 

concept of the ground with 

that of the node and the link is the potential for nodes 

and links in a network to exist 

neither fully inside a network nor fully outside of it. For 

nodes and links may have 

parts which are outside any given network in question, and 

may even exist in many 

networks at once. Here we see the manner in which nodes and 

links can serve as 

grounds, for they may also have aspects which are neither 

fully inside nor outside a 

given network. 

 

In this sense, we can say that the ground of any network 

can be composed of various 

grounds, as well as aspects of nodes and links, which are 

extimate to a given network. 

These aspects of the ground are neither fully 

undifferentiated in their function as the 

ground of the network, nor fully differentiated in their 

functions in the network as 

such. 

 

 



 

In addition, the third result of the intersection of the 

concept of the ground with that 

of nodes and links is that it is also possible for the 

indistinction represented by the 

concept of the ground to display itself within nodes and 

links themselves. When this 

happens, we say that the nodes and links in question are 

fuzzy, rather than precise. 

 

In all its forms, the concept of the ground presents an 

opening onto the concept of the 

network/level, namely, that which is not neither within 

networks nor outside them, 

but rather, both within networks and outside them. 

 

Network/Level. Levels within networks come in three primary 

forms. Any 

element/network, or entity, exists at what is known as a 

meso- level of scale, 

between macro- and micro- levels. Entities which are 

contained, in part or full, by 

aspects of a network, or which relate to a network in a 

manner structurally similar to 

that of entities contained by this network, are said to 

exist at a micro- level of scale. 

Entities which contain, in part or in full, aspects of a 

network, or which relate to a 

network in a manner structurally similar to that of 

entities which contain this network, 

are said to exist at a macro- level of scale. Meso- levels 

of scale are those which are 

between macro- and micro- levels. 

 

Distinctions between macro-, micro, and meso- levels of 

scale are determined 

relationally, by the networks involved in a given 

interaction in a given context, and 

hence such distinctions are not absolute. In this manner, a 

given entity can exist at 

multiple levels of scale in relation to a variety of 

entities. Synthesis, decomposition, 



and transformation can give rise to and collaspe levels, or 

create new layerings 

thereof. If distinctions between levels may be established 

relatively precisely in 

relation to full containment, such distinctions may be 

established in a more fuzzy 

and/or fluid manner in relation to partial containment, 

interaction, or structurally 

determined potential therefor. In all manifestations, the 

intertwined and dynamic 

form of levels of containment within what is indicates the 

topological structure of 

emergence as it gives rise to itself within itself. 

 

The concept of the network/level in the network diagram 

represents the principle of 

emergence. Emergence is that which contains itself in the 

process of coming to be. 

For this reason, the concept of the network/level is 

doubled and contains itself, for it 

is both the concept of the network as a whole, but also 

that of the concept of the 

 

 



 

level within and between networks, a concept which only 

emerges when networks 

contain network elements and/or other networks. For when 

any network is seen as a 

whole, it is immediately also an element of a network(s) 

beyond it. 

 

This paradoxical aspect of networks, represented by the 

concepts of the 

network/level and emergence, is known as the network 

paradox. The network paradox 

shows us the manner in which the notion of the 

network/level deepens the difference 

within the unity(in-difference) of the node, the disjunct-

unity of the link, and the self- 

differing of the neither/nor of the ground into the 

emergence, or threeand, 

characteristic of the both/and of the network/level. 

 

The concept of the network/level is both whole and part, 

for it contains itself, and 

does so infinitely, and with infinite intensity, at all the 

levels of scale within what is. 

Emergence is that from which self and other, inside and 

outside, foreground and 

background, distinction and indistinction, come to be. For 

this reason, we can say that 

the network/level represents the concept of the threeand, 

that which manifests the 

oneand, even if emergence, as the oneand, is that from 

which the very distinction 

between oneand and threeand emerges, for the threeand is 

the manner in which the 

oneand emerges, for it is the oneand in its emerging. 

 

In this sense, we can say that the threeand and oneand are 

aspects of the oneand as 

emergence. Thus, the oneand and the threeand are two sides 

of the same, for the 

threeand is what emerges from the oneand, and that which 

causes the oneand to 



emerge from within itself into the threeand of the network 

diagram. 

 

When the concept of the network/level intersects with the 

concept of the node, we 

see the manner in which any network element, when conceived 

of as unity(-indifference), 

may be within multiple levels at once, either in whole or 

in part. It also 

demonstrates the manner in all networks are united by means 

of the network diagram, 

above and through many levels. When the concept of the 

network/level intersects 

with that of the link, we see the manner in which any 

network elements and/or 

networks may act as a form of link between networks and/or 

levels, thereby 

expanding the disjunct-unity of link to a self-differing 

emergence within itself. When 

elements exist within multiple networks at once, across and 

beyond levels of scale, as 

described by the intersection of the concept of the 

network/level with that of either 

the node and link or both, this is known as quilting. 

 

 



 

As the germ of difference in the network diagram, the 

concept of the link may be seen 

as pushing on that of the ground and the network/level, 

splitting them within 

themselves, even as the concept of the ground and 

network/level push the link beyond 

itself into the neither-nor of grounding and the both-and 

of leveling. In this sense, we 

see the potential for the emergence of a twoand, beyond the 

two(and), a primary 

scission within what is. 

 

This formation is shown at work in textual form in the 

self-perpetuating and self- 

exceeding binaries in texts by Bergson, Deleuze, Derrida, 

Luhman, etc. The twoand 

exists at the boundary between the concept of the link and 

that of the ground. It only 

emerges therefrom, however, from the intersection of the 

concept of the 

network/level with the link, indirectly via the ground. 

 

Beyond this, when the concept of the network/level 

intersects with that of the 

ground, it transforms the self-differing of any element in 

relation to itself, other 

network elements, and/or its grounds into the potential for 

emergence of 

network/level(s) as well. Grounds are revealed themselves 

to be composed of 

elements, including nodes, links, grounds, and 

network/levels, at all levels of scale. 

 

The neither-nor of the concept of the ground is that which 

pushes the concept of the 

network into the both-and of the emergence of the level, 

just as the both-and of the 

concept of the network/level is that which pushes the 

concept of the ground beyond 

mere background to the neither-nor, for neither-nor and 

both-and are two sides of the 



same, as are ground and network/level. The concept of the 

ground represents the andic 

side of the three(and), the opening of the three(and) onto 

the threeand, just as 

the concept of the network/level represents the threeand, 

the opening of the oneand 

in emergence. The self-exceeding aspects of the network 

diagram are thereby split 

into the self-differing of the concept of the ground and 

the emergence of the concept 

of the network/level, even if this self exceeding is also 

found in germ within the 

concepts of the node and the link. The result of these 

intertwinings are the limitations 

manifested by means of the network paradox, and the opening 

presented by the 

intertwining of three(and), threeand, and the oneand in 

change and emergence itself 

in their many forms. 

 

When the concept of the network/level intersects with that 

of the intersection of the 

 

 



 

concept of the node and the link, we see the disjunct-unity 

of the manner in which 

levels unify yet divide networks by means of the network 

diagram itself. When the 

concept of the network/level intersects with that of the 

intersection of the concepts 

of the node, level, and ground, it describes the manner in 

which their intertwining in 

networks emerges from other networks at other levels of 

scale. Such a state is doubly 

split, for emergence implies an intertwined relation 

between a macro level which 

contains a meso level, a micro level which is contained 

within the meso level, and the 

intersection of the macro and micro levels in the meso 

level which unites them. We 

see here thus a split split between the meso and micro-

macro, which is itself split into 

the split between macro-meso and meso-micro, thereby 

describing the structure of 

three splits which exceed themselves in the form of a 

threeand. 

 

This threeand has a form which mirrors the manner in which 

the network diagram can 

be considered as itself split between a three(and) in which 

unity contains diversity 

(the network which contains the node, level, ground, and 

level), and a threeand in 

which diversity exceeds/contains unity (the level which 

exceeds/contains the ground, 

link, node, and network). The oneand shows itself here 

precisely in the passage 

between threeand to three(and) and back again. For the 

oneand is that which splits 

itself, multiplies itself, while remaining what it is, for 

it is only itself in emerging. It is 

not pure difference, for pure difference, like pure unity, 

cannot exist as such in the 

world, for they would be without relation, and hence we 

could not know them. The 



concept of difference, only arises in the world in various 

manifestations of the –andic, 

just as the concept of unity only arises in the world as 

various manifestations of 

unity(in-difference), each of which only arise as aspects 

of the emergence of networks 

in the world within themselves. 

 

Beyond this, when the concept of the network/level 

intersects with itself, by means of 

and through its intersection with the intersection of the 

concepts of the node, link, 

and ground, we see the manner in which levels link 

networks, and are networks, for 

they allow for each network element to function as each 

other, depending on how 

they are related to the other networks. That is, levels may 

link nodes and nodes, links 

and links, grounds and grounds, networks and networks, as 

well as any combination 

thereof, at all levels of scale, fractally, depending on 

the manner in which the aspects 

in question are related to each other. Here we see how the 

oneand manifests itself 

within the threeand triandically, that is, as a fractal and 

holographic oneandic 

proliferation of threeands within threeands, at many levels 

of scale. 

 

 



 

The concept of the network/level show us the manner in 

which the concept of the 

network diagram describes the concept of relation, for it 

intertwines unity(indifference), 

disjunct-unity, self-differing, and emergence, thereby 

producing 

intertwined series of triands which give rise to the 

fractal, holographic, relational 

complexity of the world of experience. 

 

The Oneand. By means of the relative degrees of reification 

of the oneand, 

as manifested by means of its aspects, including unity-in-

difference, disjunct-unity, 

self-differing, and emergence, the oneand emerges, and it 

does so as the threeand. It 

thereby produces relation, for it is relation in the 

process of its coming to be. 

 

The oneand manifests between two extremes. The degree of 

reification manifested by 

unity-in-difference is the most extreme form of reification 

present within the network 

diagram, and in this form, the oneand cloaks itself in a 

manner which can be described 

as that of the one(and). The movement from oneand to 

one(and) describes the motion 

of the concept of the network diagram within itself. This 

cloaking also shows up in the 

notion of the one(and) of the node, as well as the two(and) 

of the link, and the 

three(and) of the ground, which by means of the threeand of 

the network/level, opens 

up onto the oneand itself. For it is by means of the 

plurivocity of the level, of the 

production of what, following Bergson, may be called 

differences in kind from 

differences in degree,4 or the movement from the 

indistinction of the ground to the 

multiplicitous distinction of the level, that we see the 

emergence of the new within 



emergence, the production of the actual from within 

potential. This is itself the final 

stage in a larger process, in which the cloaking of the 

oneand in the one(and), and 

concomitantly in the two(and), three(and), and threeand, 

produces the actual from 

potential by means of the network level which is its final 

stage. 

 

This process describes the manner in which the threeand 

manifests the oneand by 

means of the movement from oneand to one(and) and back. The 

oneand runs the 

circuit of the threeand in order to emerge, and to emerge 

from itself as one(and) to 

the oneand of the world emerging. For the oneand is a 

concept which must come to 

be, and continually be more than itself, in order for it to 

cohere as a concept at all, 

for existence is included in its very conceptuality as 

self-exceeding emergence as 

such. And to do this, it must exist, and in a manner which 

continually exceeds itself, 

for it to cohere as a concept. This does not mean that we 

have somehow deduced the 

 

 



 

necessity of the existence of the world from the conceptual 

structure of the network 

diagram, or that the concept of the oneand somehow calls 

itself into existence, for 

concepts are abstractions from the world, as well as parts 

thereof, and nothing more. 

 

More will be said about deduction later in this work, but 

suffice it to say for now that 

the networkological project does not deduce, but rather, it 

describes. There is no 

guarantee in what follows, only a wager on the potential 

resonance between the 

concepts presented here and the relational structure of the 

wider world. What follows 

is then an unfolding, an articulation of the potentials 

present in the network diagram 

and the structure of the world, so as to redescribe the 

world networkologically. Having 

finished examining the network diagram as such, we will now 

turn to the most abstract 

and general manner in which the network diagram can be seen 

manifesting in 

networks in the wider world. 

 

The oneand in the threand 

 

 

 

of the network diagram 
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[2. parameterics: the prose 

of worlds] 

Parameters. Nodes, links, grounds, and networks/levels 

describe networks 

in their most abstract form. However, networks in the wider 

world intertwine aspects 

of the network diagram in such a way as to give rise to a 

wide variety of particular 

forms. The concepts of these forms, known as parameters, 

are secondary in 

abstraction only to those of the network diagram, and 

describe the manner in which 

the network diagram manifests in the wider world. 

 

Parameters condense and display the intertwining of the 

networks as they manifest in 

individual networks as relatively unified forms. Describing 

the manner in which 

networks may be known, parameters are concepts abstracted 

from networks, and 

manifest the unity-in-difference of the logic of the node 

both in how they describe 

networks, as well as in their conceptual form. As we will 

see, there are several types 

of parameters, including those of intensity, type, context, 

and emergence, each 

manifesting the logic of the concept of one element of the 

network diagram. Each will 

be examined, along with their subtypes, in turn. 

 

What will become apparent as we proceed is that there is a 

resonance between the 

four primary types of parameters and four of the primary 

structures of grammar 

present in various forms of human language, which includes 

the languages of modern 

mathematics. As we will see, parameters of intensity can be 

understood as the world’s 

adjectives, so to speak, while parameters of type can be 

understood as the world’s 

nouns, parameters of context its connecting words, and 



parameters of level its verbs. 

 

In addition, we will see that there are many similarities 

between the adjectival nature 

of parameters of intensity and the mathematics of set 

theory, the noun-like nature of 

parameters of type and mathematical group theory, the 

connecting-word aspects of 

parameters of ground and formal logic, and the verb-like 

nature of parameters of 

emergence and mathematical category theory. Much more will 

be said about this in 

what follows. 

 

However, it should not be thought that the linguistic and 

mathematical resonances 

 

 



 

described here serve as evidence for something like the 

existence of human language 

and/or mathematics in the world, the transparency of these 

media in relation to the 

world, or any sort of anthropomorphism or anthropic 

principles.5 Rather, human 

languages, including mathematics, are abstractions, and 

often highly imperfect ones, 

from the meaningfulness of the world as such. The 

meaningfulness of the world is a 

condition of possibility of the meaningfulness of human 

cultural products, including 

languages and maths. 

 

Thus, to the extent that human languages and maths are 

resonant with aspects of the 

world is the extent to which they help us to sync with the 

world. But the world is 

meaningful without and beyond us, and any meaning we create 

is simply an echo 

thereof. When the entities of the world intertwine by means 

of the structural quasi- 

grammar described in what follows via emergent 

combinatories, the world writes itself 

in the deep poetry of the prose of things. Our own systems 

of meanings may resonate 

with those of the wider world, but only our ability to sync 

with the world in its 

complex dynamics is evidence thereof. 

 

Intensities. Parameters of intensity, or intensities, 

describe the simplest 

way in which entities can be described. When we say that a 

given entity is strong or 

weak, large or small, we describe this entity by means of 

parameters of intensity. 

 

Determinations of intensity are always relative, for we can 

only say that an entity is 

large or small in comparison to other entities, or in 

relation to a third entity which 



serves as a standard for determining relative degrees 

between them. Any standard of 

comparison or standard of reference can be subdivided into 

units of degree (more 

will be said about what is meant by metric, measure, and 

quantity later in the section 

on parametrics). While standards may use units to measure 

an intensity, intensities 

are always, to use a phrase employed by Aristotle,6 

potentially infinite, for any 

intensity can be subdivided infinitely depending on the 

entities being compared, or 

the divisions used to distinguish units of degree. 

 

While determinations of a given intensity may be relative 

(ie: more, less), or of 

degree, they may also be be either fuzzy or precise. 

Fuzziness must not be thought of 

as sloppiness, for in fact, it can be precisely quantified, 

depending on its type. Any 

node or link, for example, can be present to a degree in a 

network, depending on the 

number of its aspects present in a network, or the degree 

to which these are present. 

 

 



 

Coordination or sync between entities in the world can also 

precise or loose, a type of 

fuzzy linking which can be compared or measured in a 

variety of ways. Grounds are by 

nature indeterminate, but the degrees of such indeterminacy 

can be compared or 

measured against each other. And it is also possible for 

networks to themselves be 

fuzzy, as exhibited in networks of so-called ‘family 

resemblance,’ in which a critical 

number of traits in common needs to be present, yet not any 

specific grouping 

thereof. Metric, precise, or otherwise, each intensity can 

be used as a lens whereby to 

describe the world of experience by means of differing 

relative intensities. 

 

In this sense, each intensity can be thought of as a 

network in its own right, if one 

which is dominated by the logic of the node, which is 

precisely what is meant by 

intensity. Thus, for example, all the world can be seen as 

exhibiting various degrees of 

greenness, including those parts of the universe in which 

it is impossible to be green. 

 

Many specific parameters of intensity can be seen in the 

world. These include notions 

such as temperature, duration, redness, gravity, 

flexibility, elasticity, wetness, 

ductility, porosity, etc. In this sense, we can say that 

intensities can be thought of as 

the world’s adjectives. This does not mean that all 

adjectives describe intensities, or 

that human adjectives describe intensities in the world as 

they are, but rather, that 

human linguistic adjectives are an attempt to capture what 

occurs in the world as 

intensities. 

 

Limitation. Any parameter of intensity always has a largest 



and smallest 

extent, if not in theory, then certainly in practice. For 

while we cannot know whether 

or not the world continues infinitely to smaller and larger 

scales, for practical 

purposes, it has relative limits, and so does everything we 

encounter in the world. 

 

Limits to intensities come in three forms. The first is a 

limit relative to a given form 

(more will be said about what is meant by form later in the 

section on parametrics), 

such that when an entity hits a particular limit, some 

aspect of it changes, not in 

terms of intensity, but in its form. These limits are known 

as relative limits. 

 

The second type of limit is known as a network limit. When 

a parameter passes this 

type of limit, the entity in question changes its relation 

to another network, either by 

ceasesing to be a member of a given network/level, begining 

to be a member of a 

given network/level, or changing its membership in a 

network/level. 

 

 



 

Finally, absolute limits are those encountered in relation 

to the structure of our 

world as a whole. Examples of absolute limits include 

temperatures or pressures above 

or below which it seems impossible to go any further. 

Ultimately the distinction 

between absolute and relative limits is likely relative as 

well, though in a manner 

which likely cannot be known. 

 

Each entity in the world is determined in part by the 

intensity of a set of parameters 

appropriate to its form. Change these parameters beyond 

certain limits, and the entity 

will change form, just as the form an entity takes in a 

given context is determined, in 

part, by the intensity of its parameters in relation to 

particular limits and the effect 

crossing these may have on its form. 

 

It must not be thought that the parameters of intensity 

which manifest in relation to a 

given entity or context are absolute. Rather, they manifest 

due to the nature and form 

of the entity in relation to the context in question. Thus, 

it would be a mistake to 

think that the notion of size or strength provide us with 

absolute categories for 

thinking the world. To do so would be to fall into a sort 

of categorical illusion which is 

ultimately an overreliance on the logic of the node. 

 

As we will see, the types of parameters of intensity 

appropriate to a given entity or 

context is determined by other parameters which manifest 

the logic of other elements 

of the network diagram. In this sense, we see how each 

intensity therefore has a set of 

contexts in which it manifests, and this is known as that 

parameter’s field of 

manifestation. No matter how general a intensity may seem, 



it is always manifests in 

relation to a particular field which serves to limit it, 

and the countours of this field 

are precisely what relative, absolute, and network limits 

serve to describe. 

 

Sets. In relation to their function as the adjectives of 

the world, any intensity can 

be thought of by means of the mathematical notion of a set, 

for sets are abstractions 

of the manner in which intensities manifest in the world. 

Sets come in many forms, 

including fuzzy, topological (stretchable), metricized 

(quantified), etc. All sets are 

networks, in which the elements serve as nodes which are 

linked by the set as such. 

When entities manifest, incarnate, or embody an intensity, 

we can think of the entity 

as included in the set which describes the intensity in 

question. There are many 

paradoxes which have haunted set theory in the course of 

twentieth century 

 

 



 

mathematics.7 When the world is viewed rigidly and only by 

means of the logic of the 

node, the result is forms of reified abstraction 

characteristic of these sorts of set 

theory, as well as the paradoxes correlative thereto. As 

diagrammatology seeks to 

show, however, set theory, rigidity, reification, and the 

logic of the node indicate only 

one manner of relating to the world among many. 

 

Network Intensities. Some parameters of intensity are 

particularly 

important for understanding the ways in which networks 

manifest in the world. These 

parameters apply to any and all networks to the extent that 

they are networks, and 

are direct manifestations of the network diagram. These 

parameters, known as 

network intensities, describe the way in which nodes, 

links, grounds, and 

networks/levels manifest as various forms of intensity. 

These parameters have been 

appropriated and reworked by the networkological enterprise 

from quantitative 

network analysis, the field of study which analyzes 

differences in degree in networks 

from the physical to life and social sciences.8 All network 

intensities can be 

determined either by comparison between entities, or in 

relation to a standard of 

reference. The simplest network intensity describes the 

degree to which an entity 

links other elements, and this is known as that entity’s 

connectivity. Connectivity is 

closely related to the diversity, namely, the different 

types of entities linked by a 

given element. Diversity can also be sub-divided into 

depth, breadth, etc., as relevant 

to a given situation. Any enity which has a relatively high 

connectivity and/or diversity 

in a given context is known as a hub. The likeliness of any 



given entity to be a hub in a 

given context is known as the tendency of either the entity 

or context towards 

clustering. Centrality indicates either the proximity of an 

entity to a hub, or the 

extent to which a context groups its hubs together, while 

assortativity indicates the 

extent to which nodes of the same type within heterogenous 

networks tend to link 

together. While there are other network intensities which 

have been described by 

quantitative network researchers, these are the most 

common. 

 

Particular Intensities. In addition to network intensities, 

there are 

also particular intensities. There are two primary types of 

these. Existential 

intensities are those which pertain to anything which 

exists as such. These include 

notions like being, nothingness, negation, becoming, 

identity, sameness, difference, 

quality, quantity, etc. Many of these are terms which have 

been crucial to the history 

of metaphysics. Nevertheless, these notions, despite their 

grand histories, are simply 

 

 



 

parameters, and like all parameters, are abstract concepts 

which derive from the 

manner in which networks intertwine with each other. More 

will be said about the 

genesis of concepts, including these, in later sections. 

Beyond existential intensities, 

there are also limited intensities, those which only 

pertain to particular contexts (ie: 

green, tall, strong, American, etc.). 

 

Opposition. Parameters of intensity link in a variety of 

ways in the world. 

Each intensity can be seen as either a manifestation of one 

term, such as heat, or two, 

such as heat versus cold. 

 

When there is relative symmetry between the form of linked 

intensities in this manner 

(ie: heat versus cold), we say that the abstract extremes 

of these intensities are, to 

use a term employed by Aristotle, contradictories. That is, 

extreme heat is the 

opposite of extreme cold, and the degree of the presence of 

one is that of the degree 

of the absence of the other, and vice-versa. 

Contradictories of this form are not pure, 

however, for it is impossible for pure unity or pure 

contradiction to manifest in the 

world. Pure contradiction would have no unity in it, and 

hence, would not be able to 

manifest as anything in particular, could have no relation 

to the world, and we could 

not know it. 

 

Thus, while heat and cold are symmetrical in the form of 

their opposition, this very 

symmetry is what makes them relative contradictories, yet 

prevents them from being 

absolutely contradictory. That is, they are united in the 

fact that they both apply to 

temperature, and so there is particularity here, and hence, 



an impurity in this 

contradiction. Even a contradiction within symbolic logic 

(ie: a = ~a) exhibits impurity, 

in the fact that the particularity of a given symbol (ie: 

a) shows up on both sides of an 

equals sign. Pure contradictories would have to be much 

more extreme phenomenon 

than this, neither existing nor not existing, both existing 

and not existing, and hence 

being contentless, formless, meaningless, relationless, 

etc. This is why all 

contradictories in the world are relative ones. 

 

The same can be said for extreme forms of similaritiy 

between parameters, known as 

tautologies. Tautologies, like contradictories, only exist 

in the world in relative and 

impure form, for even a tautology in symbolic logic (ie: 

a=a) masks the differences at 

work on both sides of the equal sign, for it is impossible 

for anything that exists to be 

completely the same as any other, for no two contexts are 

ever completely the same. 

 

 



 

Likewise, all intensities exist in the world in impure 

forms, for there is no ‘pure’ 

green, tall, American, etc. 

 

Between contradiction and tautology, purity and impurity, 

however, there is also a 

weaker form of opposition possible between parameters. 

Oppositions of this sorts are 

known as contraries (ie: heat and greenness). All 

oppositions are ultimately 

contraries, and relative contradictions are simply the most 

extremely different forms 

thereof in a given context, just as tautologies are simply 

the most extremely similar 

forms thereof in a given context. Furthermore, any 

parameter is a contrary to others 

simply by existing in the world, for purity is itself an 

abstraction, as is, ultimately, any 

intensity. The mutual limitation of intensities in the 

world is nevertheless a crucial 

aspect of the world, which leads us to the manner in which 

they intertwine as types. 

 

It is essential here to note that intensities do not only 

limit each other in binary 

fashion. For example, cold is not only limited by hot, for 

it is also limited by all that is 

linked to hot, which describes precisely what is meant by 

hot, and this may change 

over time. This matter brings us to the notion of what is 

meant by a type. 

 

Types. In addition to parameters of intensity, there are 

also parameters of 

type, or types. Examples of types include that of a dog, 

horse, metal, planet, number, 

etc. Each type is at once particular and general, for there 

are both dogs in general as 

well as particular dogs, horses in general as well as 

particular horses, etc., and the 

type describes that which links these with each other and 



that which allows them to 

form. 

 

Types describe the manner in which particular sets of 

intensities cluster together in 

relation to particular sets of circumstances which arise 

between entities and their 

contexts. That is, types are knots of intensities which, by 

means of the formal 

intertwining of network elements, manifest together in 

relation to a particular and 

limited conjunction of forms both between an entity and its 

context, as well as 

between entities and their contexts. 

 

All types are intensities, but intensities which serve to 

describe the manner in which 

other intensities cluster, limit, and knot together. Types 

link intensities, limits, and 

fields, by means of the knot of the form of the type in 

question, in a manner which 

describes both particular entities and how they manifest in 

general. Types relate 

 

 



 

entities by dividing them, and divide them so as to relate 

them, thereby exhibiting the 

disjunct-unity of the logic of the link. If intensive 

parameters can be thought of as 

world’s adjectives, types can be thought of as its nouns. 

And while a noun may name 

something singular (ie: proper nouns), they are always 

potentially collective, and 

hence, all nouns can be seen as describing types. 

 

It should not be thought that a type is something 

immutable, however, it is simply a 

generality which describes the ways in which a particular 

set of qualities are joined in 

a dynamic network which may manifest in a variety of 

entity-context conjunctures in 

the world. Types may change, expand, contract, dissolve, 

form, just as entities and 

contexts may shift their relations to given types. 

 

The linking of entities, contexts, and qualities in types 

describes the manner in which 

particular entities manifest, subsist, and change in 

general forms in the world. Each 

type can be thought of as a network, one which links 

together entities, forms, 

contexts, intensities, etc. Such a network is dominated by 

the logic of the link, for 

types describe disjunct-unity in the relations they 

describe between entities and 

contexts, particular and general, etc. 

 

Qualities. Intensities which are linked together by a type 

are known as 

qualities of that type. Qualities limit and enable each 

other in a variety of ways when 

they intertwine as types, thereby giving rise to the three 

types of qualities at work in 

the world: determinative, formative, and manifestory. 

 

We can see the manner in which qualities and types 



intertwine by means of the 

example of a molecule of H20. Such a molecule shifts form 

when determinative 

qualities, for example, temperature or pressure, cross 

particular thresholds. Such a 

shift in form, a change in the formative qualities of the 

molecule, then leads to a shift 

in manner in which such a molecule manifest in the world. 

It is in this sense that the 

type known as H20, both in general and in a particular 

molecule, serves to intertwine 

determinative qualities (ie: temperature, pressure, etc.) 

with formative ones (ie: 

number and types of component atoms, angles between them, 

etc.) and these give 

rise to manifestory ones (ie: wetness, fixed density, 

etc.). 

 

The sum of the formative qualities of any entity is a meta-

quality or type known as its 

form, which is shared, as are all qualities, between both 

entity and type. A form 

 

 



 

describes the manner in which the sub-entities which 

comprise any entity are 

combined. Distance, angle, and dimension are three 

qualities commonly used to 

describe the relation between the form of an entity and a 

given standard of 

comparison or reference. 

 

In addition to form, there are other meta-qualities, 

including manifestation and 

determination. It must be kept in mind that that types, as 

all intensities, have fields 

and limits, beyond which they either manifest differently, 

or cease to manifest. In 

relation to these limits, any molecule of H20 will shift 

the relation between its 

qualities in relation to its context in a manner 

characteristic of H20, and such shifting 

is precisely what describes the behavior of a given 

molecule as belonging to H20 as its 

type, for a type such as H20 is nothing more than the 

dynamic network of 

determinative, formative, and manifestory qualities which 

any and all particular 

molecules of H20 presents. 

 

None of what is stated above should be understood as 

meaning that the world 

somehow knows about the letters we use to describe H20, or 

even the concept these 

letters name. Rather, humans use the concept named by the 

letters H20 to describe 

what they believe is a type in the world. Due to the degree 

of sync between our 

descriptions of H20 and the manner in which that which 

humans mean by this 

manifests itself, there is strong reason to believe that 

our notion of H20 resonates 

strongly with a type which exists in the world, and that 

our sense of the qualities 

which pertain to this type resonates strongly with that 



which pertains to this type in 

the world. 

 

While we have discussed the type described by H20 by means 

of the term ‘H20,’ it must 

be kept in mind that the term is only a shorthand for the 

type in the wider world. H20 

serves as an example of the more general manner in which 

any collective noun, from 

H20 to liquid, dog, metal, or any other, can serve to 

describe what is meant by a type. 

And while we could call any of these by any name, what 

matters is not the name 

given, but rather, the formal resonance between the concept 

used by humans to 

describe a type, and the type in question in the world. 

 

When an attempt is made to link a given type with a given 

name, we call the former 

an undertype, and the latter an overtype. Producing 

resonances between under- and 

overtypes is much of the work of learning about the world. 

Since humans cannot know 

 

 



 

all the contexts relevant to a given entity or type, it is 

impossible to know completely 

which qualities and limits pertain to a type, and hence, it 

is impossible to know all the 

qualities and limits relevant to an entity or type. 

 

Much more will be said about this later in other sections 

of the text. However, it 

should be noted in addition to under- and overtypes, the 

disjunction between over- 

and under- described here, and intertwined via action, 

applies to all parameters, not 

merely those of type. Hence, there are under- and over- 

intensities, grounds, and 

emergences. 

 

Topology. In everyday language, a network’s form is known 

as its shape. 

However, this is ultimately an imprecise term, for a 

network has both an inner and 

outer shape, which may be different. The more precise term 

used by network analysts 

to encompass a network’s shape is its topology, and in what 

follows, we will use 

topology and form interchangeably. 

 

Topology is the name of a branch of mathematics that deals 

with the way surfaces can 

vary so long as they are not torn or broken. Network 

topologies indicate the manner in 

which networks can be reshaped without being broken into 

smaller parts. While each 

individual network has a topology, when we speak of an 

intertwined system of 

networks, these aggreagets also have topologies. Topology 

is not merely the exterior 

shape of a network, but rather, the manner in which the 

linking of nodes, links, 

grounds, and levels shape a network both internally and 

externally. 

 



Topologies have a variety of qualities, each of which can 

be metricized in a variety of 

ways. These include notions such as the number of holes in 

a network, the way these 

holes impact various sorts of connections within the 

network, foldings and layerings of 

various sorts, directednesses and the combinations thereof 

which give rise to 

orientations and orientabilities of various sorts, etc. 

Each of these qualities, known as 

topological qualities, can then give rise to particular 

types, known as network 

topologies, or more generally, topologies. 

 

In the field of network analysis, there are several names 

for various topologies and 

their qualities. Networks in which all nodes are connected 

to each other are known as 

fully connected networks, while those in which each node is 

only connected to one 

other node is known as a singly connected network, just as 

a those with an 

 

 



 

intermediate number of hubs is known as a distributed, or 

‘small world’ network. 

Many topologies are constrained by the nature and number of 

links between nodes, 

their porosity or flexibility, etc. 

 

While many topologies are possible, some standard network 

topologies include grid, 

chain, bus, star, multi-hub, distributed, self-

similar/fractal, 

star/centralized/hierarchical network, etc. Some networks 

have balanced topologies, 

while others are more contractive or expansive at 

particular sites. Many networks 

join to others at such sites, for the contraction and 

expansion of aspects of the world, 

or abstraction, or generalization, and concretion, 

respectively, are two of the most 

powerful ways in which networks transform the world around 

them. 

 

Beyond this, the topology of a network indicates an 

enormous amount of information 

on the way a network may respond to external factors, 

particularly in dynamic 

networks in the world. According to network researchers 

from a wide variety of fields, 

a consensus has been reached that the most robust types of 

networks within dynamic 

situations, particularly in regard to complex adaptive 

and/or living systems, are those 

which can be described as distributed, ‘small-world,’ and 

self-similar (that is, 

repeating these dynamics fractally at many/all levels of 

scale).9 These hyper-robust 

networks are opposed to centralized, or star-networks, 

networks with one or a small 

number of central hubs. While star networks are often 

highly efficient, and often 

extremely useful in maximizing resource utilization in 

periods of crisis, they are 



ultimately less robust in the long-run, for they strangle 

the diversity and newness 

necessary for stability in a changing environment. 

 

three different 

network 

topologies: 

distributed, star, 

grid 

 



 

These two key types of networks, which are the two primary 

poles which organize the 

large majority of dynamic systems in the world, may be 

roughly termed democratic 

and paranoid. These two poles may be opposed to 

disorganization, which is the third 

primary pole at work in organized systems. Democratic 

topologies exist between 

paranoid and disorganized ones. The ramifications of these 

issues will be explored in 

full in fortcoming work on network ethics.10 Beyond 

topologies of links within 

networks, there can also be topologies of grounds and 

links, which will be discussed 

later in this section. 

 

Groups. When a set of entities embodies/manifests a type, 

it is known as a 

group, and a group is what a type is abstracted from. 

Groups are sets of entities which 

remain the same under particular types of transformations, 

while staying the same 

under others. When entities in a group remain the same 

under a given transformation, 

we say that transformation describes a symmetry of the 

group, and when the group 

changes under a given transformation, this describes an 

asymmetry of the group. 

 

In this sense, we can then describe a type as a set of 

entities which shares a particular 

set of symmetries and asymmetries, and entities which share 

these symmetries and 

asymmetries are precisely what is meant by a type. Even if 

an entity is singular, it has 

the potential to become a type, for types are what is 

abstracted as common between 

entities in a group. It must not be thought that groups, 

symmetries, types, or entities 

are static, for in fact, these are always changing in 

relation to their contexts. 



 

Group theory is the branch of contemporary mathematics that 

deals precisely with 

these sorts of issues, and it has had an enormous impact on 

many fields of 

contemporary science, from chemistry to quantum physics and 

string theory. While in 

group theory there is a difference between a group as an 

abstract entity and its 

representations, we will use the term group here to 

describe the group of entities, and 

type to describe the abstraction therefrom composed of its 

symmetries and 

asymmetries.11 This change is simply to increase the ease 

of use of these terms in 

relation to the rest of the networkological project. More 

will be said about the 

relation between set theory, group theory, and other 

branches of contemporary 

mathematics later in our discussion of parametrics. 

 

 



 

Network Types. Of the types in the world, there are 

particular types 

which are relevant to all networks, and these are known as 

network types. These are 

derived and modified from the field of network analysis, if 

not from its quantitative 

aspects. 

 

The primary type relevant to networks is that of type 

itself, for every entity is a type, 

and this type is said to be the nature of the entity. The 

nature of any entity is the 

type which describes the other relevant network types which 

apply to it. These 

include that entity’s form, sub-entities, or formants, and 

its affectants. Form we have 

already described, at least in part, as composed of 

qualities such as extent/distance 

(non-metric and metric forms of this quality), 

position/angle (non-metric/metric), 

and direction/dimension (non-metric/metric). 

 

Formants, or sub-entities, are those aspects of an entity 

which are formed. While 

these are always the nodes of an entity considered as 

network, they may be nodes, 

links, grounds, or networks/levels in other contexts. 

Affectants are the aspects of an 

entity which allow it to be affected by its contexts. 

 

There are two types of affectants: determinants and 

manifestants. Determinants 

combine with aspects of the context of an entity, known as 

determiners, to produce 

a determinatory complexes which are partially within and 

partially outiside of the 

entity. The result is that determinatory qualities are 

produced from the interaction of 

the entity and its contexts, in a process known as 

determination. Determinants are 

those aspects of an entity which produce form from the sub-



entites, or formants, 

which compose the entity. Manifestants combine with aspects 

of the context of an 

entity, known as manifestors, to produce manifestory 

complexes which are partially 

within and partially outside the entity. The result is that 

manifestory qualities are 

produced from the interaction of the entity and its 

contexts, in a process known as 

manifestation. Determinants and manifestants may be 

composed of aspects of both 

the sub-entities and form of a given entity, which are then 

combined with aspects of 

the context of that entity to form affective complexes, 

which give rise to affections 

known as influences and actions. 

 

Determinants, formants, and manifestants are three types of 

aspects of an entity 

which in relation to its contexts produce qualities, and 

hence are known collectively 

 

 



 

as qualitants. Manifesters and determinors are known as 

qualitors, or those aspects 

of entities which influence the production of qualities 

from its context, while 

manifestory and determinatory complexes are known as 

qualitative complexes, for 

they describe the complexes composed between an entity and 

its contexts which 

combine to produce qualities. 

 

All the network types relevant to the production of the 

nature an entity and its type, 

namely, the relevant form, sub-entities, and affectants, 

are only meaningful, that is, 

productive of qualities relevant to that entity and its 

type according to type in a given 

context, in a manner which which is extimate to the entity 

in question. That is, they 

produce qualities, but only in relation to particular 

contexts, and hence, are the result 

of a disjunct-unity between the logic of unity-in-

difference of the node and that of the 

neither-nor of the link, hence displaying the logic of the 

link, and an opening onto that 

of the ground. 

 

Context. Parameters of ground, or parameters of relation, 

are the third type 

of parameter relevant to entities, and these manifest the 

logic of the ground. These 

come in three types: contexts, logics, and rules. If 

parameters of intensity describe 

how things are adjectivaly, and parameters of type describe 

what things are as nouns, 

parameters of relation describe how things relate, just as, 

as we will see, parameters 

of emergence describe how they change. 

 

The simplest type of parameter of relation is a context. 

There are many types of 

contexts. Every entity in any network is determined by what 



it includes, excludes, the 

boundary between these, and that which determines the 

relation between all three. 

All of these aspects of an entity, including that which it 

includes, are neither fully 

within nor fully without the entity in question, for even 

that which is included is 

determined by that which is outside it. While inclusion is 

also a parameter of 

intensity, the extent to which entities are included in a 

network depends on the 

forms, natures, topologies, and other relevant network 

qualities which manifest as 

various intensities. In this we see how it is that this 

intensity itself depends on other 

parameters, and of differing types. These parameters 

intertwine with any given 

entity, and the result is complex set of determinations 

whose dynamic outcome is the 

parameter of ground known as a rule. 

 

Rules, like types, do not impose themselves on that which 

they describe, but rather, 

 

 



 

are abstractions therefrom. Rules describe the manner in 

which the various included 

exclusions relevant to an inclusion intertwine with that 

inclusion so as to determine 

the boundary between them. The result is complex forms of 

intertwinings of entites 

and other entities in yet more encompassing contexts, via 

relations between entities 

and contexts. 

 

In addition, rules intertwine with each other. The types of 

relations formed from the 

intertwining of contexts and rules are known as logics, and 

logics are that which, via 

contexts, are continued, altered, produced, or dissolved in 

dynamic relation with 

rules. While particular forms of contexts, logics, and 

rules describe particular 

parameters of ground, contexts, logics, and rules, when 

considered as such, are the 

three general or network contexts which pertain to all 

networks as such. 

 

There are many particular types of parameters of ground. 

For example, a pond may be 

a context for a paramecium living in it, while the semi-

permeability of the 

parmecium’s membrance (ie: the fact that it allows liquid 

H20 to pass through it, but 

not sand) can be described as a rule. The meta-rules which 

describe the relations 

between H20 and this membrane are the logics involved. 

While these are examples of 

particular parameters of ground, each of which has its own 

characteristics, the 

network parameters of ground, which are common to networks 

as such, will each be 

described in what follows. 

 

Inverse. Any entity is precisely what it is by means of 

what it excludes, and 



these are known as that entity’s contexts, or inverses. 

While network analysis often 

focuses on inclusion, it is important to also emphasize 

that which in its exclusion is 

included, if indirectly, within a network. Such included 

exclusions present us with the 

various inverses relevant to a given entity. The most 

extreme inverse relevant to a 

given entity is known as it’s absolute inverse, which 

ultimately, is the rest of the 

world of experience minus the entity in question. The most 

restricted inverse relevant 

to a given entity in a given network is all those other 

aspects of the network it 

excludes, and this is called that entity’s network inverse. 

From the most restricted 

inverse to the most encompassing are varying degrees in 

between, and these are 

known as relative inverses. These come in three primary 

types, namely, those which 

are inside of a given entity, knowns as interior, or micro 

inverses, and those which 

outside of a given entity, or exterior, or macro inverses. 

Level inverses, or meso 

inverses, which describe the exclusion of the world of 

experience at the same level as 

 

 



 

an entity, will be discussed after we have introduced 

parameters of level. Contexts 

layer into each other, such that for any entity, there are 

series of these, each more 

encompassing than the other, determining macro, micro, 

meso, the entity, and its 

parameters and types in the process. 

 

Structure. All the inverses relative to a given entity are 

contained, layered, 

and nested within each other. The types of the forms and 

natures of the contexts of a 

given entity determine those of the entity in question, and 

in this manner, the 

intensities/qualities relevant to these. The manner in 

which an entity’s contexts 

determine an entity’s form is known as structure. 

 

Structure is the dynamic set of pressures that the context 

of an entity put on a form, 

and which determine that form. Contexts structure form, 

such that form is the cutting 

edge of structure, the interpenetration of context into an 

entity as that which is 

neither fully outside it nor inside it. For form determines 

the manner in which nature 

of sub-entities relate, even as these natures are 

determined by the form and nature of 

their sub-entities, and the structure of a given context 

determines the form and hence 

nature of the entity itself. There are many structures 

relevant to an entity, depending 

upon the extent of context in question, but structure as 

such is the sum total of the 

structures relevant to an entity. 

 

When a context is considered as a set of structure-entity 

complexes, it is known as a 

relation, and all the structures in a relation are known as 

its structural complex. All 

the forms in a relation are determined by its structural 



complex, which is determined 

in turn by its form, which is determined by its own 

structure in a yet more 

encompassing context. All contexts structure an entity, and 

structure is the term used 

to describe contexts in relation to manner in which they 

serve to structure a given 

entity. Each context is thus a parameter of a given entity, 

an aspect of that entity 

which determines, in part, its form, qualities, etc. And 

the distinction between an 

entity and a given context is determined by a rule, 

according to which the nature of 

the entity and that of its context determine how they are 

to act in relation to each 

other. 

 

In this manner, any entity and context are determined 

according to their type, even as 

they constitute this type, giving rise to types and 

entities by means of the structuring 

context which forms them both. Rules are precisely that 

which link entities and types, 

 

 



 

particulars and generals, by means of the relations between 

contexts, entities, and 

the structural relation between these. 

 

Rules. If types are like meta-qualities, then rules are 

like meta-types, for they 

describe which qualities map to which types and vice-versa, 

due to the influence of 

context via structure on entities. 

 

For example, dogs bark, and cats meow. The fact that dogs 

bark and do not meow, or 

neigh, or quack, is an example of a rule. There is nothing 

universal about this rule, for 

in fact, if dogs were to evolve the ability to quack, and 

lose the ability to bark, then 

we would say that dogs quack, and no longer bark. And as we 

have already said, these 

notions are to be considered undertypes, and as such, not 

to be confused with the 

language being used here to described them (ie: we could 

call quacking and barking by 

other names, and perhaps even our concepts do not line up 

with these types in the 

world, etc.). 

 

Or, for example, take the case of the fact that liquid 

water (H20) will dissolve salt 

crystals (NaCl), but not moth-balls (napthalene, C10H8). 

Both are solid at room 

temperature, but water is a polar molecule, like salt is, 

while moth balls are made up 

of non-polar hydrocarbon molecules. The rule which 

describes the relation between 

these chemicals in relation to whether or not they dissolve 

is, as students often 

memorize, “like dissolves like”: polar dissolves polar, 

non-polar dissolves non-polar. 

Thus, benzene will dissolve mothballs, but not salt, while 

water will dissolve salt, but 

not mothballs. 



 

The reasons why this rule “like dissolves like” functions 

has to do with the types of 

chemical bonds at work in each of these chemicals, the way 

the charges of the subatomic 

particles in the atoms balance out in the shape of the 

molecules, and these 

factors are each supported by other factors, all the way 

down. In this manner, we see 

how it is that rules are supported by networks of rules, 

and nested within yet others. 

It would be impossible to change one of these rules without 

a ripple effect, and here 

we see the manner in which form, structure, rules, and 

logics tie the world together in 

vast networks at many levels of scale. 

 

We can also see the descriptive function of rules in regard 

to this example. If we were 

to introduce a solid substance into a sample of liquid 

water, we could tell whether this 

 

 



 

substance were polar or non-polar depending on whether or 

not it dissolved. We 

cannot say that the rule determined this fact, but rather, 

it described it, for in fact, 

whether or not the substance dissolved was determined by 

the various forces at work 

between the entities at multiple levels of scale. But the 

rule in this case would 

describe the manner in which the substance is described by 

a particular quality and 

type, for it describes the linkage of one with the other, 

by means of the logic which 

links them. Thus, if the substance does dissolve, we can 

say that the substance is 

included within the category of polar, thereby manifesting 

the logic of 

inclusion/syllogism which is described by the rule of ‘like 

dissolves like’ in relation to 

this particular case. 

 

It must be remembered that rules, like intensities and 

types, only apply in particular 

contexts, or fields, and are not universal, and are simply 

the abstraction of what the 

groups it describes do in the world. Rules therefore do not 

control, but describe, as 

with types. Rules in fact only exist, as with types, by 

continually reproducing 

themselves via dynamic processes in the world as performed 

by the groups they 

describe. And like types, rules may continue as they are, 

or transform, form, or 

dissolve, depending on the context. 

 

Boundaries. All rules describe boundaries, and all 

boundaries are 

describable by rules. Boundaries are discontinuities within 

that which is. 

 

For example, light can freely pass through the glass 

windows of my house, but water 



from the rain cannot. This is because the gaps between the 

molecules and sub-atomic 

particles of the glass are not large enough to permit 

liquids to pass through them, but 

they are large enough to permit photons to pass through 

them. The rule which 

describes this interaction of semi-permeability is one 

which describes a logic of ‘if . . . 

then’, namely, that if an entity is small enough, it may 

penetrate. We see here how 

the rule relevant to this case describes a logical relation 

of implication, thereby 

describing the boundary which is produced by a glass 

window, one which keeps rain 

outside my house, while allowing light within. 

 

All rules describe boundaries, and all boundaries are 

describable by rules, for as with 

types and groups, these are two sides of the same. Of 

course, it is possible for some 

systems to be on the cusp of several boundaries, types, 

qualities, etc., and then make 

a decision between options. Furthermore, any system which 

attempts to predict 

 

 



 

aspects of others, such as knowing systems, however, can be 

in error as to 

determinations of type, rules, boundaries, etc., 

particularly when attempting to 

predict systems on the cusp of decisions. Boundaries are 

dynamic types of distinctions, 

and describe the manner in which limitation and negation 

exist dynamically in relation 

to the logic of the ground. 

 

Connection. While contexts and rules describe in general 

the manner in 

which parameters of ground describe aspects of entities, 

the particular manner in 

which these intertwine entities and parameters depends upon 

the specific forms of 

these intertwinings. 

 

It is in this manner that we see how parameters of ground, 

or context, act as the 

connecting words, so to speak, of the world. That is, the 

various contexts, which in 

their interrelation with each other and structure bring 

about the various rules at work 

in a context, act as its prepositions, conjunctions, etc. 

The intertwining of these gives 

rise to the forms of complex intertwining seen in 

sentences, as brought about by terms 

such as ‘next to,’ ‘and,’ ‘therefore,’ ‘if,’ ‘althought,’ 

etc. And as it is in a given 

context, to it is in the more general context of the world. 

For each entity in the world 

is included in a wide variety of contexts, each 

determined/determining rules which 

relate the forms and entities in question according to 

types and manifesting qualities 

by means of structure. 

 

Each context is a standard linking word, just as each rule, 

by its ability to link 

qualities and types via structure and form, produces the 



particularly singular form of 

linking known as inclusion. Rules, in this sense, are the 

syllogisms of a structure, for 

they link particular and general, entity and type, by 

intertwining form and nature with 

structure and qualities. A molecule of water ‘is’ H20 when 

it acts in the manner that 

its form and context determine in their structuring 

interrelation, thereby giving rise to 

the particular qualities in question. In this sense, we can 

say that a molecule of H20 

has a wide variety of contextual parameters, from the 

contexts provided for by its 

electrons, quarks, other H20 molecules, the ocean they are 

in, the earth, solar system, 

etc. There are also the rules which link these, such as the 

rules which describe how 

electrons work in such contexts, how quarks work, how H20 

molecules work, etc. 

 

By acting according to type, entities and the types 

generate each other in relation to 

the structure which relates them both via rules. All these 

rules are combined in 

 

 



 

structure, which in many senses, is the most general rule 

which governs all the rules 

relevant to a given context. And in this sense, structure 

can be considered the final 

parameter of ground relevant to a given entity. Structure 

in this sense is what knits 

together forms and their qualities with types. 

 

Logics. From the rules relating entities and contexts via 

types, we can abstract 

the most general rules, the types of rules, or meta-rules, 

which allow 

contextualization to serve as the ‘linking words’ of the 

world. The set of meta-rules, 

when presented in its most abstract form, is known as 

logics. In the realm of 

contemporary math, there are many types of logic, including 

fuzzy, modal, etc. These 

are themselves abstractions of the forms of logic we see in 

the world. There are three 

primary logics which relate to all networks: negation, 

implication, and syllogism, or 

inclusion. Each of these primary logics come in several 

forms. 

 

Negation. The first type of logic, known as negation, comes 

in three forms: 

conjunction, disjunction, and inverse. Conjunction, also 

known as contrariety and 

non-exclusive negation, describes a relation of ‘both/all-

and’ between qualities, just 

as disjunction, also known as contradiction or exclusive 

negation, describes a relation 

of ‘either-or’ between qualities. And inverse, which has 

already been described, 

comes in two forms, namely, relative inverse, or all the 

qualities related by 

conjunction and/or disjunction to a given entity or type in 

a given context, and 

absolute inverse, which is the same, but in regard to the 

world of experience. 



 

Implication. The second type of logic is known as 

implication, and comes 

in three forms: conjunctive, disjunctive, and modulatory. 

The first, conjunctive 

implication, takes the form of ‘if . . . then’, and 

describes a relation of causality, 

while disjunctive implication, takes the form of ‘if . . . 

and only if,’ and describes a 

relation of reciprocal causality. In addition, there are 

states of implication which are 

partial, and this is known as modulation. Modulation comes 

in threeand forms: 

coordination, opposition, limitation, and emergence. 

 

All of these can be illustrated by means of the example of 

a sample of liquid H20. If 

the temperature of the sample increases, so will its 

pressure, and vice-versa, hence 

there is a relation of reciprocal causality between these 

two qualities. The relation 

between these is not simple, but there is a curve which 

determines the degree which a 

 

 



 

change in one causes in the other. Since these two move 

together, this is a relation of 

coordination, if not, there is a relation of opposition, 

which may also occur in relation 

to such a curve. A relation of limitation occurs when an 

increase in the intensity of a 

particular quality or set thereof leads an entity to shift 

from a relation with one 

exclusive disjunction to another. 

 

When a sample of liquid H20 reaches a particular 

conjunction of intensity of 

temperature and pressure, it will transform from liquid to 

gas. The relation is one of 

‘if . . . and only if,’ that is, if and only if the 

temperature and pressure conjoin in a 

particular way will the sampe switch from liquid to gas, 

and if it switches from liquid 

to gas, there must have been a particular conjunction of 

temperature and pressure. In 

such a case, we say that the contraries serve to limit the 

relation of contradictories to 

the entity in question. All of this is accomplished by 

means of a rule, which follows a 

particular relation of proportion. While rules may stay the 

same, they may also shift, 

and when this happens, we say that there is an emergence. 

Emergence may be 

relative, in which case there is a shift of the type and 

relation of the rules relevant to 

a given entity or type, or absolute, in which case, a new 

set of rules or types occurs. 

 

Syllogism. The third and most complex type of logical 

relation, even if it is 

that from which the others are logically generated, is 

known as inclusion, or 

syllogism. Syllogism comes in three forms, or modes: truth, 

possibility, and potential. 

All of these introduce time and change into logic. 

Syllogism describes the manner in 



which an entity and its type include each other, whereby 

groups generate types, 

contexts generate entities, and these intertwine in a 

manner whereby the past 

extends into the future via change in the present. 

 

While syllogism is a logical relation, and hence may be 

thought of as a connecting 

word, it represents a particular intermediate type with 

that of parameters of 

emergence, which may be thought of as the world’s verbs. 

This is because the singular 

verb, the verb ‘to be,’ is that which links connecting 

words and verbs, logics and 

emergence, and in fact, the relation between types and 

qualities which is intertwined 

therewith. 

 

Syllogism describes the manner in which entities, groups, 

and types include each other 

in particular, relative, and abstract forms, as past 

changes into future by means of 

the dynamic present, linking an entity to its type via 

qualities, as mediated by the 

 

 



 

relevant contexts, rules, and logics. These three sides of 

syllogism also describe the 

general structure of parameters of ground and emergence, 

which all have particular, 

relative, and abstract aspects, for syllogism is what 

describes the form whereby types 

are conntected to processes via grounds. 

 

We see this, for example, in a syllogistic statement such 

as ‘Socrates is mortal.’ Here 

a type (ie: ‘Socrates,’ in this case a very particular 

type, not merely a noun but a 

proper noun), is connected to an intensity (ie: ‘mortal,’ 

an adjective, if a rather 

exclusively structured one, though in principle it is 

possible to be ‘somewhat’ dead), 

by means of the connecting word ‘is.’ Here ‘is’ manifests 

the logic of syllogism, and 

acts as a connecting word, or parameter of ground, which 

unites type to intensity. 

 

Why, however, do we find this syllogism convincing? Because 

it ultimately contains 

within it, implicitely, the statements “Socrates is human” 

and “All humans are 

mortal.” But then each of these can be further expanded in 

this way, for each implies 

within it a whole series of relations, including what makes 

one a human or mortal, etc. 

Each of these are contexts, describable by rules, the most 

general and abstract form 

of which is syllogism. For while it was treated last due to 

its complexity, syllogism is in 

fact that most basic logical relation, that from which the 

others are composed. 

Syllogism expresses precisely what is meant by the verb ‘to 

be’ in these sentences, 

and this unique grammatical structure is both a verb and a 

connecting word, and thus, 

it is on the cusp between parameters of emergence and 

ground, and the point of 



transition between them. That is, it describes the manner 

in which processes stabilize 

in particular contexts into intertwinings of types and 

intensities. 

 

Going back to our example, it only makes sense to say that 

“Socrates is mortal” in the 

set of contexts in which “Socrates” and “mortal” are 

sensibly related to notions like 

“human” and “mortal.” That is, “Socrates is mortal” is not 

a statement that holds in 

“all possible worlds.” For example, in a science-ficiton 

novel in which human death 

has been genetically engineered out of the species, and in 

which Socrates is the name 

of a newborn human in this novel, then it does not make 

sense to say that “Socrates is 

mortal.” For in fact, the syllogistic integrity of this 

statement depends upon the 

context in which it manifests. 

 

This is why the unique verb ‘to be’ functions as not only a 

process, and hence, a 

parameter of emergence, but one which joins types and 

intensities in particular 

 

 



 

contexts via rules, and hence, functions as a parameter of 

ground. The word “is” in 

the sentence “Socrates is mortal” is a connection which 

links a particular term (ie: 

“Socrates”) with an abstract term (ie: “mortal”) by means 

of a relative term, a term 

which is also a type and intensity just as much as linking 

word and process (ie: “is”). 

While the example given here (“Socrates is mortal”) is 

verbal, as we have argued, 

syllogisms happen all the time in the world in a matter 

which exceeds language. 

 

For example, when solid NaCl dissolves in liquid H20, it 

links the qualities of these 

types with the rules that describe their relations in given 

contexts, each of which is a 

concretization of a set of processes. While we may give 

names to all of these in 

language, these overtypes may resonate with their 

undertypes to varying degrees. And 

this can be said in regard to all the modalities of 

syllogism which are described below. 

 

Modality. Syllogism has several modes, each of which will 

be described in 

turn. When an entity manifests in relation to its context 

according to the rules which 

describe its type, we say that it is true to its type. Such 

a notion of truth is relative, 

contextual, and extremely limited. If the entities change, 

either in general or from 

each other, the types relevant to them change as well. In 

the situations described 

above, entities are always true to type, and this is known 

as necessity. The sum total 

of the rules relevant to such syllogistic actions describe 

the conditions for an entity to 

be that entity (ie: for NaCl to be NaCl), a particular type 

of syllogism, the most basic 

type, known as an identity. 



 

There are, however, particular instances in which there 

seems to be hesitation or 

oscillation between an entity and type. This may be on the 

level of over- or 

undertypes and qualities. Such a scenario, in either case, 

presents us with the type of 

syllogism known as possibility, which when measured in 

degrees is known as 

probability. Possibility occurs when multiple types may 

apply to a given entity, 

depending upon decisions which will be made by the 

intertwining of that entity and 

its context, based at least partially on the past, in the 

future. While an entity is 

always true to type in retrospect, at moments of decision, 

it is impossible to tell which 

type will have been retroactively true. This is precisely 

what is meant by possibility. 

 

We see this, for example, with a stem cell before it has 

differentiated into a 

particular cell in a developing organism. Such a cell will 

act out of necessity according 

to type until it reaches a point in its development at 

which it and its surroundings form 

 

 



 

a complex which must draw that cell into one of several 

forms of differentiation (ie: a 

bone cell, nerve cell, skin cell, etc.). At the point of 

decision, the cell may tend one 

way or another, like a top leaning to one side or another 

when it is slowing down, or it 

may internalize within itself the tension between 

possibilities until this breaks in one 

direction over others, like we see when stress is placed on 

a beam which then 

eventually breaks in one direction fo many. 

 

With possibility truth is opened to error, namely, a state 

which does not, after a 

decision, end up having applied to the entity in question. 

When a cell differentiates, a 

beam breaks, or a top falls, it chooses one path over 

others. Those other paths which 

end up not having applied act as the foundation upon which 

systems which attempt to 

predict the action of other entities can lose sync with 

those entities they attempt to 

predict. This is known as error. The relations between 

truth, possibility, and error are 

always ones of degree within these precicting systems, 

called knowing systems, much 

more about which will be said in the sections on 

matrixology. 

 

Finally, just as necessity introduces time, change, and 

counterfactuality into logic, so 

potential introduces value into logic. Potential is a 

quality which has the probability 

of increasing the intensity of this quality in a given 

entity or context in the future. For 

example, that which is healthy is that which has the 

potential to increase health of an 

organism in the future, and so that which has the potential 

for increasing healthiness 

can be said to be healthy, for it possesses health as 

potential in relation to an 



organism. Thus, healthy becomes a type in relation to 

various entities in the world in 

relation to organisms. That which has potential in this 

manner maybe said to have the 

tendency to produce the quality in question, and such a 

quality is the foundation out 

of which value emerges. A value is a meta-potential, a 

potential for the increase of a 

potential, which manifests in the world not as tendency but 

valuation. 

 

From valuation, demand and desire emerge. Much more will be 

said about these forms 

in the sections of this work on matrixology and network 

ethics. All the modalities of 

syllogism described above, including truth/necessity, 

possibility, probability, error, 

and potential apply to potentials in the world. In 

addition, all forms of syllogism – 

necessities, possibilities, and potentials – may layer into 

each other in a variety of 

ways in the world. Thus, all that is healthy is good in 

relation to a given organism, for 

healthiness is how goodness manifests in relation to 

organisms. Thus, that which is 

healthy to an organism is also good. 

 

 



 

From these forms, logics and other forms of natural 

languages find their foundation in 

the world. While some have argued that the final two forms 

of inclusion, namely, 

possibility and potential, make logic impure, logic is 

necessarily and always impure, 

for all human, linguistic, and symbolic logics are nothing 

more than abstractions from 

the logics of the world. 

 

Quantity. One particularly important logic is known as 

quantity. Quantities 

come about when discrete entities increase the intensity of 

the quality of their type in 

a particular context according to a particular type of 

logic known as a count. A count 

is a type of logic which says that the increase of 

intensity of a quality which is also a 

type which comes in discrete instantiations is then a 

member of a type of quality 

known as a number. 

 

For example, when we say that there are five dogs running 

around the dog-park, I 

have linked this set of dogs with the set of all things in 

the universe that have five 

things. Five dogs is thus similar to five words, five 

planets, five moments, five dollars, 

etc. It is thus a member of the type of things which our 

culture has named with the 

term ‘five.’ This type of things is the quality of 

fiveness, which is what happens when 

discrete entities are seen as increases of digital 

intensity when a count is employed, 

linking entities with the hierarhical, abstract set of 

self-containing types known as 

numbers. 

 

The approach to numbers by the networkological project is 

strongly influence by 

Frege’s use of set theory, such that the set of zero things 



is the one that only includes 

the null set, the set of one things is that which includes 

only the null set and the set of 

zero things, and so on from there. And following Frege, the 

networkological project 

views numbers as symbols used to describe the abstract 

commonality present in the 

sets of all entities with a given quantity in the world. 

For example, the set of all ‘five’ 

like things is represented in our culture by the symbol 

‘5,’ one which can then be 

applied to any group of entities which are members of this 

set. The logic known as the 

count then links numbers, which together form a code, to 

entities as qualities. While 

the basic system of numbers must be thought of as a code, 

numbers are often linked 

with each other according to a wide variety of additional 

rules which describe 

hypercombinatorial structures of vast complexity. 

 

For example, when a line is divided by a sub-line into 

continuous, non-overlapping, 

 

 



 

symmetrical sub-lines, or units, these units in space can 

be linked to numbers, or 

symbols for quantity. The result is a measure, a standard 

of reference against which 

differences in space can be compared. When measures are 

linked up to entities which 

change in a repeating fashion over time, the combination of 

these can form a 

temporal measure, or clock, which can then be used as a 

standard of reference 

against which differences in relative rates of change, or 

proper time, can be 

measured. Of course, time and space are abstractions from 

spacetime, but these are 

useful abstractions, and often quanitified. 

 

In addition to their uses in counting and measurement, 

numbers can then be 

combined, both with each other and in relation to extensins 

in space/time, in a wide 

variety of ways. The result are maths, highly complex 

languages based on quantitative 

rather than qualititative forms of reference to entities in 

the world. Ultimately, maths 

are forms of language, if highly precise ones, designed for 

highly specific purposes, 

while verbal/written languages are more general, in that 

they describe non- 

quantitative aspects of the world. Much more will be said 

about the various forms of 

complexity which languages of many sorts can take in the 

world, in the relevant 

sections in matrixology. 

 

Dynamics. As has already been stated, the logic of the 

ground describes the 

manner in which change enters the network diagram. Change 

itself, however, pertains 

to the logic of the network/level. Before transitioning to 

parameters of emergence, 

however, it makes sense to describe the ways in which 



dynamics recast some of the 

aspects of what has already been described. 

 

Any entity which differs in regard to itself over time is 

said to be dynamic. When 

change in a network is aleatory, it is known as an event. 

There are many types of 

events, which may occur in nodes, links, grounds, and/or 

network/levels, and any 

event may give rise to a wide variety of additional events 

in entities. When events 

repeat in a given entity, this is known as a series, and 

when series give rise to motion 

in a given direction in an entity, this motion is known as 

a flow. When events and 

flows combine so as to create relative stability, such a 

network is known as a system. 

 

Events, series, and flows take many forms in relation to 

nodes, links, grounds, and 

levels, respectively, some of the forms of which will be 

briefly described below. For 

example, nodes may increase or decrease in strength or 

intensity, go into and out of 

association with various networks, split or divide, link or 

de-link from each other, and 

 

 



 

if these links are themselves dynamic, they may increase or 

decrease the amount of 

flow moving between nodes, increase or decrease the 

fuzziness of the connection 

between nodes, allow for branching and multiple pathways to 

emerge within links, 

etc. Links can be uni-, bi-, or multi-directional, making 

used of closed or open 

channels for their respective flows, each of which may 

affect the nodes, grounds, and 

networks/levels in question. Grounds can combine and flow 

into each other, flows may 

condense into nodes, or nodes may emerge from the 

interaction of a ground with 

entities beyond it. Nodes may individuate and de-

individuate from a ground, alter 

patterns of flow around them, and resonate with each other 

by means of the 

disturbances carried by constituents of the ground from 

which they emerge. And levels 

can emerge, dissolve, combine, etc. 

 

When dynamic, a ground is referred to as field composed of 

flows, each which may be 

hetero- or homogenous, viscous in a variety of ways, etc. 

Nodes and links may be 

heterogeneous to the flows in a given field, in which case 

they may create obstacles, 

boundaries or channels within this flow. Flows can also 

function as links between 

nodes, and flows themselves can be considered as extended, 

dynamic nodes at higher 

levels of scale. When flows congeal, we speak of these 

concretized forms of potential 

flow as stocks. Stocks may themselves then circulate, 

creating meta-flows within a 

system in addition to ground-flows. 

 

Beyond stocks, there may also be meta-stocks known as 

currencies, and meta-metastocks 

known as meta-currencies, or capitals. Examples of 



currencies include 

molecular-ATP in many living organic cells, or money in 

economic networks. Examples 

of capitals may include status, machinery in a factory 

(labor congealed in the form of 

a labor amplifier), or fat stores within an animal. Most 

systems remain robust when 

there are multiple capitals circulating within a system, 

but the economic system 

known as capitalism, a variation on the star-network 

topology, indicates a cancerous 

condition in which one type of capital attempts to reduce 

all others, via resonance or 

conversion, into its type. Capitalist systems of this sort 

are ultimately harmful to the 

robustness of their respective systems. Much more will be 

said about this later in this 

text, and in future works on network ethics. 

 

Both/And. Beyond parameters of intensity, type, and ground, 

we have 

parameters of emergence, change, or transformation. There 

are various types of 

parameters of emergence, which are known as those of 

emergence, complexity, and 

level, each type of which will be discussed in turn. 

 

 



 

While parameters of ground describe entities’ constitutive 

exclusions, that is, that 

which is neither inside nor outside of an entity, 

parameters of emergence describe 

that which is both inside and outside of entities. This is 

because parameters of 

emergence describe the processes of which entities are 

themselves aspects, and thus, 

display how it is that entities exceed themselves by 

emerging from what they once 

were. In relation to the parameters which we have already 

examined, if parameters of 

intensity may be thought of as the world’s adjectives, 

parameters of type as its nouns, 

and parameters of ground as its linking words 

(prepositions, conjunctions, etc.), then 

parameters of emergence may be thought of as describing 

various manifestations of 

processes, or verbs. 

 

All other parameters are relative degrees of reification of 

parameters of emergence, 

for in fact, processes are what underlie the more reified 

aspects thereof, which are 

that from which parameters of ground, type, and intensity 

are abstractions. The fact 

that parameters of emergence can be seen as the world’s 

verbs, and that these are 

that which gives rise to other parameters, is similar to 

the approach taken by Gilles 

Deleuze when he argues that “there is no tree which is not 

also a treeing, no green 

that is not also a greening.”12 

 

The networkological endeavor expands this perspective, such 

that not only are 

adjectives and nouns varities of verbs, but connecting 

words as well, such that there is 

no ‘under’ or ‘next to’ or ‘therefore’ that is not also an 

‘undering,’ a ‘next-to-ing,’ or 

a ‘therefore-ing.’ Moving from the more concrete to more 



abstract, all connecting 

words may be seen as frozen verbs, just as all nouns are 

hypostatized connections, all 

adjectives pluralized and generalized nouns. Moving in the 

other direction, from more 

abstract to more concrete, we can reconstruct nouns from 

concatenations of 

adjectives, connecting words from the adjectives and nouns 

they connect, and verbs 

from the shifting networks thereof. That is, all qualities 

are also types (anything green 

is also ‘a’ green), all types are linking words (a green 

thing is defined by its relations 

of under, next to, beside, within, etc., and symmetries 

within these relations in the 

world give rise to types such as green), and each of these 

is also a verb in turn. 

 

It should not be thought that we are simply dealing with 

issues of grammar here, but 

rather, that grammar of the world, that from which human 

grammars are attempts at 

abstraction. The physical stakes of this can be seen, once 

again, in Deleuze, when he 

 

 



 

describes all the aspects of entities in the world as 

manifestations of differences in 

speeds of becoming.13 For if the world itself is composed 

of processes, then entities 

and their aspects, such as qualities, types, and relations, 

are simply relatively slow 

and/or stable processes in the midst of faster and/or more 

unstable ones. Such 

determinations, of course, are ultimately relative, and so 

it is with types of 

parameters. As we will see, there are parameters of 

emergence which take the forms 

of intensity, type, relation, and verb, depending on the 

aspects of change which they 

are describing. 

 

Manifestation. The interdependent relation of abstraction 

and 

manifestation described above is itself an effect of the 

larger motion manifested by 

our investigation of parameters in general. As we have 

arged, abstraction is what 

grounds generalization, and is what allows us to derive 

parameters and ultimately the 

network diagram from the varied manifestations of the 

world. By means of 

abstraction, we pass from emergence itself to parameters of 

emergence, to 

parameters of ground, type, and intensity. That is, from 

the concrete existence of 

processes at work in the world, we can derive ever more 

abstract aspects thereof, 

from parameters of emergence to those of intensity. 

 

Moving in the other direction, we move from the simplest 

yet most abstract aspects of 

the manifestations of emergence, namely, intensities, to 

the most concrete yet also 

most difficult, complex, and multi-determined aspects 

thereof, namely, parameters of 

emergence. This movement, which parallels that of this 



whole section of the text, 

moves by means of composition of parameters to reconstruct 

from its abstractions in 

the concepts derived from the application of the network 

diagram to aspects of 

emergence, a diagrammatization of the structure of 

emergence itself. Thus, the 

intertwining of intensities describes types, the 

intertwining of types and intensities 

describes relations, and the intertwining of relations, 

types, and intensities describes 

emergence. 

 

We must not confuse parameters of intensity with 

intensities, parameters of types 

with types, paramteres of relation with relations, or 

parameters of emergence with 

emergence. Rather, parameters describe the manner in which 

aspects of emergence 

manifest via their intertwining with conceptual structure 

provided by the network 

diagram, which is abstracted from the parameters of 

emergence which were 

themselves abstracted, via the network diagram, from 

emergence as such. Likewise, 

 

 



 

emergence gives rise to the parameters abstracted 

therefrom, which then give rise to 

the network diagram, which can then be reintertwined with 

its parameters to diagram 

emergence, a process which will be carried out in full in 

the future volumes of the 

networkological project. 

 

The relation of support between these movements, of 

abstraction, reconstruction, and 

grounding (the subject of network ethics), is perhaps best 

conceived as a non- 

orientable progression through a cross-cap or Klein bottle, 

yet with a multiplicitous 

twist. For emergence gives rise to that which manifests it, 

just as that which manifests 

manifests emergence differently, which is what is meant by 

emergence. For in fact, it 

is by means of the emergence of parameters, entities, and 

combinations that what 

emerges emerges from itself, and hence is itself as 

emergence. What justifies the 

choice of one set of parameters over another, however, will 

be dealt with in the 

future works on network ethics. 

 

As we examine parameters of emergence, we will see the 

manner in which they 

present some of the most concerete aspects of emergence, 

even as they do so by 

means of the most abstract parameters. For in fact, 

parameters of emergence 

represent, as it were, parameters at a higher level of 

emergence, and the transition to 

combinatorics, the description of how networks intertwine 

with each other. 

Abstraction, manifestation, and intertwining describe the 

manner in which parameters 

are produced by means of combinatorics in the world. 

 

Processes. There are several types of parameters of 



emergence, those which 

describe emergence itself, as well as those which describe 

complexity and level, 

which are aspects of emergence. 

 

Particular parameters of emergence, or parameters of 

actualization, describe the 

most concrete and specific manifestations of emergence, 

that which may be used to 

describe the manner in which specific entities emerge from 

what they once were. 

Particular parameters of emergence describe particular 

processes, the world’s verbs, 

that which is described by terms such as growing, running, 

and flying, yet also 

greening, tree-ing, and conjoining (which are examples of 

verb forms of parameters of 

intensity, type, and ground, respectively). 

 

All parameters of emergence have particular, relative, and 

abstract aspects, which 

 

 



 

shows the manner in which parameters of emergence manifest 

the logic of syllogism. 

This occurs because all emergences actualize a rule which 

functions syllogistically. For 

even in the case of a unique entity, in which case the rule 

in question manifests only 

in relation to an entity as itself, any entity has the 

potential to function as a type 

which can be manifested in varying degrees of intensity in 

the world as quality. Here 

we see the manner in which parameters of emergence serve as 

foundations for those 

of relation, type, and intensity, each of which is an 

abstraction thereof in turn. For 

example, take a process which is describable by a verb, for 

example, ‘to green.’ 

‘Green’ may also be thought of as intensity (ie: ‘that leaf 

is more green than that 

one’), a type (ie: that leaf is ‘a green,’ that is, a green 

thing), or articulated as a 

context (ie: green is that from which light green is a 

variety), 

 

Network Processes. Processes intertwine with each other, 

and their 

symmetries and asymmetries give rise to parameters of 

ground, type, and intensity. 

Some processes are very particular, and only occur in very 

specific aspects of the 

world, while others are common and general. For example, 

there are many entities on 

Earth which can be said to be growing, less which can be 

said to be boiling or crowing. 

Processes nest in this manner, such that general processes 

can be said to contain then 

those which are less general. The most general processes, 

that is, those particular 

parameters of emergence which are the most general, and 

pertain to networks as 

such, are known as network parameters of emergence, or 

network processes. These 



come in particular, relative, and abstract varieties, each 

of which will be adressed in 

turn. 

 

Actualization. All entities in the world change, just as 

the world 

changes. This change, known as actualization, is the 

particular network parameter of 

emergence, and it has three aspects, namely, potential, 

actuality, and actualization. 

 

As entities emerge from themselves, we say that they pass 

from a state of a potential 

for emergence to that which is actual, by means of process 

of becoming, unfolding, 

actualizing, or actualization. All potential is only 

potential in relation to its 

contexts, and it is for this reason that we say that it and 

what it develops into, 

namely, actualization and actuality, are particular 

parameters of emergence. For in 

fact, potential, actualization, and actuality are simply 

abstractions of the manner in 

which emergence particularizes itself, such that emergence 

only exists as potential for 

actualization and actuality in its particular forms. We see 

this in the myriad ways in 

 

 



 

which potential takes form and actualizes in the world. For 

example, a seed is a 

potential plant, a molecule of liquid water potential ice 

or steam, etc. 

 

Each of the three parameters of emergence, namely, 

potential, actual, and 

actualization, can be further subdivided into their 

particular, relative, and abstract 

sides in turn. In regard to potential, therefore, we can 

then speak of particular 

potentials (ie: the potential to dissolve, burn, evaporate, 

and various other verbs), 

relative degrees of potential (ie: some entities are more 

likely to burn, evaporate, 

etc.), and the abstraction described by the concept of 

potential as such. Likewise, 

there are particular, relative, and abstract sides of 

actuality (ie: a particular that has 

actualized, greater or lesser degrees of the actualization 

of a potential, and the 

abstraction of actuality as such), and becoming or 

actualizing as such (ie: a particular 

process of actualization, greater or lesser of degrees of 

the process of actualization, 

and a particular process of actualization, respectively). 

 

Each of these parameters may link a wide variety of 

qualities, types, and grounds with 

the aspects of the processes they describe, describing an 

intertwined set of inclusions, 

such that potential, actual, and actualizing aspects of 

entities contain each other, if in 

a non-orientable form best described as that of a cross-cap 

or Klein bottle, with a 

multiplicitous twist. These forms of containment give rise 

to, among other things, the 

fact that determinations of potential can only be made 

relationally and retroactively. 

 

We can see this in relation to the classic example by 



Aristotle, namely, of the acorn 

which turns into a tree, and the tree which emerges from 

this acorn. In this process, 

leaves emerge, differentiate from trunks and roots, and new 

acorns emerge from this 

tree, detach therefrom, and give rise to other trees and 

acorns in turn. Each of these 

entities – trees, acorns, leaves, and the qualities of each 

– endure for a period of time, 

actualizing potential as actuality, thereby extending the 

past into the future like lines 

across a page. Lines, of course, are simple analogies, 

though more complex ones may 

be seen in the manner in which points may be extended not 

only into lines, but also 

sheets, solids, and hypersolids.14 

 

Beyond continuities, however, there are also 

differentiations and transformations, and 

these are every bit as much lines of potential in the 

process of actualizing, even if it is 

difference rather than sameness which actualizes in these 

instances. Actualizations of 

differences are, however, every bit as real as those of 

continuity and sameness. For 

 

 



 

trees absorb nutrients, gases, liquids, give rise to 

wastes, and while some trees live 

on, others are chopped down and turned into tables which 

are then burned, recycling 

materials which circulate into others, forming parts of 

other entities, other trees, 

oceans, rocks, stars. Each tree is thus also a treed, and a 

potential tabling, a potential 

burning, a potential turning into soil, air, earth, light, 

star, etc. Any entity may be 

seen, in this sense, as a temporary reification of a set of 

processes. 

 

This complex of ideas was described to some extent by 

Presocratic philosophers such 

as Anaximander, Anaxagoras, and the Atomists, such as 

Empedocles and Democritucs, 

followed by the Greek and Roman Stoics and Epicureans.15 It 

was perhaps given its 

most mature description before the contemporary period in 

the work of second 

century C.E. Indian Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna, who had 

an enormous influence 

on Buddhist thinkers after him, particularly those of the 

sixth century C.E. Chinese 

Buddhists of the Consciousness-Only school of Xuanzang. 

Nagarjuna and Xuanzang 

claim that each entity we see before us is merely a 

temporary collection of dharmas 

(essentially, qualities), which may then separate, recycle, 

and circulate into new 

entities after old ones break up.16 Related approaches can 

be seen in contemporary 

Western thought in the works of Whitehead, Deleuze, Peirce, 

and other ‘processrelational’ 

theorists. Contemporary science is not far from the 

approach to the world 

detailed by these approaches, in that it considers entities 

such as tables, stones, and 

organisms as organized collections of sub-atomic particle-

interactions which have 



temporarilly come together, and which will eventually 

disperse, reform, etc. 

 

Time. If particular network parameters of emergence 

describe the manner in 

which entities emerge in the world, relative network 

parameters of emergence, or 

parameters of time, describe the manner in which these can 

be compared with each 

other. 

 

We can say, for example, that one particular acorn grew 

into a tree before another, or 

that a pile of wood burned after another, or even at the 

same time. These notions of 

before, after, and during, describe relative degrees of 

emergence which occur 

between particular emergent aspects of the world. By 

intertwining these with contexts 

which can serve as standards of reference, we are able to 

abstract from the relations 

between them the general notions of past, present, and 

future, which are known as 

relative parameters of emergence. 

 

 



 

These relative parameters are commonly said to describe the 

general flow of process 

at work in the world, what is generally known as a ‘the 

passage of time.’ It should not 

be thought that the sense of the flow of time should be 

seen as indicating that time is 

some sort of mystical entity in the world, or some sort of 

container or medium for 

what is. Rather, time is simply an abstraction from 

relative comparisons of actual 

emergences in the world. In its intertwined form, time, as 

abstraction manifests the 

intertwined logic of emergence which we have seen at work 

in emergence’s more 

particular forms. The past contains the future, the future 

contains the past, and the 

present contains both and is contained in both, even as all 

are in the process of 

differentiating from each other within this mutual 

differentiating inter-containment. 

The forms of containment described here are not like that 

of a shoe in a box, for they 

are non-orientable in three dimensions (and are of the sort 

described by a cross-cap, 

Klein bottle, with multiplicitous twist). 

 

Duration. Emergence manifests itself most abstractly in the 

split between 

duration, differing, and differentiation, which are known 

as abstract network 

parameters of emergence, or parameters of differentiation. 

This sort of splitting of 

a oneand into a threeand finds its philosophical precursors 

in the work of F.W.J. 

Schelling and Jacques Lacan.17 As abstract parameters of 

emergence, duration, 

differing, and differentiation describe the manner in which 

emergent processes relate 

to themselves. 

 

According to the networkological project, all entities are 



ultimately aspects of the 

processes of emergence which give rise to them, and we see 

this in the fact that while 

particular emergents act as actual and potential for each 

other, in the most abstract 

sense these particulars are themselves always 

manifestations of processes. Parameters 

of differentiation describes these processes in their most 

abstract forms. 

Differentiation manifests itself in the world in three 

aspects, known as duration, 

difference, and differentiation itself. However, duration 

and differing, rather than 

being distinct from differentiation, are aspects thereof, 

each of which will be 

discussed in turn. 

 

The first of these aspects, known as duration, occurs when 

something is what it is 

even as aspects of its context change. Nothing is ever 

fully the same whenever 

anything changes, for if even one iota of the context of an 

entity or aspect thereof 

changes, then that entity/aspect changes, even if only in 

relation to its contexts. This 

 

 



 

is not to say that nothing is ever the same over changes in 

time because time is 

different, for time itself is derived from duration, it is 

an abstraction from relative 

changes in the world. Thus, we can say that time differs 

because entities emerge. The 

sun moves, the earth moves, our thoughts change: abstract 

time is an attempt to 

standardize these relations in regard to common standards 

of reference, it is nothing 

more and nothing less. Nevertheless, duration is that which 

remains as it is within and 

through the changes which allow this these changes to be 

recognizable as such. That 

said, there is no duration without change or differing, for 

these notions are only 

sensible in the light of the split between them. In this 

sense, when pushed to its most 

abstract, we can, following Bergson, describe duration, and 

the common experience of 

the passage of time derived therefrom, as a function of the 

manner in which the world 

differs from itself. From such a perspective, the future 

may be understood as an 

aspect of difference as such, the present as an aspect of 

the manner in which 

difference emerges, and the past as an aspect of that which 

endures into the future.18 

Anything which endures emerges, both from itself, and its 

contexts. As such, anything 

that appears to stay the same can only be said to do so in 

a relative sense. 

 

According to Bergson, duration has absolute and relative 

sides, and we will expand 

upon this to recognize particular, relative, and abstract 

sides of duration. Abstract 

duration describes the emergence of the world from within 

itself, while particular 

duration describes the manner in which particular entities 

endure in the world. 



Relative duration, however, describes relations between 

particular durations. For 

example, the resonance between the particular durations of 

pendulums and that of 

the Earth, Sun, etc., is what allows for us to judge the 

relative rates of change and 

duration of entities on Earth, and to metricize these as 

years, hours, days, minutes, 

etc. Relative duration is that from which relative 

parameters of emergence, that is, 

parameters of time, are abstracted. 

 

Differing. The second abstract network parameter of 

emergence is known as 

differing, or difference. There is little that can be said 

about differing as such, for in 

fact, it is that which is by being that which it is not. 

Differing as such is ultimately an 

abstraction from particular instances thereof which 

manifest in the world. 

 

There are three forms of differing which manifest as 

paramters. Particular differing, 

or a difference, describes the matter in which a given 

aspect of emergence differs 

from its contexts and/or itself. Relative differing 

describes great or lesser degrees of 

 

 



 

difference between aspects of emergence, and abstract 

differing describes the 

manner in which emergence differs from itself as such, 

which, as we will see, is 

precisely what makes emergence emergent, for without 

differing, there would be no 

emergence, just as without duration, there would be nothing 

from which to emerge. 

 

Differing and duration are ultimately relative 

determinations in regard to each other. 

That is, all duration is to some extent also a sort of 

differing from that around it, just 

as all differing is only differing in that in endures as 

different. Differing and duration 

continually intertwine, create the conditions for the 

emergence of each other, differ 

from each other, etc. And in this sense we see how it is 

that duration and difference 

are ultimately aspects of differentiation, the process 

whereby both duration and 

difference limit each other by emerging in the world in 

particular forms. 

 

Differentiation. Differentiation is what links together 

abstract, 

particular, and relative parameters of emergence. That is, 

when an aspect of 

emergence differentiates itself, it endures in its 

differing from its contexts in a 

manner which actualize potential. Such actualizations are 

themselves potential 

potential for future actualizations, determinations which 

can give rise to relative 

determinations such as before, during, and after. 

 

In this manner we see how it is that differentiation ties 

together abstract and relative 

parameters of emergence. In itself, however, 

differentiation has its own parameters 

as well. When a differentiated entity endures, it maintains 



itself despite changes in its 

contexts, intertwining duration and differing. In this 

sense, all duration is a form of 

differentiation, namely, durational differentiation. 

Likewise, when a difference 

endures in the world, it is also a form of differentiation, 

known as a differing 

differentiation. 

 

Differentiation itself, or differentiating differentiation, 

however, comes in three 

forms, namely, external, internal, and leveling 

differentiating differentiation, 

each of which then further intertwines with duration and 

difference, each of which 

will be dealt with in turn. External durational 

differentiation, or existence, occurs 

when an entity endures in a manner which differentiates 

itself from its contexts, 

despite changes therein. Internal durational 

differentiation, or multiplication, occurs 

when an entity endures in and through differences, not only 

in relation to changes in 

its context, but changes in itself. For example, when a 

machine makes a photocopy of 

 

 



 

an original, the pattern of the image on a page reproduces 

itself, even if on a 

different sheet of paper, a process which can be extended 

many times. In addition, 

there is also external differing differentiation, or 

transformation, in which an entity 

changes regardless of changes in its contexts. That is, the 

entity in question differs 

from its context in and beyond the differentiation whereby 

it exists as distinct 

therefrom. 

 

Internal differing differentiation, or diversification, 

occurs when an entity differs in 

the manner in which it transforms itself. Such a form of 

differentiation is similar to 

multiplication, in that it involves sameness in difference 

internal to what endures, but 

it also involves difference internal to this form of 

sameness. For example, we see this 

in a photocopy of an image in which variations are made to 

the size of the image on 

the page. Each of the copies is still a copy of the 

original, if differently. 

 

Likewise, when a fertilized human egg, or zygote, shifts 

from simply making copies of 

itself (the blastula stage) to differentiating into layers 

which will then develop into 

different types of tissues (a process known as 

gastrulation), we see a similar 

phenomenon, in that each cell is genetically identical, yet 

manifests its genetic code 

differently. When the developing mass of cells, or embryo, 

not only differentiates into 

many types of tissue, but these types of tissue begin to 

work together to form distinct 

sub-systems of the embryo, giving rise to separate organs, 

we see a new type of 

difference, a difference of level. This is known as 

leveling differentiation, or leveling, 



a phenomenon which itself comes in several forms. 

 

External durational leveling differentiation, or 

repetition, occurs when that which is 

multiplied across levels comes to reproduce the order it is 

based at other levels of 

scale. For example, when a series of squares are linked 

together in three dimensions 

to make a cube, they are reproducing the rules which 

determine a square in two 

dimensions at a higher level of scale. Repetition is rarely 

pure in the world. When 

repetition occurs within and despite differences, we say 

that there is internal 

durational leveling, or reproduction. For example, when a 

wave propagates in the 

ocean, it reproduces itself, but with difference each time. 

Or, to take another 

example, when a child takes on the same profession as a 

parent, they do not repeat 

the exact actions of a parent, but actions of a similar 

type. Reproduction distinguishes 

between a core of sameness and a series of variations, 

known as essence and 

accident, respectively, and is that from which types are 

abstracted. 

 

 



 

Reproduction itself comes in several forms. External 

differing leveling, or variation, 

occurs when an entity reproduces itself in a way that 

differs from its contexts 

regardless of how its contexts change. For example, by 

means of the process called 

‘crossing-over’, sexual reproduction always produces 

offspring which vary genetically, 

at least to some degree, from the contributions of the 

parents. There is therefore 

always some degree of variation within the reproduction of 

a species across 

generations, regardless of the influence of the 

environment. 

 

Internal differing leveling, or evolution, occurs when an 

entity reproduces itself by 

diversifying in relation to itself. For example, by means 

of variation, an evolutionary 

population is able to reproduce its essence by varying its 

traits over generations in at 

least partial response to its contexts. Evolution makes use 

of variation in order to 

generate new ways of adapting its traits to its contexts, 

thereby retroactively 

determining an essence which is endures thereby over time. 

 

Finally, there is leveling differentiating leveling, or 

meta-evolution, which occurs 

when an entity evolves itself by means of evolving its own 

evolution. That is, an entity 

engaging in meta-evolution reproduces itself by 

differentiating internally from itself 

the manner in which it reproduces itself. Meta-evolution is 

emergence which attempts 

to bring about emergence as complexity as such, and as 

such, it is, in a sense, 

emergence which evolves itself so as to increase its 

potential intensity as emergence. 

Much more will be said about this in the forthcoming work 

on network ethics. 



 

Complexity. We have now described particular parameters of 

emergence, 

as well as particular, relative, and abstract network 

parameters of emergence. From 

here, we move to parameters of complexity, but first, we 

must describe complexity 

itself. Complexity is one of the most difficult concepts to 

define within the 

networkological project. For if emergence is extimacy as 

such, complexity is metaextimacy, 

such that the paradoxical nature of the first is amplified 

in the second. 

However, the articulation of the paradoxes inherent to 

emergence and complexity are 

essential for us to proceed. 

 

When emergence differentiates from a context, it is 

localized and reified by this 

process. In differentiating from its context, the aspect of 

emergence which emerges in 

this process describes an increase in the intensity of 

emergence, for it is emergence in 

 

 



 

the process of emerging, not merely in the past or future, 

but in the present. And in 

this sense, we can say that emergence which is actualizing 

is more intensely emergent 

than that which is actual or potential emergence, and that 

differentiating which 

differs is more emergent than that which endures. 

 

Here we see the basis of a differentiation within emergence 

between relative 

intensities. Complexity is precisely this, it is the 

increase in the intensity of emerence, 

and as such, may be thought of as meta-emergence. 

Complexity is an abstraction from 

all the particular intensities in the world, and that which 

gives rise to them. 

Complexity, in this sense, may be thought of as 

intensification as such, and that which 

it intensifies is itself in the process of emerging from 

itself in ever greater intensity. 

 

Complexity comes in three primary forms. Potential 

complexity is the potential for 

the increase in the intensity of emergence, actual 

complexity is what the increase in 

the intensity of emergence which potential complexity gives 

rise to, and actualizing 

complexity is the process of the intensification of 

emergence itself. And as we will 

see, emergence intensifies as complexity in the process of 

its active differentiating 

intertwining with itself. Complexity may therefore be 

defined as the active process of 

differentiating intertwining. And the complexity of any 

particular entity is the 

intensity of the potential of other entities to actualize 

through it with greater 

intensity by means of their mutual intertwining in its 

process of actualizing. For it is 

only by actualizing the potential of other complexities 

that any aspect thereof is able 



to actualize its own, such that to increase its potential 

complexity is always to 

increase the potential of others by means of differentiated 

intertwining with them. 

That is, the more an aspect of complexity intertwines its 

actualizing with that of 

others, the more potential its actualizing can actualize. 

For example, a single cell in a 

human brain can actualize in a huge number of ways, but 

only because it coordinates 

its actualizing with that of a huge number of other cells, 

not only in the brain, but the 

other parts of the body. 

 

The form of these intertwinings, the interdependencies and 

systmetaic relationships, 

all these describe the form of intertwining necessary for a 

single brain cell to be able 

to actualize in the widely diverse manner which we are used 

to in our world. But the 

complexity which such a cell is able to actualize is not 

it’s alone, but that with which 

it is intertwined. Complexity is in this sense thoroughly 

relational, such that 

emergence is always emergence with, and to complexify an 

aspect of emergence is to 

 

 



 

complexify aspects of the emergence around it, creating 

ever more intense forms of 

actively differentiating intertwining within what is. In 

all its forms, complexity 

embodies all the principles of the networkological endeavor 

described at the start of 

this text. It is an intensity and yet also a value, one 

which, according to the 

networkological project, all other values flow. Much more 

will be said about this in the 

volume on network ethics. 

 

Complication. Because of the self-containing nature of 

emergence, there 

are several aspects of complexity that may seem 

paradoxical, but which are inherent 

to the manner in which it functions in the world. 

 

Firstly, complexity self-potentiates, and does so in 

several forms. All actualizing 

complexity is also potential complexity, for that which is 

increasing in complexity 

increases the potential for further complexity. Actualizing 

complexity, 

complexifying, or complexification, is in fact the form of 

potential complexity with 

the greatest intensity, for it is actively in the process 

of complexification of itself and 

its relation to the world around it. Unlike emergence, 

which either is or isn’t, 

complexity potentiates itself. For just as emergence is 

that which contains itself, 

complexity is that which potentiates itself. 

 

Actual complexity, on the contrary, is less potentiating, 

and takes two forms. The first 

is complexity which was actively complexifying in the past, 

but which has ceased to be 

so in the present. Such complexity has the potential to 

complexify itself in the future, 

or to give rise to increase the complexity of other aspects 



of emergence beyond it. 

Such complexity is as if it had gone dormant, or gone to 

sleep. Such dormant 

complexity is known as complication, and an aspect of this 

is known as a complicate, 

intricate, or complicated system, as opposed to an aspect 

of complexity, which is 

known as a complex, or a complex system. When there is an 

increase in the potential 

of an aspect of emergence to produce complexity, yet 

without increasing the 

actualizing complexity of that aspect, we say that 

complication, rather than 

complexification, has occurred. 

 

The concepts of a complicate and the process of 

complication are perhaps best 

explained by means of examples. When a tree lives and 

grows, it increases its 

differentiating intertwining with the world around it, 

which gives rise to the potential 

for further differentiating intertwining, that is, more 

complexity. It is therefore 

 

 



 

intensly emergent, moreso than, say, the nutrients which it 

uses to potentiate its 

growth, for these nutrients can only serve as potential for 

the intensification of their 

emergence in relation to the tree, they cannot do this by 

themselves. When aspects of 

the nutrients are integrated into the tree, for example, 

when molecules from the soil 

become part of the living tree, they now increase in active 

complexity, and may be 

said to be complexified in the process by the tree. They 

then begin to actively 

complexify, and potentiate the active complexification of 

the entire tree. 

 

When a tree is chopped down, however, and made into a block 

of wood, it ceases to 

be actualizing complexity, and rather, becomes dormant 

complexity, or a complicate. 

If that block of wood is then intertwined with other blocks 

of wood, nails, paint, etc., 

to make a table, the block of wood which came from the 

tree, along with the other 

parts of the table, have increased their level of 

complication with each other. They 

increase their potential complexity in the process, for a 

human can then use that table 

to help it eat breakfast, perform science, write a symphony 

or book of philosophy or 

literature, etc. But the table cannot do these things on 

its own, and hence, while it 

has increased its potential complexity bound in the form of 

complication, it has not 

increased its complexity in active form in complexifying. 

Both complicates and 

complexes can complexify or complicate other aspects of 

emergence, if differently. 

 

Exhuastion. In addition to actualizing and dormant 

actualizing complexity, 

there are also two limit states which, while abstractions 



which likely do not exist in 

the universe, help define complexity negatively. 

 

The first is fully actualized complexity, which is the same 

as fully actualized 

emergence, which is known as exhaustion. Exhaustion is the 

lowest intensity of 

complexity, and indicates a state in which all emergence 

has ceased, such that 

emergence ceases to contain itself. And now we are finally 

in a position to describe 

what is meant when we say that emergence is that which 

contains itself, for that 

which it contains is the potential for that which emerges. 

A seed contains within it the 

potential for the emergence of a tree. A state of 

exhaustion occurs when there is no 

potential left, either for emergence, or the 

complexification of emergence. 

 

Most likely emergence is an abstraction, for we have never 

seen such a state in our 

universe. Likewise with a state of proto-emergence, or 

proto-complexity. Such a 

state occurs before the emergence of emergence and 

complexity, and potentiates it. 

 

 



 

Like exhuastion, such a state is an abstraction from the 

known universe, for it is that 

which precedes the Big Bang, and hence, all possibility of 

knowledge. Both exhaustion 

and proto-complexity describe limit states in which the 

very distinction between 

emergence and complexity breaks down, as does all the rest 

of distinction within what 

is. 

 

Parametrization. Complexity is not only the intensification 

of 

emergence, but also that from which all other intensities 

emerge, for it is both an 

abstraction from all other particular intensities, as well 

as that which gives rise to 

intensity as such. 

 

The more intensities which pertain as potential to a given 

aspect of emergence, the 

more potential complexity it has, even as such potential 

complexity can only occur by 

means of the intertwining of an aspect of emergence in 

question with others as 

complexity. These intertwinings manifest as the intensities 

relevant to an aspect of 

complexity, which intertwine in a manner which can be 

described according to 

parameters of relation, type, and intensity. These 

parameters are merely the 

differentiated manner in which emergence intertwines with 

itself as complexity, such 

that their intertwinings are that which differentially 

carves emergence as complexity 

into nexus points which are its aspects in the process of 

their intertwined, polyvalent 

becoming. Differences in spacetime are nothing more than 

the carving up of 

emergence by itself into differentiations, which can then 

serve as relative standards to 

make determinations of location such as space and time, 



which can then in turn serve 

as locations for further differntiations and intertwinings. 

Location and specificity copotentiate, 

for without differences in location there can be no 

specificity of 

differentiation, and without specificity of 

differentiation, there can be no difference 

in location. 

 

We see this in the physical world in the manner in which 

spacetime and differentiation 

copotentiated each other in the Big Bang, more of which 

will be described in the 

volume on matrixology. Along with potential, specificity of 

differentiation, or 

parameterization, and differentiation into location, or 

localization, are preconditions 

of complexity, just as all three are manifestations of 

complexity in the process of its 

emergence. 

 

Potentiation. We have stated in what is above that if 

emergence is that 

 

 



 

which contains itself, then complexity is that which 

potentiates itself. And as we have 

seen, it can do so in several forms. Our description of 

these forms, however, bring to 

light several aspects of potential which need, however, to 

be described in greater 

detail. 

 

Firstly, we have seen how it is that all potential in our 

universe comes from the 

originary potential brought about by the set of processes 

known collectively as ‘the Big 

Bang.’ While ultimately the potential of the universe is 

decreasing, it is able to form 

local centers of increasing potential, such as our sun, 

which can then serve to increase 

the complexity of other local centers, such as the earth. 

Much more will be said about 

the particulars of these processes, and they issues they 

raise, in the volume on 

matrixology. 

 

However, we should be careful not to equate potential with 

energy. For while the sun 

may be the source of all energy on Earth, it is only 

indirectly responsible for the 

complexity that has emerged here. The link between the sun 

and, for example, the 

great diversity of lifeforms, or that of human culture, is 

clear, but it is also indirect. 

For all the energy in the world cannot give rise to a 

symphony or novel or language or 

science without the mediation of entities capable of 

transforming energy into 

symphonies or novels or language or science or whatever 

else. 

 

A human, for example, can transform the energy present in a 

block of wood into more 

than just the potential for fire, but also the potential 

for a symphony or science 



experiment. This is done, for example, by burning the block 

of wood to produce heat, 

which can be used to make electricity, which can be used to 

power a computer, which 

can be used to help in the construction of a symphony, 

science experiment, etc. Even 

if such a human does not increase the aggregate energy 

released by the fire, it can 

increase the degree of potential differentiation it can 

give rise to. Energy needs to be 

channelled into and by particular forms of what is not 

energy in order for it to give 

rise to different forms in the world, such that energy may 

be said to increase in 

potential simply due to its context. In such a situation, 

the human mediator seems to 

increase the potential within the wood, even if that 

potential can only become 

actualized when it can be supported by other entities with 

which it can intertwine so 

as to actualize as a symphony or science experiment rather 

than as fire. 

 

In this sense, we can say that all potential is the 

potential to be anything which can be 

 

 



 

within what is, depending upon the context within which it 

actualizes. For all that has 

emerged from the Big Bang, as far as we know, was 

originally part of the same stuff, if 

in a highly compressed state. Differentiation only came 

about later. We have no 

reason to believe that any aspect of the universe has more 

inherent potential than any 

other, or that each could not, in the right circumstances, 

create a new Big Bang.19 

 

Potential must therefore be equally relative, it must be 

something which increases 

based on the type of intertwinings into which it can 

unfold, which in turn is based 

upon that with which it is already intertwined. For just as 

emergence contains itself 

by being its own precondition, potential is the form which 

emergence takes in its state 

as precondition. In this manner, potential can also serve 

as the condition for its own 

meta-potentiation. That is, potential is that which can 

give rise to, by means of the 

intertwining of emergence as potential, to an increase in 

potential. Potential 

therefore has the potential to meta-potentiate by means of 

its intertwining. If all 

emergence contains itself, all potential is the potential 

for its own meta-potentiation. 

 

Diversity. Now that we have described complexity as such, 

we are now in a 

position to describe its parameters. There are three 

primary parameters of 

complexity: diversity, symmetry, and meta-stability. If 

complexity may be defined as 

actualizing differentiating intertwining, then then these 

three parameters may be 

seen as the reified states which appear in particular 

aspects of the world as 

parameters which indicate the preconditions, results, and 



determinations of relative 

intesity of complexity in its particular manifestations. 

For if complexity is actualizing 

differentiating interwtining, diversity describes is the 

intensity of differentiating, 

symmetry is the intensity of intertwining, and meta-

stability describes the intensity of 

actualizing. 

 

In all these forms, and due to the self-differntiating, 

self-potentiating, intertwined 

nature of complexity, its parameters are at once 

conditions, results, and relative 

determinations of intensity of complexity and of each 

other. Each of these three 

parameters, namely, diversity, symmetry, and meta-

stability, will be described in 

turn. Complexity only comes about by the intertwining of 

all three of its parameters, 

in a manner which will be described in what follows. 

 

Diversity describes the manner in which emergence emerges 

from itself as particular 

differentiations, that is, differings which endure, in a 

manner which is localized and 

 

 



 

contextualized in relation to other differentiations as 

complexity. Diversity describes 

degree and/or intensity of differentiations within a 

context, and is a precondition for 

the other two parameters of complexity to occur, just as 

the other two are a 

precondition for diversity to occur. Diversity is, in some 

senses, the raw material of 

complexity. If differentiation is the most abstract 

manifestation of complexity, what 

differentiation produces is diversity. Diversity is that 

which symmetry works to bring 

together in meta-stable conditions to produce complexity. 

Without diversity, 

complexity cannot exist, and without enough diversity it is 

brittle, limited, and likely 

to collapse and deform at the slightest perturbation. For 

as we will see, it is only by 

means of the potential for sync with a wide variety of 

contexts that complexity can 

form, sustain, and increase itself. 

 

Without diverstiy, complexity produces simply more of the 

same, and hence, ceases to 

emerge from itself, it is complexity which has been 

actualized but which ceases to be 

actualizing and potential complexity. Such complexity is 

dead, for it can only 

intertwine with what it has already intertwined in the 

past, and any slight change can 

lead to its deformation and dissolution. On the contrary, 

those entities which are the 

most complex, and the most resiliently complex in the face 

of changing situations, are 

those which are the most, not the least diverse, for they 

posess within themselves the 

potential for diverse forms of sync with aspects of new 

situations. 

 

Symmetry. The second parameter of complexity, namely, 

symmetry, 



describes that which allows diverse entities to work 

together so as to give rise to new 

forms of emergence. 

 

According to contemporary mathematics, symmetry occurs when 

an entity remains 

formally equivalent to itself despite a change in its 

contexts. There are there types of 

symmetry which we will examine, namely, static or formal 

symmetry, dynamic 

symmetry or sync, and variable symmetry or dynamic formal 

symmetry. 

 

Symmetries abound in the world, for any aspects of an 

element which, despite 

morphisms or transformations, remains the same can be 

understood as a symmetry.20 

Simple symmetries can be seen, for example, in notions like 

rotation. A round ball will 

be the same no matter how it is rotated, and so we say it 

has 360° symmetry in regard 

to rotation. The capital letter “H” has 180° symmetry in 

that will appear identitical to 

itself each time it is rotated a half turn. 

 

 



 

Group theory is the branch of contemporary mathematics that 

studies the manner in 

which symmetries manifest in mathematical systems, and 

researchers from a wide 

variety of fields have made use of categorizations of types 

of symmetry used by group 

theorists to describe aspects of the physical world. From 

such a perspective, any rule, 

law, principle, or heuristic within a given system can be 

understood as a symmetry. 

For example, liquid water is still H2O even when frozen or 

boiled, so that we can 

therefore say that H2O has symmetry at the molecular level 

over changes in 

temperature and pressure. A language in a given culture at 

a given time maintains 

roughly the same grammatical rules despite changes in the 

particular phrases and 

sentences uttered. These rules indicate a symmetry, even if 

a fuzzy symmetry, in 

regard to patterns of slang. In mathematics, rules such as 

addition or subtraction 

indicate symmetries in mathematical language in regard to 

the manipulation of 

relations between quantities. Physicists often describe the 

universe as exhibiting a 

symmetry in regard to the conservation of energy. Even 

dynamic structures such as a 

whirlpool can be seen as governed by symmetry. 

 

According to the networkological perpsective, the simplest 

form of symmetry, known 

as formal symmetry, describes the manner in which the form 

of an entity remains the 

same despite changes around it. Such symmetry can be seen, 

for example, in the 

manner in which an equilateral triangle is formally 

identical to itself three times 

within a rotation of 360º, or a square four times within 

the same rotation. In a more 

abstract sense, we can say that the form of H20 is 



symmetrical, at standard pressure, 

over changes in temperature in the range between 0 and 100º 

C. When liquid H20 boils 

or freezes, the symmetry just described is broken, 

revealing an asymmetry of the 

sample of H20 in relation to itself over the transformation 

in question. Those changes 

which break symmetries themselves have symmetries between 

them, such that the 

symmetries of transformations and entities can be used to 

describe the manner in 

which entities, contexts, and changes within their 

relations intertwine. 

 

It may at first seem paradoxical that symmetry, or the 

aspects of an entity which 

remain the same over changes in their contexts, would be a 

parameter of emergence, 

or the manner in which the new emerges in the world. 

However, a symmetry at one 

level of scale can act as the foundation upon which new 

forms of emergence can 

emerge. We see this in the manner in which the symmetries 

between molecules of H20 

allow them to form a vortex in the proper conditions. 

 

 



 

Furthermore, it must be remembered that symmetry not only 

links equivalent entities 

together, but distinguishes them, for the difference in 

symmetry types determines 

similarities as well as differences between entities, 

thereby describing the manner in 

which entities can and cannot intertwine. For example, as 

students often memorize in 

relation to the chemistry of solutions, ‘like dissolves 

like’: that is, polar molecules are 

able to dissolve in polar solvents (ie: table salt, or 

NaCl, will dissolve in H20 because 

both are polar molecules), just as non-polar molecules are 

able to dissolve in non- 

polar solvents (ie: moth-balls, made of napthalene, or 

C10H8, will dissolve in 

cyclopentane, or C5H10, because both are non-polar). But 

non-polar and polar 

molecules will not dissolve in each other (ie: moth-balls 

will not dissolve in H20, or 

NaCl in cyclopentene). Polarity, or the manner in which the 

balance of charges within 

a molecule determines the distribution of its aggregate 

charge as a whole, describes 

two wide classes of entities (polar and non-polar 

molecules) which can easily 

intertwine within themselves, but not with each other. 

 

We can see the implications of this in regard to the human 

body: because H20 is the 

base solvent for the human body, medications generally need 

to be soluble in H20 if 

they are to be potentially effective. Symmetry between the 

form of the medication 

and that of the body’s chemistry is necessary if they are 

to be able to intertwine. In 

this set of examples and others, symmetry describes a form 

of sameness which can 

serve as the foundation against which differentiation can 

emerge. Thus, for example, 

even though the molecules in a sample of H20, and even the 



parts thereof, may have 

widely different histories, they are able to work together 

to form a vortex due to the 

symmetries in their forms. Likewise, when sugar or salt are 

dissolved in a sample of 

liquid water, the solution can still form a vortex, if 

slightly differently, because of the 

symmetries in the forms of the mixtures in question. 

 

simple symmetries: 360°, 90°, 45° 

 

 

 



 

Sync. When symmetry allows entities to work together in a 

manner which 

produces new form at a higher level of scale, for example, 

in a vortex in liquid water, 

we have an example of the second form of symmetry, namely, 

sync, intertwining, or 

actualizing symmetry. Sync is that which gives rise to 

formal symmetry, for all formal 

symmetry at a given level is the result of sync at lower 

levels of scale. That is, all that 

is seemingly static at one level is simply a symmetry 

within dynamic conditions at 

lower levels of scale. Sync also comes in varying degrees 

of intensity. When entities 

can only interact in a manner which destroys complexity, we 

say that have a low or 

non-existent level of potential sync. For example, a square 

peg will only be able to fit 

into a round hole if the square peg is either broken or 

shaved down in the process. 

There is a lack of potential sync between these two 

entities, because of the lack of 

formal symmetry between them. When entities can interact in 

a manner which does 

not destroy complexity, or even potentially gives rise to 

it, we say that they have a 

higher degree of potential sync. For example, sugar and 

salt dissolve easily in liquid 

water, and therefore can be said to have a high degree of 

sync with it. 

 

Variability. Finally, there is variable symmetry, or 

dynamic formal 

symmetry. This form of symmetry occurs when formal symmetry 

is variable in relation 

to its contexts. 

 

There are three forms of variable symmetry, which are 

passive, active, and 

differentiated. Passive variability occurs when an entity 

has many potential 



symmetries in relation to its contexts because its contexts 

can to some extent 

determine its form. For example, a squishy ball is able to 

squish and change shape to 

varying degrees, depending on its compressibility, 

flexibility, etc., without breaking. 

However, if twisted or stretched over certain degrees, it 

will in fact deform, 

decompose, break, etc. Liquid water has enormous passive 

variability in regard to its 

containers, but not in relation to pressure and 

temperature. 

 

Active variability occurs when an entity has various forms 

which can be selected or 

otherwise in relation to its environment. For example, a 

human body has limbs with 

joints, each of which can be positioned in various ways in 

response to its environment. 

The human body has a wide degree of potential symmetries 

with its environment 

because it can reconfigure in this manner. Active 

variability in an entity often requires 

 

 



 

a high degree of differentiation between its sub-entities, 

as well as many different 

types of sync between them, and hence, a high degree of 

complexity. 

 

Finally, there is also complexifying variability, 

evolution, or learning, which 

describes an entity which is able to adapt to its 

environment by altering the manner in 

which it alters its formal and actualizing symmetries with 

its contexts, adding new 

potential symmetries with each new self-modification. While 

evolution and learning 

may sound like different processes, the only difference 

between them is one of 

degree, for ultimately they both describe the same type of 

dynamic symmetry in 

relation to an entity’s environment, and both require both 

entities and groups thereof 

in dynamic sync with each other. Much more will be said 

about these notions in future 

volumes. 

 

Meta-stability. The final parameter of complexity is known 

as metastability. 

Meta-stability is that which intertwines diversity and 

symmetry, and 

activates them, so to speak, such that they give rise to 

complexity. In order to 

understand meta-stabiltiy, however, we must first explain 

what is meant by stability. 

 

Stability describes a symmetry within dynamic conditions 

which occurs when there is 

a balance between the diversity and intensity of 

interactions in a context. In stable 

conditions, entities generally retain the form they 

currently have. For example, if a 

drain opens up under a volume of liquid water, a vortex 

will form. So long as 

conditions remain relatively constant, the form of the 



vortex will remain relatively 

constant until the liquid runs out. During this period of 

dynamic equilibrium, the 

conditions remain stable. 

 

One important form of stability is disorder. Disorder is a 

dynamically stable state in 

which the interactions between entities have either too 

much or too little intensity to 

complicate or complexify in a given context. For example, 

the intensity between the 

particles in the sun are too intense to allow for the 

formation of complex entities like 

humans, while those in the depths of space are lacking the 

requisite intensity. Such 

situations lack in order, that is, complication or 

complexity, because of too great or 

too weak intensity of interaction between entities. Each 

stable situation has a range 

of intensity of interactions between entities, each of 

which depends in turn on the 

intensity of interactions between the context in question 

and its contexts. 

 

 



 

Within a given range of intensities, described by the types 

of entities in question, as 

well as their relevant intensities and parameters, 

conditions will remain stable. 

However, when there is a shift between stable states, due 

to either an increase or 

decrease in complexity, there is generally a state on the 

cusp of this change in which 

there is a juxtaposition, oscillation, or superposition or 

layering between the potential 

states into which the entities or sets thereof may change. 

Such a state of higher-level 

stability, of symmetrical stability between stabilities, is 

known as meta-stability. 

Meta-stability is a state of tension between multiple 

potentials. Once an entity in a 

meta-stable state settles into one stable state or another, 

it ceases to be meta-stable. 

 

Meta-stable states occur both when a system changes due to 

an increase in the 

intensity of its interactions between itself and its 

contexts, as well as a decrease. The 

first form of meta-stability is known as intensifying meta-

stability, while the latter is 

known as de-intensifying meta-stability. Only the former 

leads to an overall longterm 

increase in meta-stability. However, can we say that the 

latter, namely, 

intensifying meta-stability, is more or less complex than 

the actualizing complexity 

which it gives rise to? That is, is there a higher degree 

of complexity in a meta-stable, 

layered, multi-potential state, or a single, actualizing 

state? The former is more 

complex in the sense that it has a higher degree of 

potential, but the latter has a 

higher degree of actualizing complexity. Ultimately such a 

determination can only be 

made relatively and retroactively, in terms of the 

complexity which one or the other 



ultimately leads to. However, we see here evidence of a 

much more significant split 

within the development of complexity, two major paths 

within the development of the 

intensification of complexity, namely, that between layered 

states superpositioned in 

potential, and that of actualizing complexity. The tension 

here emerges because it is 

impossible for a single entity to be in the process of 

actualizing in more than one state 

at a time in any manner which is, in fact, stable. For 

while meta-stable states increase 

the potential of entities that engage in them, they are not 

practical foundations upon 

which to build further actualizing complexity, precisely 

because they are not fully 

stable. And here we see two paths open up within the 

development of complexity in 

the world, namely, that between the multi-determination of 

potentiality, and the unidetermination 

of actualizing. 

 

Evolution. The evolution of complexity describes the manner 

in which what is 

in the world of our universe comes to be more complex. This 

process is the story of 

what is, of which the evolution of life, consciousness, 

humanity, knowledge, culture, 

 

 



 

etc., are only parts. We cannot know its limits, for we 

hardly know if there are other 

types of life beyond that on Earth in the universe, and we 

cannot know what the 

future holds. But we do know that humans are the most 

complex organisms on Earth, 

and that human culture, and its material, practical, and 

social technologies, is the 

most complex set of systems currently in existence. 

 

All complexity that exists is as if it had a striving 

within it to increase its complexity. 

This is not to say that there is some mystical or magical 

force within entities which 

promotes comlexity. For we could also say that there is a 

magical force which is 

released when entities enter into the proper configurations 

to unleash the potential 

within entities. We cannot know if such forces exist, 

either in entities or contexts. We 

can know, however, that if complexity intertwines in 

certain ways, further complexity 

seems to develop in a relatively spontaneous manner. 

Without the need to postulate 

some mystical force at work, we can describe the manner in 

which intertwining leads 

to actions which must have found their potential within the 

entities so intertwined. 

 

The notion of potential we have proposed here is nothing 

more than this. In 

understanding the differing types of intertwinings which 

give rise to more complex 

forms of actualizing, and hence, evidence more intense 

means of unleashing the 

potential within what is, we can trace out the series of 

stages which it seems have 

generally occurred in the past within our context. Such a 

task is that described by 

matrixology, while the ethical, practial, political and 

aesthetic issues relevant thereto 



are described by means of network ethics. Evolution is the 

process whereby, from 

what we have observed in our world, describes the manner in 

which complexity 

increases by means of its self-intertwining. 

 

From what we can tell from this process, there are certain 

stages in which complexity 

seems to go through as it increases. Meta-stable 

conditions, firstly, seem to increase 

the potential number of states in which an entity can 

actualize. Increasing complexity, 

however, it seems comes about when entities are then able 

to internalize meta-stable 

conditions within them, by means of the support of stable 

systems which keep subsystems 

within that entity meta-stable. In this manner, systems 

which are able to 

combine stable and meta-stable sub-systems are able to 

maximize the increased 

intensity present within both, so as to form a yet more 

complex synnergy between 

them, known as an active internal meta-stable state, which 

is opposed to a passive 

external meta-stable state. A sample of H20 which is kept 

at its triple point, 

 

 



 

hovering between solid, liquid, and gaseous state, for 

example, is passively metastable, 

for it is kept meta-stable by the conditions in its 

context, which is why this 

form of meta-stability is also called external. 

 

A simple living organisms, such as a one celled protist 

such as an amoeba, produces a 

stable state within itself by means of a meta-stable 

relation with its environment. For 

the environment of an amoeba is continually changing, in 

intensity and type, and as a 

result, an amoeba must constantly put itself on the cusp 

between multiple potential 

paths which it then actualizes. Because an amoeba, like a 

plant, is relatively 

decentralized, while there is stability within its sub-

entities (ie: organelles such as 

mitochondria and ribosomes in an amoeba, plant cells within 

a plant), as a whole, it 

exists in a meta-stable state procued by the conjuncture 

between it and its contexts. 

 

Such a state is known as a semi-internal semi-active meta-

stable state. Such a state 

is neither internal nor external, active nor passive, for 

it is at the cusp of these. A 

more complex situation is observed with populations of such 

entities in the process of 

biological evolution. We see this in the manner in which 

populations of organisms 

evolve towards greater complexity, by means of 

internalizing meta-stability within the 

group, even if this is done at the cusp between internal 

and external. This is therefore 

known as internal passive meta-stability. In such a state, 

populations are able to 

actualize more than one state at a time, by means of the 

diverse organisms in a 

population which are able to pursue differing paths at the 

same time. Meta-stability is 



in this sense internal to the group organism, if only to a 

lesser degree in the organisms 

themselves. The path of this process, however, is largely 

guided by its environment. 

 

A more complex system can be found, however, in the example 

of animals with 

central nervous systems. A brain within the body of an 

animal is an example of a set of 

nested meta-stable systems within systems, the sum total of 

which, namely, the brain 

as a whole, is supported by the meta-stable situation of 

the body as a whole, each of 

whose sub-entities (ie: organs, cells), are even more 

stable. Here we see a carefully 

nested set of degrees of stability and meta-stability 

layered inside each other. In such 

a situation, the brain within an organism is kept in a 

series of meta-stable states of 

varying degrees of intensity, a state which is actively 

promoted by the more stable 

state provided by the rest of the body. 

 

In this sense, we can call this a state of internal active 

meta-stability. Thus, while 

 

 



 

the brain’s meta-stable state is imposed upon it by the 

flow of energy, stimuli, 

feedback, etc. from the body, the organism as a whole 

actively creates and maintains 

this meta-stable state internal to it. The reason why is 

that the brain of such an 

organism is able to explore multiple possible states at 

once, such as multiple 

interpretations of the same set of stimuli (ie: is that a 

bird, or a leaf?), or multiple 

paths of potential action (ie: should I go to the movies or 

stay home?), until it moves 

from a state of heightened meta-stability to relatively 

lower meta-stability, a state 

which indicates a decision amongst these multiple potential 

states. The ripple effect 

of multiple, nested decisions at work within a brain is 

similar to that at work when a 

rock is hit with a hammer, and nested, multiple decisions 

determine the precise 

manner in which it will break. 

 

Living organisms with brains utilize the complexity of 

meta-stable systems, their 

ability to superimpose multiple potential paths for 

actualization, with the ability to 

recall past experiences so as to reconstruct possible 

experiences from past ones, and 

then superimpose these reconstructions so as to attempt to 

predict future outcomes, 

whether as a means to interpret stimuli, or to consider 

possible consequences of 

actions. In doing so, complex organisms of this form are 

able to consider options, and 

make decisions, abilities which allow these organisms to 

react to stimuli in a manner 

which stores past experiences and uses them to evaluate 

future ones. Such organisms 

are said to be able to recognize stimuli, and learn from 

the past. The increase in 

complexity, both actualizing and potential, provided by 



learning, is enormous. 

 

When such entities evolve as populations, they learn how to 

learn better. Such 

populations may be said to be relationally meta-stable, for 

such a collective has the 

potential to take on a meta-stable relation to its own 

meta-stability, and in fact, 

develop a higher level emergence known as meta-evolution. 

Meta-evolution completes 

the movement seen from the start, that of the increasing 

internalization and active 

employment of meta-stability to learn more about the 

environment and develop 

greater potential for sync with ever more diverse and 

changing contexts. Much more 

will be said about all these issues in the volumes on 

matrixology and network ethics. 

 

In all of these forms, evolution gives rise to the 

potential for more types of sync 

between an entity and its contexts, such that the entity in 

question can maintain its 

stable form of meta-stability, in its population and within 

itself, while growing more 

complex, despite changes in its environment. 

 

 



 

Self-potentiation. Meta-stability, diversity, and symmetry 

describe 

complexity in its three parameters. Increase one, and you 

increase the others, but 

each always destabilizes, to some extent, the others, such 

that only their coordination 

leads to a definite increase in complexity. That is, 

increase the diversity within a 

stable system, and it must either employ new forms of sync 

which it had as potential, 

or develop these new forms of sync by means of evolution. 

Otherwise, it will lose 

stability, and potentially decrease in its overall 

intensity of complexity. Increase the 

sync in a given system, and very often there is a decrease 

in diversity. This may be 

fine for the short run, but if the contexts change, lower 

diversity within a system 

mean fewer resources for potential sync in new 

circumstances. And if you increase the 

degree of intensity of a system, you may destroy complexity 

rather than create it if 

the potential for sync is not present within the formal 

symmetries present in system in 

question, thereby evidencing a lack of diversity and 

variability within the symmetries 

in the system. 

 

Only when diversity, symmetry, and intensifying meta-

stability intertwine does 

complexity evolve from its contexts. And under these 

conditions, it does this 

seemingly on its own, though there is much to such a 

statement. For in fact, there are 

many systems and sub-systems, diversifications and levels 

and coordinations and 

stabilities and meta-stabilities which need to work 

together to form the most complex 

types of systems. 

 

Without the proper support in the world, potential cannot 



unfold, for potential 

complexity is only as actual as the intertwinings which 

support it, which can actualize 

its actualizing in the world. It is in this manner that 

while all that exists has the 

potential, at least in theory, to give rise to all that is 

in the universe under the right 

conditions, practically speaking, potential is only as 

actual as the intertwinings which 

have the potential to support its actualizing. With proper 

support, complexity is able 

to increase its intensity, and at ever higher levels of 

scale. 

 

In this manner, we can see how it is that there is more 

than one type of the increase 

of intensity of complexity. For as complexity is able to 

intertwine more broadly with 

entities, increasing its diversity and/or symmetry/sync, it 

is able to increase its 

breadth of complexity. But when there are increases in 

levels, we say that there is 

an increase in the depth of complexity. Both these 

horizontal and vertical 

 

 



 

dimensions, so to speak, represent axes of increase in the 

intensity of complexity. 

 

However, only an intertwining of both breadth and intensity 

of complexity create 

meta-stable complexity, which is the most intense form of 

actualizing intensity 

which manifests in the world. The synnergy of depth and 

breadth generally occurs in 

systems in the process of evolution in relation to their 

dynamic contexts in the world. 

 

Leveling. In the process of describing parameters of 

complexity, we have 

come to see precisely what is meant by a level of scale, 

even if not in all its forms, 

each of which will be described below. What is a level, 

then? 

 

Levels come in three forms, namely, levels of sync, 

structuration, and intensity. 

Levels of sync occur when entities coordinate their actions 

such that they come to 

have a form together as a whole which is distinct from that 

of the entities themselves. 

Such a form serves as that of a new emergent entity of 

which the original entities 

serve as components. In such a situation, the new entity 

emerges from the others, and 

contains them, such that this containing is precisely what 

constitutes its coming to be, 

such that these component entities are now said to exist at 

the same level of 

emergence, one below or contained by the new entity in 

question. 

 

For example, when a vortex emerges above a drain in a 

container of water, the 

molecules of water around the drain are drawn into a wide 

variety of flows. Flows of 

this sort come about because the water molecules share 



certain characteristics which 

make them likely to act in a coordinated fashion in given 

contexts. When a drain opens 

up under water molecules, they form into streams, and as 

the pull of the drain 

increases, these flows will merge into ever larger flows. 

Some of these flows will pull 

clockwise, others counterclockwise, but eventually all the 

flows will be absorbed in 

one aggregate flow which, if the pull of the drain is 

strong enough, will form a vortex. 

Each flow of water molecules which emerges from the water 

in the container exists at 

a new level, for it has a form which is distinct from its 

components. Each flow is 

distinct from its context, even if individual water 

molecules join or leave (similar to 

what is seen with a vortex, wave, etc.). As these flows 

swallow each other, only one 

new level forms, because there is only one distinction 

between level of form between 

a given flow and that of the water molecules, and the same 

can be said of the vortex 

and the water molecules, namely, that there is only one 

level between them. In this 

sense, we see the manner in which levels may collapse 

within each other. 

 

 



 

A similar phenomenon happens when a human looks out out 

into the world and sees a 

tree in the forest on a sunny day. What enters the human’s 

eye are photons, which 

produce impulses when they hit the neurons of the human’s 

retina. These impulses are 

then separated, grouped together, sorted, modulated, and 

processes in a wide variety 

of ways. When this happens, the chains of neural impulses 

eventually form emergent 

patterns of sync between them, similar to that which leads 

to the formation of a 

vortex. These patterns of sync are what give rise to 

distinct and coordinated colors, 

shapes, objects, etc., within the perceptual field of the 

human. 

 

Structuration. The converse of a level of sync is a level 

of structuration. 

This occurs when multiple entities emerge from the same or 

similar contexts in a 

similar manner. Such entities are likely to have similar 

properties which relate to the 

manner in which they were produced, for the similarities in 

their structuring contexts 

leads to similarities in form, which then determine similar 

qualities. Such entities 

therefore likely to be able to interact with each other and 

other entities and contexts 

in similar ways, in relation to the types of similarities 

between them. 

 

For example, molecules of liquid water produced by human 

sweat and that produced 

by condensation from the air on a pane of glass are 

produced by widely different 

processes and sources. However, there are structural 

similarities between these 

contexts of production, and hence, the molecules of water 

are interchangeable in 

terms of qualities, forms, etc. Therefore, we can gather 



both sets of molecules 

together, put them in a large container of water, and these 

molecules can join a 

vortex, just like the other water molecules, because these 

are all at the same level of 

emergence, in this case, a level of production. In this 

sense, the similarities in the 

structural conditions of production lead to similarity in 

form, and similarity of the 

likelihood of sync, and hence, emergence as a level of sync 

in other circumstances. 

 

Similarity, when two computers are produced in similar 

factories according to the 

same specifications, they will be fundamentally 

interchangeable, even if the factories 

are in different countries. These computers will then 

likely sync with human users in 

functionally identical ways. While entities may be produced 

similarly at a given level, 

they may also have differences within their similarities. 

For example, a car factory 

may produce cars which have many different colors and 

engines. If the cars simply 

have different colors, their engines and engine parts may 

be interchangeable, while if 

 

 



 

they have different engines, this will likely not be the 

case. Here we see the 

emergence of differentiation within production, and yet, 

these entities, in this case, 

cars, are at the same level of production/structuration, 

for they were produced from 

the same factory. Even if none of their parts are 

interchangeable, they are 

nevertheless the same in regard to the levels of their 

production. They differ, 

however, in that they are either produced in the same 

factory, if by means of 

different processes and/or parts. 

 

Production may occur in a manner in which an entity uses 

its own material to produce 

new entities (ie: when a cell splits in two), or uses the 

material of others to produce 

new entities (ie: a car factory). Either way, differing 

emerges within what endures, 

and when these differings endure, this leads to 

differentiation. This is how new 

entities emerge differently, even if at the same level. 

 

Intensity. Beyond levels of sync and structuration, there 

are levels of 

intensity. These are levels of emergence which describe the 

intensity of the 

emergence relevant to a particular entity. Levels of sync 

occur due to an increase in 

the order in a given context, an order which then endures 

for a given period of time. If 

levels of sync manifest the durational aspects of 

emergence, and levels of 

structuration the differentiating aspectes, levels of 

intensity manifest the intensity of 

emergence itself in the process of its differentiation from 

itself as potential. Potential 

is a form of emergence that differs from itself in not 

emerging until later, just as the 

actual is emergence which differs from itself as that which 



already has emerged. 

Complexity is a level of sync which arises within emergence 

from that which 

emergence produced, and it gives rise to further levels of 

sync therefrom. The levels 

of potential, complexity, and emergence are levels of 

intensity. All other levels of 

intensity derive from these, for they are levels of 

intensity as they apply to the 

particular differentiations within emergence which store 

potential as complexity. 

Levels of intensity cannot be measured in an absolute 

sense, for emergence is that 

which contains itself. However, it can be measured 

relationally. 

 

Quilting. If emergence is the process whereby complexity 

comes to exist, 

quilting is the manner in which complexity structures what 

emergence gives rise to. 

Any network or element which crosses levels is known as a 

quilt,21 as are the 

connections they create within the larger networks in 

question. Some quilts connect 

networks without skipping levels, in which case we say that 

a quilt is saturated, while 

 

 



 

others skip layers and are known as unsaturated quilts. 

Some quilts are porous, and 

can move or shift without disturbing aspects of the layers 

which they interconnect, 

just as some networks may be porous to aspects of their 

quilts. On the other hand, 

other quilts and their networks may be less porous to 

aspects of each other, and even 

selectively so. The aggregate of all the quilts in a 

network is known as that network’s 

quilting architecture, quilting structure, or 

quiltitecture, and the quiltitecture of a 

network constrains and at least partially determines the 

potential topologies a 

network may take, as well as the other parameters which the 

entities in a given 

network may take. By means of quilting and quiltitecture, 

parameters of level reach 

down into the depths of what is, and combine with various 

other parameters in a 

manner which describes the various aspects of the diversity 

of what is. 

 

Morphisms. The branch of contemporary mathematics that 

describes 

parameters of level is that known as category theory. If 

set theory is the branch of 

contemporary mathematics which many sought to use as a 

foundation for mathematics 

in what some have called its modernist period in the early 

twentieth century,22 

category theory is the branch of mathematics which many are 

trying to use as a 

foundation for mathematics today. Category theory is 

perhaps poorly named, for it 

describes classifications of dynamic relations, and as 

such, is particularly suited to the 

formation of the sort of post-foundational foundation 

needed by mathematics after 

the manner in which Gödel’s incompleteness theorum showed 

the limitations of 



foundations based on set-theoretical premises. Category 

theory describes 

transformations, known as morphisms, as its primary 

elements. Transformations lead 

to changes in states, known as objects, which are only 

defined as relations between 

transformations, such that ultimately, these are two sides 

of the same. A set of 

morphisms and objects which link together are known as a 

category. Entities of 

varying sorts may be transformed by a morphism, so long as 

they can take up a given 

state, and so there is a separation between what, in 

networkological terms, would be 

called an entity and state/aspect. Meta-categories, known 

as functors, make 

categories the entities related by higher-level categories, 

such that the system 

grounds itself by an emergent leap in level in which 

processes become objects of other 

processes. In this sense, it chooses the incompleteness of 

decision over the 

incoherence of completeness, in a manner more in sync with 

the processural form of 

what is. There are many similarities between category 

theory and what has been 

described in preceding sections, in that each process of 

sync, production, or 

emergence may be thought of as a morphism. As we have seen, 

many of the branches 

 

 



 

of contemporary mathematical and natural languages are 

abstractions from aspects of 

the world. 

 

Parametrization. We are now back where we began in our 

investigation of parametrics, if at a higher level of 

scale. Parameters describe the 

simplest particular ways in which networks manifest in the 

world. The parametric 

perspective views the world beyond a given network through 

the lens of that which it 

manifests in and through a particular network, in relative 

abstraction from that which 

produces the parameters in question. 

 

Because of the emphasis on the specific descriptors 

relevant to a particular network, 

the parametrical approach shows its limits when it tries to 

describe how it is that 

entities and their descriptors change. The parametrical 

perspective only accounts for 

change by reducing the contexts and processes which produce 

and maintain an entity 

and its parameters in a global manner. For at its most 

relational, the parametric 

outlook views the context beyond an entity as a whole, 

rather than composed of 

particular processes, logics, etc., for the emphasis is 

upon how the context gives rise 

to the descriptors relevant to a particular network. From 

such a perspective, changes 

in a parameter would then be the result of those in the 

global context, and the global 

context maybe altered by shifts in the parameter in turn. 

It is for this reason that we 

refer to the varied descriptors of entities as parameters, 

for they are like two-way 

knobs between the entity and its contexts: change a 

parameter, and there is 

necessarily some sort of shift in the context, and vice-

versa, even if the change is not 



necessarily a simple one-to-one type of shift, because of 

the possible levels of 

mediation involved. 

 

When a parameter is viewed as fundamentally related to the 

contexts and processes 

beyond the network in question, then we begin to think in 

terms of the manner in 

which an entity can be both itself and that which is beyond 

it, that is, in terms of 

representation. Representation is created by means of the 

action of entities on each 

other, such that any entity can be seen as a representation 

of those which impact it, 

and which it impacts in turn. These forms of the 

intertwining of networks and their 

aspects are known as combinations, the examination of which 

is known as 

combinatorics. 

 

The combinatorical perspective works to understand how it 

is that networks and their 

 

 



 

aspects intertwine. While the parametrical approach 

attempts to understand the 

context of an entity, which manifests the logic of the 

ground, by reducing it to the 

logic of the link, combinatorics works to understand the 

processes of the world which 

produce contexts, which manifest the logic of the 

network/level, or process, via the 

logic of the ground, or context, or representation. It is 

to this endeavor that we will 

now turn. 

 

 



 

 [2. combinatorics: the grammars 

of machines] 

Combination. Networks layer, contain, intersperse, weave 

into, influence, 

act and are acted upon by each other. The various forms of 

relational interconnection 

between networks, their elements, and contexts are known as 

intertwinings, or 

combinations, and the branch of the networkological 

projects devoted to describing 

combinations is known as combinatorics. If parameters 

describe the ways in which the 

intertwining of networks manifests in and through 

particular entities, combinatorics 

describes the manner in which parameters are produced by 

the varied forms of 

intertwining themselves. Parameters manifest that which 

combination creates, for the 

parameters of any entity are determined by the relations 

between the entity in 

question and the contexts and processes relevant to that 

entity. Combintorics studies 

the forms over relational intertwining described thereby. 

In this sense, just as 

parameters describe the most general and abstract 

conditions whereby individual 

entities manifest themselves, combinatorics describes, in 

an equally general and 

abstract sense, the logics of their intertwining. 

 

When entities intertwine with each other, it often occurs 

some of these entities exert 

power others so as to influence them, leading to the 

transference of parameters 

between them. As a result of this, entities may come to 

share aspects in common, due 

to the influence of common contexts and processes which 

produced them and/or 

continue to influence them. No matter the cause, when 

aspect(s) of a network are the 

same, or similar, to each other, no matter the degree of 



abstraction, a symmetry is 

present between them. When this happens, we can say that 

the aspects in question 

describe, diagram, or represent each other. 

 

Any network may describe aspects of any other network. 

Description may be static or 

dynamic, fuzzy or precise. Any network which describes 

aspects of another is known as 

a network diagram, description, or simply, a diagram. While 

diagrams may be 

visual images, any network which describes aspects of 

another network can be thought 

of as its diagram. Image-based network diagrams are only 

one form which network 

diagrams take in the world. While humans certainly make use 

of diagrams, such as 

diagrams drawn by hand on paper, or illustrated on computer 

screens, any entity 

 

 



 

which maps aspects of another or is in sync with it in any 

way can be said to be its 

diagram. In this sense, the orbits of the planets in the 

solar system can be said to 

diagram the distribution of the sun’s gravity in the 

spacetime in its vicinity, just as 

much as any diagram of the solar system drawn in a book. A 

landscape painting is a 

diagram of aspects of the landscape which inspired it, just 

as a footprint in the sand is 

a diagram of the foot that produced it. 

 

Diagrams are iconic signs, and they permeate the universe, 

in a wide variety of forms. 

When an asteriod leaves a crater on a moon of jupiter after 

impact, and the gases 

around that moon then fill the crater according to that 

crater’s shape, the gas in 

question takes the shape of the crater it fills. In this 

manner, the shape of the asteroid 

has been transmitted, and translated, into the shape of the 

crater, which has then 

been transmitted and translated into the shape of the gas. 

The crater resembles 

aspects of the asteroid, and the gas resembles aspects of 

the crater, such that each 

can be said to be the iconic sign, or diagram, of each 

other. We can also say that the 

gas reads the crater which reads the asteroid. Each 

extracts meaning from the other, 

by means of translating aspects of that which impacts it 

into its own forms. In this 

manner, meaning circulates through the universe, and the 

result is linked chains of 

varying degrees of diagrammatization, folds of symmetry and 

asymmetry, continually 

changing in relation to each other in varying degrees. Such 

is the manner in which the 

varied aspects of the world describe each other. 

 

In what follows, forms of combination will be described, 



first in general and then in 

their specific manifestations, according to an order which 

roughly follows that from 

simple to complex. As will become evident, there will be a 

shift in the form in which 

the concepts intertwine in this section. While parameters 

describe the manner in 

which the dual motion of abstraction and grounding manifest 

in particular network 

aspects, linking networks and their contexts thereby, here 

we will see that the terms 

under examination will function more as poles of 

fundamentally intertwined 

phenomenon. Thus, at each level of the investigation, we 

will find that parameters of 

combination act as parameters, preconditions, and results 

of not only the other poles, 

but of the whole of what is being described. We saw this 

form first arrive in our 

discussion of paramters of complexity at the end of the 

last section. This form, much 

closer to that of emergence itself, is inherent to the 

combinatorical form of 

description itself. 

 

 



 

Representativity. Combinatorics works to describe the 

manner in 

which parameters within individual networks are produced, 

maintained, altered, and 

dissolved by means of the complex intertwining of entities 

in the world. As we have 

described at the end of the preceding section, this 

introduces issues of representation, 

for to examine parameters combinatorically is to see them 

as representative of 

aspects of the contexts with which they are intertwined, 

and to attempt to understand 

and describe the manner in which this representation 

occurs. 

 

Ultimately, any entity in the world represents the whole of 

what is, if differently and 

in its own way. This is what we have described as the 

holographic aspect of the 

networkological project. All entities have a minimum, a 

zero-level of 

representativity in which they represent the whole of what 

is, even if in nothing 

more than the form of its disjunction therefrom. That said, 

there are entities whose 

form represents the rest of what is more intensely than 

others, and often selectively, 

that is, emphasizing some aspects over others. These 

emphases and intensities are 

what leads to types, grounds, and processes, produce 

symmetries, asymmetries, and 

shifts between these, and allow for description which is 

anything more than just 

random linkage between aspects of what is. For the relative 

regularity and 

interdependence of symmetries within what is allows for 

description to relate to 

experience in a way which allows some entities to represent 

aspects of their contexts 

in ways that represent them in a way which is meaningful. 

Such entities are not 



merely representative, but more representative than others, 

evidencing a relation of 

intensity. 

 

Representation has three primary poles, which are its 

parameters, preconditions, and 

results. The first is resemblance, the second transference, 

while the third is 

mediation. The more an entity has all three of these is the 

degree of its 

representativity of the whole with which it is intertwined. 

 

Resemblance. When one or more entities share qualities in 

common, even 

though they are separated in spacetime, we say that they 

resemble each other. 

Entities that resemble each other are known as resemblants, 

the aspect they share is 

known as a resemblance, a particular instantiation of this 

in a given resemblant is 

known as a resemblatory aspect, while the rest of the 

entity is known as its 

resemblatory support. 

 

 



 

All resemblances have three primary qualities relevant to 

them, known as 

resemblatory qualities, such that resemblances may be 

static or dynamic, uni- or 

multi-directional, concrete or abstract. Intensities, 

types, logics, and processes can all 

be resembled, if differently, within the different types of 

resemblance. The final 

quality relevant to resemblance, namely, concretion versus 

abstraction, describes also 

the primary logic which describes the types relevant to 

resemblance. When all the 

aspects of an entity are shared with those it resembles, we 

say that each is a copy of 

the other, and each is then a multiple, or copy of each 

other. Most resemblances are 

more abstract, in which only some of the aspects in 

question exist between entities 

which resemble each other. It is worth noting that this 

form of abstraction is different 

from the type relevant to the type of aspect which 

functions as the resemblance in 

question. Whatever the relevant degrees of abstraction, the 

intertwinings of particular 

combinations resemblances creates the various particular 

types of resemblance 

relevant to the entities in question. Which is to say that 

there are as many possible 

particular types of resemblances between entities as there 

are aspects they could 

share. 

 

Taken to its extreme, and removed from the other poles of 

representation, pure 

resemblance would lead to what, following a term employed 

by Gilles Deleuze in his 

writings on cinema, could be called a perfect crystal. 

Deleuze uses the term ‘crystal’ 

to refer to representational networks of images which 

resemble each other to varying 

degrees, so long as one understands the term ‘image’ in the 



widened sense he uses in 

these books, which can roughly be understood as a ‘slice’ 

of the world. The 

networkological project will appropriate this term, and use 

the word crystal to 

describe an a representational network. From such a 

perspective, a perfect crystal 

would describe a system in which all in the system mirrors 

all, and no difference is 

possible. Such a form is strictly impossible, for all 

resemblances ultimately require 

some difference, even if merely in the form of spacetime, 

and the contextual 

differences this brings. However, this abstract notion may 

help us to understand that 

to which resemblance tends when separated and abstracted 

from the other poles of 

representation. 

 

Of the three poles of representation, resemblance most 

resembles the form of a 

parameter of intensity under the influence of the logic of 

the node, just as 

transference resembles the form of a parameter of type 

under the influence of the 

logic of the link, and mediation resembles the form of a 

parameter of context under 

 

 



 

the influence of the logic of the ground. In this sense, we 

can see how while there is 

an intertwining of these poles within representation, these 

poles have a fundamental 

imbalance between them, and this describes the form of 

their intertwining. 

 

In addition to the parameters which pertain solely to 

resemblance, there are others 

which occur as resemblance intertwines with transference 

and mediation. As 

resemblance intertwines with transference of aspects 

between others in a 

representational combinatory, this describes the shift from 

coincidental resemblance 

to that which manifests the quality of motivation. As 

resemblance and mediation 

intertwine, not at the level of mediatory transference but 

of mediation of 

resemblance itself, this describes the shift from simple 

resemblance to more complex 

types. From such a perspective, simple resemblance is 

reconcieved as symmetrical 

resemblance, while the more complex types are known as 

differential and meta- 

resemblance. Each of these aspects of the intertwining of 

resemblance with the other 

poles of representation will be addresssed now in turn. 

 

Motivation. Motivation, which is the quality which pertains 

the intertwining 

of resemblance and transference, occurs when resemblance 

occurs due to causes 

within the context of the entities in question. When an 

aspect acts as a resemblance 

between resemblants, this may indicate other commonalities 

between the entities in 

question, including types, contexts, and processes, etc. 

That said, this is not always 

necessarily the case. For example, even though my dog and I 

both exhale similar 



molecules of CO2, this does not make us the same. 

Resemblance is a quality which 

pertains to representation, and hence, is one of its 

parameters, and there are three 

types of resemblance, which are known as motivated 

resemblance, coincidental 

resemblance, and semi-motivated resemblance. 

 

Resemblance may be caused by the context which produces 

and/or mantains a given 

entity, in which case we say that the resemblance is 

motivated. However, this is not 

necessarily always the case, and then we speak of 

coincidental resemblance, or a 

coincidence. While pure coincidence is an abstraction, 

relative coincidences occur all 

the time, and this known as semi-motivated resemblance. 

 

For example, take the case described in the proverb, “Even 

a broken clock is right 

twice a day.” This resemblance is not pure chance, because 

the clock was designed to 

indicate time, even if dynamically rather than statically 

and hence semi 

 

 

 



 

coincidentally. During the two points of the day in which a 

broken clock is correct, 

however, it resembles all the other functioning and 

synchronized clocks in its time 

zone, but the cause of the resemblance between the broken 

clock and the 

functionining clock is different from that between the 

functioning clocks and each 

other. Thus, we can say that the broken clock resembles the 

functioning ones in its 

time zone, and that they describe each other, if only for 

two swiftly passing instances 

during the day. While ultimately all that is is connected 

in some way, even if merely in 

the form of their lack of connection, the degree of 

coincidentality and resemblance at 

work between entities is ultimately determined relatively. 

 

When resemblance is not merely conincidental, it is said to 

be motivated. The shape 

of a volume of liquid H20, for example, resembles that of a 

glass which contains it, due 

to the various molecular properties of each that cause the 

shape of the latter to 

influence the shape taken by the former. Aspects of one 

lead to aspects of the other, 

and this is what is meant by motivation. 

 

Remsemblance ranges from motivated to semi-motivated to 

coincidental in the 

manner of a continuum, thereby indicating the presence of 

the form of an intensity. 

This intensity describes the degree to which resemblance 

intertwines with the pole of 

transference, about which more will be said later in our 

examination of combinatorics. 

 

Symmetrical Resemblance. The simplest form of resemblance 

is known as symmetrical resemblance. Symmetrical 

resemblance occurs when entities 

share aspects in common. When this happens, we say that 



this aspect acts as a 

symmetry between them, while that which they do not share 

exhibits asymmetry in 

the relation between them. Such a shared aspect, which is 

not only a symmetry within 

the entity, but also between them, may be an intensity, 

degree, quality, type, rule, 

logic, process, etc. 

 

No matter what type of aspect is shared, the symmetry 

between the entities in 

question creates a condition in which each comes to 

resemble the other(s). When this 

occurs, we say that there is a condition of symmetrical, or 

simple resemblance, and 

each entity in question is a symmetry diagram of the 

other(s). 

 

Symmetrical resemblance occurs all around us all the time. 

A photograph, for 

example, resembles aspects of a person’s face when they 

share symmetries in 

 

 



 

common. The symmetries within each entity, in this case, 

the photograph and the 

face, also become symmetries between them, such that they 

describe a relation of 

resemblance between them. Not all symmetrical resemblances 

are so concrete or 

obvious. For example, two molecules of sulfur in different 

galaxies resemble each 

other in regard to their chemical composition and form, 

despite all the other 

differences between them. 

 

 

state space diagram of a 

simple pendulum with 

three attractors (two 

ends of the pendulum 

swing and the center 

point at rest) 

 

state space diagram of complex 

dynamic system governed by a Lorenz 

attractor (note the two symmetry- 

defining nodes/attractors around which 

the pattern swirls) 

 

 

 



 

multi-dimensional color-space diagram 

in which x, y, and z axes are mapped to 

green, blue, and red, respectively 

 

Differential Resemblance. All symmetry implies asymmetry, 

and all resemblance lack thereof. Anything that resembles 

something else in one 

aspect will differ from it in another, otherwise, they 

would be the same entity, down 

to spacetime location and in fact their very existence. For 

it is only by means of the 

differential relations between them that we can distinguish 

symmetry and asymmetry 

from each other. When a system of symmetries and 

differences resemble each other, 

we say that we have a form of what is known as differential 

resemblance, and the 

entities involved are said to be difference diagrams of 

each other. 

 

All symmetrical resemblance is ultimately an abstraction 

from of differential 

resemblance, for all symmetries are abstractions from 

differential systems of 

symmetries and asymmetries. In this manner, we can say that 

symmetrical 

resemblance is an abstraction from the manner in which 

resemblances mediate each 

other in the world, and this is what is meant by mediation 

occuring at the level of 

resemblance itself, rather than at the level of 

transference. For resemblance which 

occurs at the level of transference describes the manner in 

which resemblances can be 

transferred between entities, and it is quite possible for 

this be mediated by many 

levels between the resemblants in question. For example, a 

photograph of a person’s 

face may be taken of that face’s reflection in a mirror, in 

which case, the mirror acts 

as level of transferential mediation, but this is 



fundamentally different from the 

difference at work between symmetrical and differential 

resemblance, which will not 

be described in greater detail. 

 

All symmetrical resemblance occurs within differential 

networks of symmetries and 

asymmetries, and whenever aspects of not just the 

symmetries in question, but also 

 

 



 

the differences, is mapped from one entity to another, we 

say that there there is 

differential resemblance between the entities in question. 

For in this case, there is a 

symmetry between the entities, but that symmetry describes 

a differential relation 

between symmetries in the individual entities themselves. 

 

 For example, a photograph or painting of a face, a 

footprint in wet sand, all 

symmetrical or simple resemblance in these are in fact 

restricted views upon the more 

complex form of differential resemblance of which it is a 

part, which is known as the 

differential complex of which a symmetrical resemblance is 

a part. In the manner in 

which symmetrical resemblance is always embedded within 

differential resemblances, 

we can clearly see the manner in which symmetrical 

resemblance manifests the logic 

of the node, differentiatial resemblance the logic of this 

link, and as we will see, 

meta-resemblance the logic of the ground. 

 

There are many types of differential resemblance. For 

example, any and all entities, 

as they change over time, are difference diagrams of their 

prior states, for they are 

both the same and different from what they were in the 

past. Thus, I am a difference 

diagram of my past self, such that I am constantly 

diagraming the symmetries and 

asymmetries whereby I represent my own past. When we speak 

of acting as a 

difference diagram of myself, we say that this is what is 

known as differential 

identitarian resemblance. 

 

A slightly more complex example of a differential 

resemblance could be seen in a live 

video image of the changing expressions on a person’s face, 



in which the differential 

network of symmetries and asymmetries present in the face 

is diagrammed in the 

other. In this case, the diagrammatization is one-way, and 

rather than mono- 

parametric, in which there is only one symmetry or 

difference at stake, this is an 

example of a multiparametric and relatively concrete case 

of differential 

resemblance. Each particular aspect of the face diagrammed 

by its video-image is an 

example of a symmetry diagram (ie: the expression of 

happiness in the face shows up 

on the video, the blink of the eyes on the face shows up on 

the video), while the 

manner in which the image captures the differential 

interplay between symmetries 

and asymmetries is what makes this an example of a 

differential resemblance, for the 

image diagrams the relation between symmetries and 

asymmetries, that is, the 

difference between these. 

 

Abstract Resemblances. Many of the most abstract forms of 

 

 



 

resemblance occur in mathematical and scientific graphs. 

Let’s consider, for example, 

the graph of the increase in temperature of a sample of 

liquid water. We draw a set of 

intersecting axes on graph paper, with the y-axis 

representing temperature, and the x- 

axis representing time. As we heat this sample of water, 

the temperature the curve 

goes up. In this case, there is a symmetry between the rise 

in temperature and that of 

the water. But this is only sensible in relation to the set 

of other symmetries present, 

such as that between time and x-axis, the symmetry between 

the degrees of 

temperature on the axis and the concept of temperature as 

written in various 

scientific books and manuals, etc. And so, the diagram 

before us is a complex of 

symmetry diagrams, resulting in a compound diagram of the 

differential relation 

between these symmetries. The difference diagram does not 

represent the differential 

relations present in the water itself, but rather, between 

the abstractions at work 

needed to construct the graph, the temperature of the 

sample of water in question, 

and the clock on my wall and its ability to represent 

motion in a manner which we 

have come to call ‘time.’ 

 

But now let us change things, and us the diagram to 

represent the temperature and 

pressure of a sample of liquid water as I vary the relation 

between these. The 

temperature will be set on the x-axis, and pressure on the 

y-axis, leaving time out of 

direct consideration on this graph. As the curve moves 

about, this curve not only 

represents one abstract symmetry at work in the sample of 

water, but the relation 

between two of these, namely, temperature and pressure. 



This differential relation 

can be represnted mathematically by the slope of the line 

in question, and calculated 

as a derivative via the calculus. What the graph captures 

then is not merely a 

differential relationship between various forms of 

symmetrical resemblance, but 

rather, it resembles the differential relation between 

symmetries at work within the 

water itself. Here the curve shifts from being a complex 

symmetry diagram to a 

differential diagram, for it respresents the differential 

relations at work between the 

symmetries in that which it represents, namely, the water, 

if in a highly abstract way. 

In this manner, the graph before us starts to resemble more 

the live video-image of a 

face as it changes expression, for both now diagram not 

only symmetries, but the 

differential relation between these. 

 

State space diagrams are particularly difficult types of 

diagrams to describe. A state 

space diagram is a type of diagram which uses nodes, known 

as attractors, to 

describe states of symmetry within complex dynamic systems. 

The axes on such a 

graph can represent distance, or much more complex notions 

such as velocity, 

 

 



 

acceleration, gradient, divergence, curl, etc. The 

attractors within these diagrams can 

then be connected by lines of transition between states, 

but they may also indicate 

boundaries of various sorts, thereby transforming 

attractors into events, joints, etc. 

As more dimensions of parameters are described by such a 

graph, boundaries can then 

describe surfaces, territories, solids, hypersolids, etc. 

Despite all the complexity 

and/or abstraction at work in the differential contexts at 

work in such diagrams, it 

should be remembered that the the apparatus which supports 

these diagrams does so 

ultimately to map symmetrical resemblance. These are 

nevertheless hybrid diagrams, 

for while they describe symmetry, they do so in a manner 

which is mediated by its 

differential context, in this case, a series of axes. 

 

Inverse Resemblance. As we described in the section on 

parametrics, an inverse of an entity is the context of that 

entity. All entities are part 

of nested series of contexts, or inverses, inside each 

other, and at multiple levels of 

scale. In relation to this notion of inverse, we can say 

that any entity resembles the 

contexts or inverses which surround it, for in fact, it is 

a composite composed of 

similarities and differences from this context. 

 

For example, when I place a sample of liquid water in a 

container in a freezer, the ice 

that I make in this way will resemble the shape, if in 

reverse, of the container I place 

it in. However, the ice will not resemble the chemical 

composition of the container. In 

this sense, we can say that there is an inverse resemblance 

between the ice and the 

container, one which is symmetrical in relation to some 

symmetries, and asymmetrical 



in relation to others. 

 

The complex network of symmetries and asymmetries between 

an entity and its 

contexts, be these single or multiple, static or dynamic, 

grounds or processes, is 

known as inverse resemblance, a particularly complex form 

of differential 

resemblance. 

 

Any entity is an inverse diagram of the contexts and 

processes which brought it 

about. It is in this way that we can say that any entity 

resembles, if in an extremely 

layered, abstract, and overdetermined manner, all the rest 

of the world that produced 

it. This does not mean that I can pick up a stone and, 

simply by inspecting it, 

understand the history and extent of the entire universe 

that was necessary to 

produce it. For a stone has no way to store in the changes 

in itself or its context over 

time. Such an ability to store changes, to give them 

endurance with one’s form, is 

 

 



 

known as memory, and most entities in the world have very 

simple forms of memory, 

namely, their form itself, which can only store limited 

types and degrees of 

information. The form of a stone cannot store the chemical 

composition of the water 

that wore it down to a particular shape, for example, even 

if it can store the pattern 

produced by that water. A stone cannot store the locations 

of the stars from which its 

atoms were originally formed, though it can store their 

physical atoms. Unlike the 

complex forms of memories we see in living brains or 

computers, stones do not have 

complex forms of recall, association, etc. However, those 

entities which possess these 

more complex forms of memory could, by looking at the 

stone, understand much 

about the type of universe needed to make something like 

the stone in question. This 

is because it is an inverse diagram of all its contexts and 

processes of production, if a 

very poor one. Only complex memory systems, such as those 

present in computers and 

living organisms, are able to increase the resolution, so 

to speak, at which they 

function as inverse diagrams. In this way, a person can 

tell you, with varying degrees 

of accuracy, what they had for dinner yesterday, as well as 

their educational and 

cultural history, etc. 

 

Memory is an incredibly complex issue which will be 

addressed at length in the volume 

on matrixology. However, it is worth noting at this point 

that every aspect of what is is 

an inverse diagram, and in a relation of inverse 

resemblance, with the contexts and 

processes of their production, if diffferently, at varying 

degrees of abstraction, 

resolution, etc. This is precisely what is meant by the 



principle of holography 

articulated early in this volume, that is, the notion that 

all represents all, if 

differently. 

 

Meta-Resemblance. In addition to symmetrical and 

differential 

resemblance, there is also meta-resemblance. Meta-

resemblance occurs via the 

construction of meta-diagrams, which are, as it may be 

inferred, diagrams of other 

diagrams. In doing so, meta-diagrams diagram not merely 

differential systems of 

relations between symmetries and asymmetries, but the 

manner in which these 

contain each other in regard to differing levels of scale. 

If differential resemblance 

displays the manner in which resemblances mediate each 

other at a given level of 

scale, meta-resemblance shows how resemblances mediate each 

other by containing 

each other as well. 

 

For example, let’s return to the example of a graph of the 

relation of pressure and 

temperature for a sample of liquid water. But rather than 

graph the relation of 

 

 



 

temperature and pressure for a particular sample of water, 

let’s graph the phase- 

space of H20 as such. Such a graph shows the temperature 

and pressure at which H20 

transforms from solid to liquid to gas. There are 

territories for each phase of matter 

present, as well as boundaries which indicate transitions 

between phases at given 

differential relations between temperature and pressure, as 

well as points of 

intersection, in this case, the join present at the so-

called triple-point at which all 

three phases meet. Now let us graph upon this the 

differential relation between the 

temperature and pressure of a given sample of H20. As the 

temperature and pressure 

of the sample cross a boundary, it will change phase, just 

as it should, and in doing so, 

we have yet more evidence that the sample in question is 

H20. 

 

What precisely does such a diagram show? The graph of the 

curve of the temperature 

and pressure of the sample of H20 is clearly a differential 

diagram. But by 

diagramming this on a graph which also shows the manner in 

which all samples of H20 

shift phase, we see graphs operating at two different 

levels of scale, and the hybrid 

graph resembles the relation described between these, 

between H20 in general and 

this particular sample of H20 in particular. 

 

What is described here, namely, a form of resemblance which 

is differential across 

levels of scale, is precisely what is meant by meta-

resemblance. While it could be 

argued that the phase-space diagram does this on its own, 

without the added curve 

that represents the change in temperature and pressure of a 

particular sample, this 



would be an intermediate example, for in fact, pressure and 

temperature are 

aggregate measurements that average over the sample as a 

whole, just as the phase in 

question describes the level of the sample as a whole. 

Thus, to get a full example of 

meta-resemblance, the conjunction of the two graphs 

provides a clearer example. 

 

Categorical Resemblance. Meta-resemblance allows for 

symmetrical and differential resemblance to occur in a 

nested manner, at potentially 

infinite levels of scale. It is not only at work in 

abstract diagrams, however. For in 

fuzzy and contextually relative forms, it occurs in the 

world all the time. This happens 

most often in the world in the form of what we will term 

categorical resemblance, 

which is a particular form of meta-resemblance. Diagrams 

which evidence categorical 

resemblance are said to be categorical diagrams of the 

categorical structure, or 

rule-type-quality relationship, of aspects of the world. 

 

Meta-resemblance, and the types of diagrams it makes 

possible, allow for diagrams to 

 

 



 

resonante with the nested categorical structure of that 

which they resemble. In doing 

this, they are able to describe the ways in which it is 

that entities not only change 

qualities, but how changes in qualities may lead to changes 

in type, just as these types 

themselves describe the symmetries shared by the entities 

of which they are 

comprised. 

 

Categorical resemblance occurs when the entities in 

question can be considered 

examples of a category in relation to a particular 

interaction in the world. For 

example, take two computers made at an identical factory. 

The shape and function of 

these computers resemble each other to the point of 

exchangeability, because these 

computers were made by the same equipment, processes, 

people, etc. These two 

computers can be shipped to different sides of the world, 

and yet function similarly. 

As we have described this earlier, we can say that they 

share their form, symmetries 

which are carried in their physical composition and shape, 

because of symmetries in 

their structure, that is, the dynamic processural contexts 

which formed and continue 

to form them. Form, as we have argued, is simply the 

cutting edge of structure, and 

here, the form of these computers is simply a result of 

shared contextual histories, 

namely, the processes of their production. Unless one is 

deformed, or broken, it will 

continue to function similarly to the other. If I need to 

write a paper, I could care less 

that one was perhaps previously owned, or painted a 

particular color by its previous 

owner, while the other is new out of the box and its 

original color. For the purposes of 

writing a paper, these two are functionally identical, for 



they fulfill my categorical 

expectations of a computer. 

 

Lest we think categorical resemblance only occurs with 

living organisms, let’s take the 

example of a sample of molecules of H20. There are 

symmetries in the contextual 

processes of production of two moleulces of H20 which make 

them functionally 

identical. Even if two molecules of H20 were forged at 

different corners of the 

universe from parts from wildly disparate locations, they 

will still function as H20 

does, because their form incarnates the rule which links 

qualities and types such that 

this molecules is recognizable, due to its ability to 

disply the proper qualities, as a 

molecule of H20. In this sense, we can say that two 

molecules of H20 ‘recognize’ each 

other as being members of the same type, but not by saying 

to themselves that ‘oh, 

that over there is also a molecule of H20’, but simply, by 

bonding with it, under the 

right conditions, to form ice. And if they cannot bond to 

form ice, then the molecules 

recognize they are not of the same type, and if they were 

able to bond and cannot do 

so anymore, then the molecules have ceased to be of the 

same type. Thus, when 

 

 



 

molecules of H20 bond with each other to form ice, they 

incarnate within themselves 

the categorical resemblance each molecule shares with the 

others, and with H20 as a 

type as a whole, in a manner which makes each molecule of 

H20, and the sample as a 

whole, a meta-resemblatory diagram of the relation between 

type and particular 

sample of H20, just as much as a scientist’s graph. 

 

In this manner we can say that by acting like H20, a given 

molecule helps to prove 

itself to be a member of its type, and vice-versa, that 

this type finds incarnation here 

in H20. That is all that is meant here by the notions of 

categorical resemblance, no 

more and no less, and though we use terms like ‘H20’ as 

shorthand to describe what is 

at stake, it must be remembered that this is only a 

shorthand for purposes of 

discussion. For determinations of type are always relative, 

and the gap between 

under- and over-type occurs at all levels of scale, and 

between all entities which 

translate themselves or others within relations of 

representation. 

 

None of which should be thought to mean that the type in 

question should be seen as 

some sort of transcendent idea. It simply indicates that 

entities with certain 

symmetries in their structure tend to have certain 

symmetries as to their form, 

leading to symmetries in their behavior afterwards. Or, in 

terms of our examples, 

things with H20-like histories tend to be structured like 

H20, and hence act like H20, 

and that which acts like H20 tends to have an H20-like form 

which tends to result from 

a historical context that is H20-like. 

 



And here we see what we mean when we argue that logic is 

not merely something 

which is the province of linguistic diagrams, but something 

which is performed by the 

world at multiply intertwined levels of scale. For what 

occurs here is a form of 

syllogism, in the manner described in the section on logics 

in our discussion of 

parametrics. Such a notion of syllogism is much wider than 

that used by formal 

symbolic logics, which are particular linguistic 

abstractions from the more 

encompassing concrete forms of syllogism at work in the 

wider world. In addition, in 

the examples employed here, it should be kept in mind that 

when I speak of something 

I call H20, this is a shorthand for the multiply mediated 

layerings of over- and under- 

types which, by means of mediatory systems such as language 

and by body, mediate 

any relation I could have to the entities in question. 

 

Let us examine an example in which worldly syllogism 

differs markedly from the type 

described by symbolic logic. To me, and most other humans, 

vegetables are food, but 

unless I cook them, my dog generally thinks vegetables are 

food-like toys. He sees me 

 

 



 

eat them, then puts them in his mouth, plays with them a 

bit, but usually then gets 

bored and leaves them. Is a vegetable then part of the 

category food? There is no 

absolute answer to this, for the determination is relative, 

for I eat it, and my dog does 

not. Here we see a clear manner in which the type of 

syllogism describe here clearly 

differs from that described in most forms of symbolic 

logic, in which something either 

is or isn’t a member of a particular type, regardless of 

context. 

 

This example also demonstrates the manner in which 

determinations of type can be 

seen as existing both in language and beyond it, for I use 

language but my dog 

understands some basic signs but certainly not full 

language, and yet we both make 

determinations of type. All animals do, and in simpler 

forms, molecules make 

determinations of type all the time, precisely in how they 

act. All of these entities 

diagram the categorical structure of the contexts within 

which they act, such that 

these acts and their contexts combine to form categorical 

diagrams of the categorical 

structure which relates them. 

 

Interpretation. Categorical resemblance is a specific form 

of meta- 

resemblance, one which is relevant to a particular 

interaction. In this sense, 

categorical resemblance can be thought of as a locally 

specific, dynamic, types of 

diagram, in which the interaction between entities diagrams 

the symmetry in their 

meta-resemblance as it pertains to a particular 

interaction. Thus, when my dog eats a 

cooked vegetable but not a raw one, he shows that in this 

particular act of eating, he 



categorizes the first as food and the second as not-food. 

This places cooked vegetables 

in a relation of resemblance with meat, and uncooked 

vegetables in a relationship of 

resemblance with toys, but in a manner which is highly 

specific. My dog may change 

his mind in the future, fuzzifying the degree to which 

cooked vegetables resemble 

meat in relation to him. He may be consistent in his 

determinations with other dogs to 

a varying degree, therefore widening the degree of this 

resemblance, or if not, 

constraining it. 

 

In this sense, we can see the manner in which categorical 

resemblance stems from 

acts, and thus, can be thought of as a performative 

gesture, one which founds 

resemblances and categories, bringing them into the world 

where they may not have 

previously existed. 

 

Categorical resemblance is dependent upon actions, called 

performative 

categorizations, syllogistic actions, or proto-

interpretations. In an interpretation, 

 

 



 

a particular entity is categorized as resembling other 

entities by means of an act. It is 

worth noting that while there may be specific criterion 

which guide actions, it is also 

possible that actions themselves retroactively found the 

categories in question, 

instantiating them. As we will see, what we describe here 

may be thought of as protointerpretations, 

because more full forms of interpretation require a full 

system of 

significations to make sense of them. More will be said on 

the specifics of this in the 

section on mediation. 

 

For now, however, let us say more about these performative 

proto-interpretations. For 

example, if I leave my house with a camera and say I’m 

going to take pictures today of 

birds, this is a pre-existing category, and if my 

definition of birds resembles that of 

much of the rest of society, I will likely come back with 

pictures of winged creatures. 

But if I say that I’m going out today to take pictures of a 

‘poaifj,’ there is no preexisting 

definition of what this means. I may come back with a 

picture of a fire- 

hydrant, a teddy bear, a tree, a person. Whatever these 

have in common, even if that 

is nothing other than the set of entities I took pictures 

of that day, is then 

retroactively that which forms the categorical meaning of 

‘poaifj.’ What we see in the 

first instance might seem rather different from going out 

and taking pictures of birds, 

but in actuality, if my pictures of birds match the common 

conception of what the 

word ‘bird’ means, this shows that my actions confirm the 

previously existing category 

of what constitutes a bird. But if I’d said I was going to 

take pictures of birds, and 

came back with a picture of fire-hydrant, a teddy bear, a 



tree, and a person, this is 

not necessarily an indication of an error, though many in 

my society may interpret this 

to be the case. It may, however, be that I want to re-

interpret what the meaning of 

the word ‘bird’ means. Rene Magritte’s famous painting of a 

pipe with the caption 

‘this is not a pipe,’ or Marcel Duchamp’s sardonic renaming 

of a snow shovel as the art 

exhibit ‘Broken Arm,’ present us with two examples in which 

there is a performative 

reinterpretation of the relation between name and entity, 

category and instantiation, 

which has been itself interpreted as a creative action 

rather than simplyl an error. 

 

All meaning arises from interpretation, and all stable 

meanings are simply 

interpretations which have been confirmed by new 

interpretations time and again. 

Stable meanings provide symmetries which act as standard of 

reference against which 

asymmetries are interpreted, even as the entire set of 

interpretory relations may shift 

over time. Categories and instantiations are continually 

remade by the shifting ground 

of performative acts which diagram their relation, and in 

doing so, provide the 

interpretations which give rise to meaning, which is 

nothing but the symmetries which 

 

 



 

arise in the world due to the intertwining of interpretory 

actions with the stuff of the 

world over time. 

 

Each entity in the world entity can therefore be thought of 

as a repeat performance of 

its interpretation of the world as manifested in the 

entity’s contexts, just as the entity 

itself is a repeat performance of the world’s 

interpretation of this aspect of itself. 

When an entity remains the same, itself and the world 

interpret their relation 

symmetrically to how they’d interpreted it previously, 

while when an entity changes, 

their interpretation of their networked interrelation has 

shifted. 

 

It should therefore be realized that meaning in the world, 

in language and beyond, is 

performatively instantiated and reinstantiated, 

retroactively structured, relatively 

determined, and contextually specific. Categories, 

instantiations, and syllogistic 

actions diagram the meaningfulness of the world in and 

beyond human language, and 

human language is merely an echo of the meaningfulness of 

the language of the world. 

 

Every change in the world is an interpretation which it 

produces meaning, sending out 

ripples of symmetry and asymmetry in relation to past 

changes, reinterpretating all 

that has come before and everything that is, if in its own 

way, relative to its own 

contexts, processes, etc. When a fish eats one thing rather 

than another, a molecule 

bonds with one rather than another, a rock takes one shape 

or another, or a person 

writes one novel rather than another, these are all 

interpretations, concresences of 

influences, contexts, and histories, which will then create 



new ones in turn. 

 

Implicit Categorical Resemblance. As we have seen, 

 

many forms of categorical resemblance occur in a manner in 

which differs from the 

more explicitely graphic forms of meta-resemblance 

described earlier. One of the 

major differences between the type of meta-resemblance at 

work in a phase-space 

diagram and a performative interpretation is that 

interpretations are metaresemblatory 

diagrams in which one or more layers of the diagrammatic 

context are 

necessarily implicit, that is, they are not contained 

directly within the diagram itself, 

but are necessarily to make sense of it. This is a form of 

mediation which is more than 

simply internal to the diagram, but virtual within it. We 

will say more about virtuality 

itself later in this text, but for now, let us describe 

what we mean by implicit in this 

context. 

 

Meta-resemblance requires more than one diagrammatory level 

in order to function. In 

complex instances, such as we saw with the phase-space 

diagram for H20, there may 

 

 



 

be several sub-types differentially related at one level of 

a diagram, such as the 

different phases of H20, and then a particular 

instantiation of H20. Here in fact we see 

all three levels of syllogism, meta-type or rule, type, and 

qualities, linked up via 

particular instantiation, and all diagrammed in their 

interrelations, such that by 

changing as other samples of H20 do, the sample in question 

proves that it may be a 

sample of H20. 

 

However, often the more abstract, type-related levels of a 

diagram may be implicit 

and yet still continue to function. For example, when I say 

the word “car” to a friend 

in a conversation, this word is only meaningful to them if 

they have learned over the 

years various rules of grammar, a lexicon of words, and 

other structures necessary to 

engage in conversation in English. These are so many charts 

of type, meta-type, and 

quality relations which have simply been internalized by 

the speakers, but they must 

be implicitely present for language to function. 

 

To the extent to which language functions then is the 

extent to which, no matter how 

fuzzily or mediatedly, it resonates with the categorical 

structure of that which it 

describes. For example, if I say to my friend “Please go 

start the car for me,” they will 

not only need to understand English, but how cars work, how 

to start them, etc. All of 

these contexts must be in place, along with the acquiesence 

of my conversation 

parther, for the person to actually go and start the car 

when I ask them to do so. 

There must therefore be a minimal degree of resonance 

between the categorical 

structure of language and that of the world, and hence, a 



degree of meta-resemblance 

between them, for language to work as it does in the world. 

 

Let us examine this more closely. When I say “car,” there 

is a relationship of meta- 

resemblance between that word and its linguistic contexts, 

and the object car that I 

intend by it. So, when I say “please start the car,” this 

statement can only lead to a 

car being started if, for example, my friend understands 

that “car” is here being used 

as a noun rather than verb, a direct object rather than 

subject, etc. Thus, in order for 

language to mirror the world, its terms and meta-terms, 

categorizations and meta- 

categorizations, rules and logics, must resonate with those 

of the world. When my 

language is particularly atuned to the world, then our 

words find homes in the world 

and sync up with it, while when there is a lack of 

resonance, I find my language and 

the world lose such consonance. Thus, when I say “car,” it 

is understand by those who 

understand what this word means that a car is a type of 

vehicle, has wheels, etc., and 

by means of these layers of categories and sub-categories, 

my friend can determine 

 

 



 

that by the word “car” I mean the object in the driveway. 

If the person looks for a 

picture of a car in a book, or tries to start the toaster, 

there has likely been some sort 

of lack of sync or reosonance between my language and the 

world. 

 

This happens even though the words in question are 

extremely abstract and mediated 

types of diagrams. For even though the written form of the 

word “car” in English, an 

alphabetic language, has no visual resemblance to an actual 

car, and the sound of the 

way this word is pronounced also has not auditory 

resemblance to anything related to 

cars, the relation between this word and the lexicon of the 

English language resembles 

between cars and the physical world, enough so that my 

friend can hear my words and 

then go and start my car. Thus, despite the levels of 

abstraction and mediation, we 

have a form of resemblance nevertheless, built by an 

incredibly complex set of nested 

layers of symmetrical and differential resemblances, many 

of which are stored in 

memory, instantiated by repeat performance, and remain 

implicit when I can 

construct the sentence “please go start the car for me.” 

Crucial aspects of this 

sentence must resemble aspects of the structure of the 

world, if in a highly abstract 

manner, for this sentence to function, even if by function 

we simply mean the 

performance of an action which which is then interpreted as 

having done what it was 

supposed to, in yet another series of relational 

determinations. It is nevertheless in 

this highly abstract and complex manner that we can say 

that language, be this verbal 

or written, natural or mathematical, indicates a highly 

abstract form of meta- 



resemblance, and implicit categorical resemblance to be 

particular. 

 

Implicit forms of resemblance are quite common in the 

world. When I utter a 

sentence, like “I love you,” we implicitly understand this 

as ‘subject-verb-object’, 

even without charts to tell us this, and this relies upon 

layers of virtual resemblance 

between aspects of this sentence and previous such 

sentences. Likewise when an 

animal sees something that resembles predators it has seen 

previously and flees. In 

both cases, resemblance is stored virtually in memory. In 

physical entities, virtual and 

implicit contexts can only be stored in the physical forms 

they take. Memory is the 

foundation upon which implicit/virtual resemblance occurs, 

and will be discussed at 

greater length in the volume on matrixology. 

 

Objects. If any entity is concieved of as a repeat 

performance of its 

interpretation of the world as manifested in its contexts, 

then that entity can be 

thought of as the diagram of this act of interpretation. A 

chain of such interpretory 

acts, which are often indistinguishable from a lack of 

action over changes in context, 

 

 



 

give rise to performative interpretory strands, or 

durations, which may exist in a 

wide variety of numbers of dimensions as surfaces, solids, 

hypersolids, etc, each of 

which is composed of diagrammatic interpretations which may 

be extended in time, 

and hence, symmetrical and continuous with their previous 

selves, or they may be 

punctuated, either by repeat yet discrete performances, or 

discrete differential 

performances. 

 

In each case, each entity in question is at once an 

instantiation of larger types, as well 

as an instantiation of its own particular type within other 

types, and is thus an 

identitarian diagram of itself, a categorical diagram of 

all the categories which its 

performances instantiate it as resembling (as well as a 

negative categorical diagram of 

those which it does not), as an inverse diagrams of all the 

nested contexts and 

processes which produce and maintain it, etc. 

 

When an object changes, it and its contexts shift their 

interpretation of each other, 

recategorizing aspects of the object in question. Such a 

shift can be described by 

means of a meta-diagram which aims to describe exactly such 

types of categorical 

alterations. For example, in the example from before, in 

which I plot the temperature 

and pressure of a sample of H20 on phase-space diagram, I 

can plot how changes in 

these qualities shifts the type of H20 my sample is (ie: 

solid, liquid, or gas), while still 

remaining H20. If I’d constructed by chart differently, it 

could describe any such 

categorical shift, including changes in molecular 

structure. 

 



Any meta-diagram which can be used to describe the manner 

in which an entity 

changes and yet remains the same, thereby linking qualities 

with types (and 

potentially meta-types, logics, and processes, even though 

these may be implicit), is 

known as an identity diagram. When a category of objects 

can be described by an 

identity diagram, it is known as a substance, and when a 

particular entity can be 

described by an identity diagram, it is known as an object. 

 

All identity diagrams of the type described above are 

partial. In the case of our 

example, we have only two parameters, temperature and 

pressure, and one set of 

types, namely, the phases of matter. If we were to meta-

diagram all the parameters 

and types, logics and processes relevant to an entity, and 

at all levels of scale, we 

would have an incredibly overdetermined and complex 

diagram, to say the least. In 

fact, nothing less complex than the object itself would do. 

 

In this sense we can say that an object is the performative 

and implicit identity 

 

 



 

diagram of its relation to its contexts. There are two 

primary types of objects, and 

these are material and mental. 

 

All objects that necessarily displace each other in space 

and time are said to be 

material objects, and hence are composed of matter, as 

opposed to mental objects, 

which do not necessarily displace one another in space or 

time. For example, my body 

cannot occupy the same space as car at the same time, but 

both I and the car can coexist 

in my physical brain, not physically, but virtually, as 

experiences. Both mental 

objects and physical objects are diagrams of aspects of the 

world, exhibit identity 

conditions, etc. They are also not distinct, for as we know 

mind and body are closely 

related, ideas derive from experiences, etc. A fundamental 

premise of the 

networkological enterprise is that mind and matter are two 

sides of the same, for the 

networkological perspective is panspychist in orientation. 

Beyond this issue, it is worth 

noting that the displacement of material objects by one 

another is co-constitutive of 

the extension within what is which gives rise to spacetime, 

that from which our 

notions of space and time derive. Much more will be said 

about all these and related 

issues in the volume on matrixology. 

 

Logical Resemblance. Meta-resemblance in all its forms 

describes 

the manner in which inter-level resemblance occurs, and 

there are many forms of 

meta-resemblance which we have described. Another type of 

meta-resemblance, a 

particularly abstract type, is known as logical 

resemblance. 

 



When an entity displays categorical resemblance, it 

resembles not only the type which 

relates qualities together, but the rules which determine 

these, as well as their 

underlying logics and processes. The same can be said in 

the manner in which the 

resemblance between entities of a type, such as that 

between molecules of H20 and 

each other, display their identicalness in relation to 

their type, thereby exhibiting 

identitarian resemblance. 

 

But what about when entities change? There are three 

primary options here. That is, 

as an entity shifts its contexts and hence the intensities 

of the qualities acting upon it 

shift its own qualities, it can remain the same type, it 

can change type, or create a 

new type. None of which is to rule out aberrations. 

Entities can always act 

uncharateristically, and yet return to acting according to 

type. However, at some 

point, other entities will act in relation to it in a 

manner which relationally determines 

whether or not they consider it to still be part of the 

original type or not, and this set 

 

 



 

of determinations occurs in nested networks at multiple 

levels of scale. 

 

The manner in which such determinations of the relations 

between qualities and types 

are determined is described by rules, which are themselves 

manifestations of 

underlying logics which are themselves sedimented 

processes. 

 

Logical resemblance, which produces logic diagrams, occur 

when entities resemble 

the rules and meta-rules, or logics, which determine the 

manner in which their types 

and qualities interact. For example, when a molecule of H20 

boils at a certain 

temperature and pressure, it resembles the rule which links 

its form to the form of 

other molecules of H20, as well as the relevant qualities 

that relate it to shifts in its 

contexts, in a manner which follows type. If the molecule 

of H20 undergoes a chemical 

reaction, however, it will cease to follow the rules which 

relate type and qualities for 

H20, and will follow new rules. Thus, H20 follows the rules 

for transformation which 

are determined by the underlying logic of chemistry. 

 

Thus, if I write out a chemical equation that describes the 

chemical form whereby a 

molecule of H20 transforms into other molecules under given 

conditions (ie: Li + H2O = 

2LiOH + H2, or the electrolysis of H20), what I am 

diagraming here, in relation to the 

implied contexts both in terms of chemical symbols in this 

scientific language, and the 

undertypes relavant to these in the wider world, is in fact 

a rule. Logic diagrams, like 

the equation describe above, resemble rules for 

transformation between types, 

between types and qualities, and between rules and each 



other. As logics are simply 

meta-rules, they are all called logic diagrams, though some 

are ultimately more 

abstract than others. E=mc2, since it covers nearly all 

phenomena in existence, clearly 

tends to the logic side of this relation, while an equation 

like that listed above for H20 

and Li leans more the specific, rule-based side of this 

continua. 

 

It should be kept in mind, however, that while an equation 

may resemble aspects of a 

given rule, only the process in question can resemble and 

hence diagram it fully, and 

when this happens, the process is then an identity diagram 

for the process as well as 

type in question, for the process proves itself an instance 

of a given rule by performing 

it, changing it, or instantiating a new rule. 

 

Processural Resemblance. Processural resemblance occurs 

when entities resemble the processes within other entities. 

While this is the most 

abstract type of resemblance to describe, it is also the 

most concrete form of 

resemblance. For in fact, the world is full of processural 

diagrams. All humans develop 

 

 



 

according to a general process known as human development, 

going through stages 

such as childhood, puberty, etc. In this, they are highly 

concrete processural diagrams 

of each other. Not all processural diagrams need to be so 

concrete, but what is 

essential in all of these is that processural diagrams must 

move in a manner which 

resembles that of what they represent. 

 

For example, a video-camera presents a processural diagram 

of a sports game, one 

which abstracts it from 4D to 2D. Were I to take a diagram 

that only measured the 

intensity of the audio of the crowd on a graph, moving up 

and down in a way that 

resembled the rise and fall in the crowd’s roar, we’d have 

an even more abstract form 

of processural diagram, a 1D diagram. Ultimately, only 

enties which undergo the same 

process are truly identity diagrams of the process, for 

they do not merely depict 

aspects of the process in question, but undergo it fully. 

 

Processural diagrams can show processes which are 

relatively static, or wildly 

dynamic, even emergent. Ultimately the determination of 

which processes are the 

same, and which are different is done relatively. For 

example, everytime I make a 

sample of rock-candy, the shape of the crystals will come 

out different, yet the rules 

determining this will be the same. Am I watching the same 

process each time, or 

different? This depends, of course, on the standard being 

used to determine this, 

which depends upon the context in question. Much more will 

be said about 

determinations of meanings of types of resemblance later in 

this work. 

 



object 

An abstract categorical 

diagram 

 



 

Transference. Transference is the second pole of 

representation. 

Transference is less dominated by the logic of the node 

than resemblance, and hence, 

it takes the pole oriented structure particular to 

combinatorics, such that transference 

has three poles of its own, which are intertwining, 

difference, and action. These are 

preconditions, results, and parameters of transference. 

Similarly to resemblance, 

however, there are three primary qualities relevant to 

transference, in that 

transferences can be relatively momentary or continuous, 

uni- or multi-directional, 

abstract and concrete. From here, there are three primary 

types of transference, 

those of intensity, quality, and entity, as well as three 

logics of transference, which 

are those of metonmy, or index, metaphor, or icon, and 

modulatory transferences. 

Each of these aspects of transference will now be described 

in turn. 

 

Intertwining. Any entity which impacts the functioning of 

another, 

whether it resembles it or not, is said to be intertwined, 

or combined. In science, the 

term ‘coupling’ is often used, but this is less than an 

ideal term for this phenomenon, 

for it suggests that this relation is somehow primordially 

binary, even though binary 

intertwining is the exception rather than the rule. 

 

Intertwining can be static, dynamic, or stable (and 

stability includes three sub-types 

itself, as described in preceding sections, which are 

order, disorder, and metastability). 

Static intertwining can be seen, for example, in the ways 

in which the 

parts of a wooden chair are intertwined or combined with 

each other. Some static 



intertwinings are also rigid, such that if you rearrange 

the parts, they cease to be 

what they are, such as we see in the case of a chair. This 

differs from the dynamic 

intertwining at work in, for example, a running car, an 

organism, or economic 

system, in which parts move about, shift levels of scale, 

compose and decompose, 

wholes interact with parts, etc. While some dynamic 

intertwinings may not necessarily 

be moving at a given moment, such as a parked car that is 

not running, they at least 

have the potential to do so without destroying the 

coherence of the wholes of which 

they are a part. It should be kept in mind that all stable 

and static intertwinings are 

ultimately dynamic, and are simply sub-types thereof, 

because ultimately all stasis in 

the universe has come from movement, and from what we can 

tell, will at one point 

return to this state. When dynamic interwining is 

relatively static in relation to that 

which is around it, however, we say that it is a stable 

intertwining. Most entities we 

encounter in the world are stable intertwinings of varying 

complexity, type, etc. 

 

 



 

As with resemblance, the pole of transference can be 

abstracted from the other poles 

of representation. Taken to its extreme, and removed from 

the other aspects of 

representation, intertwining would lead to frozen crystal, 

in which all is intertwined 

totally in all to the point of sameness, in which no 

difference is possible. As with pure 

resemblance, pure transference would lead to the abolution 

of all difference, but 

from a completely different approach. Because frozen and 

perfect crystals are 

ultimately not possible, in that, for the networkological 

project, all that is is a form of 

the self-differing of the oneand, these notions are 

conceptual abstractions which do 

not correspond to states in the world of experience. That 

said, some states can 

approach these asymptotes, and in this sense, we can see 

these limit states appear as 

tendencies within representational systems. 

 

Difference. If intertwining is the first pole of 

transference, the second pole 

of a transference is difference. Pure difference would be 

simply that, pure difference, 

and nothing else. We could know nothing of it, for it we 

would have nothing to 

compare it to. In this sense, it only makes sense to say 

that we see difference-inrelation, 

that is, difference within and between entities, aspects, 

etc., such that pure 

difference is necessarily an abstraction from the world of 

experience. 

 

Difference can manifest primarilly on the axis of 

resemblance, or that of intertwining. 

When it manifests on the side of resemblance, it transforms 

pure resemblance, or 

reflection, into resemblance-with-a-difference, or 

refraction, just as it transforms 



intertwining into intertwining-with-a-difference, which is 

dynamic intertwining, or 

action. Without difference, there would be nothing for a 

perfect or frozen crystal to 

represent other than itself, and such a perfect, frozen 

reflection in and of itself would 

abolish the distance and difference inherent to 

representation. 

 

As we have already argued, representation occurs when an 

entity is and also is not 

what it is, in that it is both itself and beyond itself. 

Such a difference within itself can 

only occur if the entity in question is not fully itself, 

yet also not fully other. In such a 

scenario, self and other cannot be fully the same, nor 

fully different, such that 

difference manifests itself within the entities in 

question, but also between the 

entities, as that which is different amongst them, but also 

in the spacing between 

them which keeps the terms of the representation different. 

It should not be thought 

that the terms here are in any way binary, for in fact, the 

terms self and other here, 

as well as the relation of representation which unites 

them, can all be multiple. 

 

 



 

It is for this reason that the state of a frozen or pure 

crystal can be thought of as a 

lack of representation, a state which would be abstract 

from the rest of the world. 

Since we have never seen representational systems which are 

pure or frozen crystals, 

but only varying degrees of sameness and diversity in 

refractory crystals of various 

sorts, then we can say that the intensity relevant to 

difference is the degree to which 

refraction predominates over reflection in a given crystal. 

 

Abstracted from all representation, however, we can think 

of difference negatively as 

a sort of anti-crystal which, when it comes in contact with 

perfect or frozen crystals, 

leads them to be more refractory and fluid. 

 

Action. The third pole of transference, in addition to 

intertwining and 

difference, is action. Action occurs when the 

transformation of a given entity impacts 

that of another. Without intertwining, entities could 

transform without impacting 

others. And without resemblance, entities could transform 

and even intertwine, but 

without any necessity which could require that the 

transformations in one entity 

would cause impacts in others which resemble them in any 

way. The result would be a 

set of random transformations, none of which have any 

necessary resemblance or 

connection to others. Taken to an extreme, this would be a 

state of pure difference, 

without relation, an anti-crystal, so to speak, the same as 

what would occur if there 

were differenw without intertwining or resemblance. 

 

However, when difference is intertwined with the pure 

crystal of resemblance and the 

frozen crystal of intertwining, respectively, the result is 



a transferential 

representational system. Such a system, known as a crystal 

of variance, is one in 

which the transformation of entities leads the 

transformations of other entities in the 

same crystal in a manner such that the transformations 

create networks of action 

between transformations. Such networks of action, known as 

causal networks, are 

those in which transformations which are temporally prior, 

known as causes, 

resemble, in varying degrees and in relation to the 

contexts in question, aspects of the 

transformations which are temporally prior, known as 

effects, with which they are 

linked via their intertwinings. The networks of action 

described thereby are said to 

indicate the form of connection known as action, or 

causality. 

 

Action intertwines resemblance, difference, and 

intertwining, such that there is a 

 

 



 

translation, or transference of traits between events which 

act as causes and those 

which act as effects. No transference is not also a 

translation, for it is impossible for 

there to be pure translation without multiplication, which 

is in our world never fully 

possible without a collapse of spacetime. Thus, any 

tranference is at minimum a 

translation of an aspect in spacetime, and hence, implies a 

shift in context. Most 

transferences, however, require greater degrees of 

translational transformation as an 

aspect is transferred from evental cause to evental effect, 

leading to a system of 

symmetries and asymmetries, durations and changes, which 

describe the particular 

aspects of the transfer in question. 

 

Any transfer can be seen as itself as an aspect which is 

transferred and hence 

translated from one event to another, or can be seen as an 

event which has two poles, 

one which is causal and one which is effective, for in 

fact, these are two sides of the 

same, just as the network which describes the transfer is 

itself simply another side of 

the shift in its context which led to it. Here we see three 

primary sides of any 

transfer, that of the transfer itself, its immediate causes 

and effects, and its larger 

contextual intertwinings. 

 

The greater the degree to which transformations lead to 

action and hence efficient 

transfer is, when combined with mediation (in ways that 

will be explained) and 

differences (so as to have something to refract), directly 

related to the degree to 

which the crystal in question actually varies in relation 

to transformations which occur 

within it. The extent to which this variance occurs is the 



extent to which the crystal in 

question can be said to be representative. However, for a 

crystal to be representative, 

it must be representative not only of its own 

transformations, but also that of its 

contexts at macro- and micro-levels of scale. This is 

precisely what is meant by 

representativity. 

 

There is a fundamental link between this notion and that of 

complexity. The three 

parameters of complexity are those of symmetry, diversity, 

and metastability. These 

find analogs in the three paramters of representation, 

which are resemblance, 

transference, and mediation. A higher degree of 

representativeness also indicates a 

higher degree of complexity, for the degree to which an 

entity can resemble the 

difference of its context is by means of a high degree of 

transferential resemblance 

with its contexts. Here we can begin to see why all the 

poles of representation are 

needed here. For example, a perfect crystal would resemble 

only itself, while a frozen 

 

 



 

one would resemble only the context of its creation without 

change. Such entities are 

representative after a fashion, but they are hardly 

representative of the diversity of 

all that is as such, and hence, can hardly be considered 

representative as such, which 

is what is meant by representativity. Here we see the 

manner in which transference 

must necessarily not only be in relation to the system in 

question, but of the context 

of this system. Thus, an entity like the human brain can be 

considered both intensely 

complex and intensely representative. For the human brain 

has within it 

representations of so many aspects of the world around it, 

and the intertwinined 

interaction of these with each other assists the body of 

this brain to be able to 

interact with a huge number of potential situations in its 

context. Its 

representativeness, both in realtion to itself and its 

world, is an aspect of its 

complexity, and vice-versa. Where do these terms differ, 

then? Complexity implies 

that an entity is always in the process of exceeding its 

original degree of complexity, 

while representativity does not. It is possible for a 

system to be completely 

representative of its context, even if that context is not 

complexly self-exceeding, and 

hence, dominated by dormant complexity. While complex 

systems are representative, 

only when combined with the self-exceeding of emergence are 

representative systems 

necessarily also complex. 

 

Digitality. Each transfer has a series of parameters which 

apply to it, which 

determine its qualities, each of which will be described in 

turn. The first quality of 

transfer is the degree to which a transfer is momentary or 



continuous, which, as we 

will see, describes the difference between analog and 

digital forms of transference. 

 

When a transfer is relatively non-continuous and discrete, 

it is known as an impact. 

For example, when two pool balls knock into each other, 

this is an impact, but when I 

plug in my computer, this is a relatively continuous 

transfer of energy to my 

computer, and this second type of transfer is known as a 

flow. Both impacts and flows 

are examples of analog transferences, for there needs to be 

a direct physical 

connection between the entities which are intertwined for 

the transference to occur. 

 

However, it is also possible for a transfer to occur by 

means of an intermediary entity 

which detaches from a causal event, and transfers the 

quality in question to the 

effective event, despite a spacetime distance between 

these. If analog transference 

create analog diagrams, or analogs, then the second type of 

transferences, which 

create discrete vehicles for that which is to be 

transferred, is known as digital 

 

 



 

transference, and what it gives rise to are digital 

diagrams, or digits. For example, 

while a computer may be powered by plugging it into a wall, 

thereby creating a 

continuous, analog flow of electricity from the wall socket 

to the computer, it is also 

possible to power a compuer by means of batteries. Each 

battery contains a distinct 

intensity of electrical energy within it, and is able to 

hold that charge over spacetime 

distances, only to complete its transfer under the proper 

circumstances. Digital 

diagrams function because they are able to hold that which 

is transferred within a 

modification of its form, and then hold that 

transformation, despite variations in its 

contexts, including various degrees of spacetime distance. 

This form can then give rise 

to a wide variety of potential effects, despite the 

distance between the vehicle and 

the source of the impact. In a sense, any entity which is 

able to hold its form without 

direct contact with that which originally impacted it is a 

form of digit, such that 

original digitality is the precondition for analog impacts. 

That said, there could be no 

digits were there not analog fields of continuous forces to 

create the conditions within 

which digits can maintain their form, for no entity can 

maintain its form unless it is in 

a condition of relative symmetry with its contexts. 

 

Fields of Symmetries. Digital diagrams require fields of 

symmetry 

in order to perform any sort of transferential function. 

For example, a battery cannot 

transmit a charge of electricity held within it if it melts 

due to high temperatures. 

Thus, there is a particular field of conditions which allow 

for the digit in question, in 

this case, a battery, to maintain its ability to transfer 



something, in this case, 

electricity. 

 

A field of symmetry can therefore be thought of as a 

particular range of parameters 

which describe the conditions necessary to maintain 

contextual symmetries required 

to support digital transfer of a particular type can occur. 

Very often the particular 

symmetries required to maintain a given field of symmetry 

will map onto spatiotemporal 

coordinates, depending on the types of contexts present at 

the locations in 

question. For example, on planet Earth, my friend and I are 

able to have a 

conversation. Transport us to the sun, and the change in 

spacetime location takes us 

out of the symmetry conditions necessary to maintain 

linguistic transfer. We will lose 

the symmetries which make us human, which subsequently 

allow us to transfer words 

via speech. 

 

In this sense, any digit is both a diagram of whatever 

particular transferences it moves 

 

 



 

between events, and the fields of symmetry which allow it 

to be what it is. This 

layering of representation in this manner is known as 

overdetermination. All 

representations are overdetermined in this way, for all 

diagrams exist within many 

different contextual fields of symmetry at a given location 

in spacetime. 

 

Some entities have wider fields of symmetry than others. 

For example, most 

conditions in the universe allow for electrons to maintain 

their coherency, which is to 

say, to continue to act like electrons as we commonly know 

them without 

decomposing, shifting form, etc. Electrons have a very wide 

field of symmetry, and 

hence, we can say that they are some of the most general 

types of diagrams that 

exist, for they diagram, in their very form, a set of 

symmetries within an extremely 

general set of contexts within the universe. A dog, 

however, is much more specific, it 

only diagrams the symmetries at work in the context of 

certain locations on our 

planet. Transfer a dog to Jupiter, and it will decompose, 

fracture, explode, while an 

electron will not. Dogs therefore diagram a much more 

limited and specific field of 

symmetries. 

 

Fields of symmetry, digital diagrams, and overdetermination 

are closely tied to 

notions of mediation, which will be explored in greater 

detail later in our discussion of 

combinatorics. 

 

Qualities of Transfer. While we have examined the first 

quality of 

transfer in great detail, due to its intricacy and 

impliciations, there are two additional 



qualities of transfer that we need to discuss. 

 

The second quality of transference is directionality, 

whether uni- or multiple. A 

monologue, for example, is a transfer of words in one 

direction, while a dialogue or 

conversation involving many persons is an example of a 

multiple transfer of words. 

 

The third parameter of the transference abstraction, which 

in relation to issues of 

transference, means the intensity of the globality of the 

transfer. When a transference 

is global, all aspects of an entity are transferred from 

cause to effect, while when a 

transference is less global, and hence, abstract, only some 

aspects of the cause(s) is 

transferred to the effect(s). For example, when plastic is 

poured into a metal mold, 

the plastic takes the shape of the metal mold. It does not, 

however, take on the 

qualities which make the mold metallic, for the plastic 

remains plastic. Global 

 

 



 

transfers are generally easier in proporation to the level 

of abstraction of that to be 

transferred. For example, when a photocopy is made of a 

text, the original is globally 

copied, though the original is highly abstract in nature. 

It is impossible, for example, 

to copy a duck in the same manner! We would need some sort 

of molecular 

synthesizer, which currently does not exist. While the 

intensity of abstraction is 

general, the particular type of abstraction relevant to a 

particular transfer can be of a 

wide variety of types. 

 

Types of Transfer. By means of the intertwining of the 

general 

qualities of transfer just described with other aspects of 

representation, transfers 

form into types. There are several general types of 

transfer, each of which will be 

discussed in turn. 

 

The simplest general type of transfer is known as a 

transfer of intensity. Such a 

transfer occurs, for example, when a pool ball hits 

another, and transfers some of its 

energy, with the result that the impact of the first causes 

the movement of the 

second. The second type is known as a transfer of quality, 

in which a new quality of 

intensity is caused to pertain, beyond its absence, in the 

effect by the influence of the 

cause. For example, if I am painting a wooden chair, I 

transfer the quality of blueness 

from the can of paint to my chair via the blue paint I am 

using on my paintbrush. The 

quality of blueness didn’t pertain to the chair up until my 

action with the painbrush, 

meaning that a new quality now pertains to the chair. 

Finally, there is a transfer of 

entity, which occurs when an entire entity is transferred 



from one entity to another 

at the level of their sub-levels. For example, when I drink 

a glass of water, the water I 

drink ceases to be contained by my cup, and is now 

contained by my stomach. This 

transfer is of entire entities, in this case, molecules of 

water, between the cup and 

me. 

 

While it is possible for any transfer to be one or the 

other of these types, many involve 

degrees of all three. For example, when I give a friend 

$20, I perform a transfer of 

entities, in this case, dollars, but this is also a a 

transfer of intensity, in this case, of 

wealth. If my friend has no money before this, however, 

then there is also a transfer 

of quality, because now wealth pertains to her, whereas it 

did not before. What’s 

more, a transfer of energy in a collision between pool 

balls is not actually one of pure 

intensity, because contemporary physics recognizes that 

energy is transferred in 

discrete packets, known as quanta, which can be thought of 

as distinct entities. 

 

 



 

Most transferences are, in this manner, of mixed form, such 

that these are more poles 

of transference rather than than distinct types, such that 

there is an echology, a 

formal resemblance, between the trio of resemblance, 

intertwining, and difference, 

and that of intensity, quality, and entity. From the 

intertwining of these three primary 

types, rules, logics, and processes may be transferred 

between entities as well. 

 

Metonymy. In addition to qualities and types, there are 

three primary 

dynamic meta-types, or rules, of transfer. As we will see, 

these are closely related to 

the types of transference we just described, and in fact, 

are these types when viewed 

from the perspective of the manner in which they cross 

levels of scale. 

 

The first network type of transfer is known as an indexical 

or metonymic transfer. 

This type of transfer occurs when there is a transfer of 

entities between one context 

and another. For example, when I plug in my computer, there 

is a transfer of electrons 

from the wall socket to the wires in my computer. 

 

All metonymic transferences at one level of scale lead to a 

shift in intensity of the 

entities in question at higher levels of scale, and hence, 

a transfer of intensity. In 

regard to our example, when I transfer electrons from my 

wall socket to my computer, 

the transfer of electrons at the molecular level leads to 

an increase in the intensity of 

electricity in my computer’s system as a whole. In this 

sense, metonymic 

transferences are transfers of entities at one level, 

intensity at another, and 

metonymic transference is simply the intertwining of these 



types across levels of 

scale. 

 

Metonymic transferences may be continuous or discrete. A 

continuous metonymic 

transference is known as a flow, while a distcontinuous one 

is known as an impact. 

The entities which increase in intensity due to such a 

transfer are said to be indexes, 

metonyms, indexical diagrams, or metonymic diagrams of the 

transfer in question. 

 

Metaphorical Transference. Any discrete entity which 

resemble others can be thought of as metaphors or icons of 

each other, if in varying 

degrees. When resemblance between entities increasese, 

however, we say that there 

is a metaphoric transference. Those entities which come to 

resemble others from such 

a transference are said to be icons, metaphors, iconic 

diagrams, or metaphorical 

 

 



 

diagrams of the transfer in question. Metaphorical 

transference describes the manner 

in which resemblance intertwines with transference. 

 

Simple metaphoric transferences, which are nothing more 

than another name for 

continuous metonymic transferences, occur when the only 

increase in resemblance 

that a transference leads to is that of a transfer of sub-

entities at a sub-level, and 

hence intensity at the level in question. Thus, my computer 

resembles the wall-socket 

when I plug it in, if only in the minor way of having 

electricity in a similar intensity. If 

the transfer were discrete, and the flow of electricity at 

the socket were not removed 

when I transferred it, then the transfer would be discrete 

rather than flowing, and 

would move sub-entities, and shift intensities, but would 

not lead to an increase in 

resmemblance, for the increase in electrons in the computer 

would be the result of a 

decrease in that of the wall socket. This is why only a 

continous metonymic 

transference increases resemblance, and not discrete ones. 

 

Qualitative metaphorical transferences, however, occur when 

a metonymic transfer 

leads to an increase in the degree of resemblance between 

the entities in question 

due to a shift in at least one quality between the entities 

in question. For example, 

when I paint a chair blue, I transfer an entire quality 

between them, and this increases 

the resemblance between the original sample of paint, and 

the chair. While the 

transference is metonymic in that there is a transfer of 

particular molecules of paint, 

the result is a shift not only in the intensity of 

blueness, but of the non-trivial 

applicability of a particular quality to the chair. Before 



the chair was blue only in the 

mode of negation, while now it is blue in a non-trivial 

way, such that the quality of 

blueness can be said to have been transferred from the 

paintcan to the chair. 

 

Finally, there is also formal metaphorical transfer, for 

example, when a rubber 

stamp transfers an imprint, for example, of a letter, from 

itself to a piece of paper. In 

this case, the all or part of the form of the stamp is 

transferred, by means of the 

pattern of ink, to the paper. Each form is an intertwining 

of spatial qualities, such as 

the curve, straightness, width, or whatever of a letter in 

the case of a stamp. Form in 

general is a type of quality which is composed of other 

formal qualities, one which 

then indicates the type of the entity in question. To 

transfer form is therefore to 

transfer both a form and indirectly, a type. Thus, when I 

imprint a letter on a page, 

the type of letter in question is determined by the form I 

have just transferred. 

 

 



 

Not all formal metaphorical transfers transfer the full 

form of the entity in question. 

Take, for example, a photograph of a person’s face. In this 

case, the form of the face 

is transferred, but in the process, there is a reduction 

from a four-dimensional face to 

a two-dimensional image. 

 

A discrete metaphorical transfer is known as an imprint, 

while a continuous 

metaphorical transfer is known as a spreading, or gradual 

imprinting. When a rubber 

stamp is inked and then stamped on a piece of paper, this 

is an example of an imprint, 

while a spreading would occur, for example, as I slowly but 

progressively transfer 

paint between the paintcan and my chair, slowly increasing 

the intensity and extent to 

which the chair resembles the pain in the can. A slow but 

progressive painting of a 

person’s face on a canvas would be example of a more 

strongly metaphorical 

spreading of the form of the face on the paper. 

 

It is important to note that there is still a metonymic 

transfer going on here as well, 

such that the transfer of the molecules of ink between the 

stamp and the paper 

increases the intensity of the ink, the quality of the 

presence of ink, and its sub- 

qualities, such as color. The transfer of the form, the 

form of a letter in this case, 

then implies a third level. Formal metaphorical transfers 

are therefore the simplest 

example of the third logic of transfer, known as a 

modulation. 

 

Modulation. In various scientific fields, the term 

modulation is employed to 

describe situations in which aspects of the form of a 

process are modified, usually 



continuously, by the form of another, over and across 

differences in the form and 

nature of the materials involved in the processes in 

question. For example, sound 

waves are converted by microphones into electromagnetic 

waves, which can then be 

converted into radio waves and transmitted from radio 

stations to cars, which then 

reverse the process. Aspects of the form of the sound 

waves, which are pressure 

waves, is converted to that of transverse electromagnetic 

waves, showing change in 

both materials and form, a process which is then reversed 

to recreate sound. 

 

We will use modulation to describe the manner in which in 

transferences indirectly 

create shifts in other entities across levels of scale. 

Thus, in addition to metonymic 

and metaphorical transferences, there are what we will call 

modulatory 

transferences, or modulations. If metaphorical transference 

describes the 

intertwining of transfer with resemblance, modulation 

describes the intertwining of 

 

 



 

transference and mediation. In this sense, modulation is 

only partially a logic of 

transfer, for in effect, it is an effect of metonymic or 

metaphorical transfers, for 

modulations are the transformations which occur in entities 

as a result of these 

transfers. They are therefore not directly transfers, but 

result directly from them, and 

hence, are logically linked to them. We can therefore say 

that modulation is a logic 

which relates to transfer, but a not logic of transference 

in both senses of the word 

‘of.’ While metonymic transfers describe how transfers at 

one level of scale cross into 

a second level, and metaphoric transfers describe how 

transfers at one level spread 

from two to three levels of scale, modulations describe how 

metonymic transfers at a 

given level of scale lead, if indirectly, to shifts at at 

least two other levels of scale. 

 

Modulations may be metonymic or metaphorical, depending on 

whether or not they 

lead to an increase of resemblance between the entities in 

question. For example, 

when I turn on my computer, electrons flow from the wires 

in the socket to the wires 

in my computer, increasing the intensity, and hence 

resemblance, between my 

computer and the wall socket. This leads, however, to a 

shift in the state of my 

computer, one which does not resemble the wall socket. That 

is, it turns on, and 

begins to do things, like display various images on the 

screen, make noises, etc. These 

shifts are the result of metonymic transferences, but they 

do not resemble the flow of 

electricity any more than that of the wall socket. There 

are three levels involved, in 

that there are electrons, my computer and its states, and 

then the level of the 



images, sounds, etc., which my computer then produces. This 

is an example of a 

metonymic modulation, or a metonymic modulatory 

transformation, because the 

transformation in question does not resemble aspects of the 

transferences which 

caused it. 

 

Another example of this can be seen when I turn on my stove 

under a sample of liquid 

water. The metonymic transfer of energy between the ions, 

atoms, and molecules of 

the flame to that of the water lead to an increase in 

intensity of temperature between 

the two. But at a particular intensity, the liquid water 

begins to turn into steam. We 

therefore see a transfer of entities at the micro level, a 

transfer of intensity at the 

meso level, but a shift in form, creating a distinction 

between the level of the liquyid 

and that which it transforms into, namely, steam. When a 

shift in the intensity of a 

quality of an entity can lead to a shift in form and hence 

type of entity, we say that 

the particular level of intensity in question is a 

threshold relevant to type of entity in 

question. 

 

 



 

Not all modulations are metonymic, however, for it is also 

possible for modulations to 

increase the resemblace between levels of scale. Take for 

example the case of a 

voltmeter. When a voltmeter is connected to electricity, 

electrons flow through the 

voltmeter, increasing the intensity of electricity, and 

voltage, in the voltmeter. It 

does this, however, in such a way that there is a 

continuous modulation of the position 

of the pointer on the voltmeter, such that the position of 

the pointer can be read as a 

metaphorical representation of the degree of the intensity 

of the voltage. Thus, the 

position of the pointer against a metric resembles shifts 

in intensity in the voltage in 

the wire. This is an example of metaphorical modulation. 

Metaphorical modulations 

are extremely useful in a wide variety of settings, for 

they allow for the transmission 

and modification of resemblances over distances, different 

types of translational 

entities, etc. 

 

It is worth noting that just as metonymic transfers can 

become metonymic or 

metaphorical modulations by means of thresholds, 

metaphorical modulations can be 

reduced back into metonymical modulations by means of a 

quantization. A counter, 

for example, could be affixed to the voltmeter at a 

specific level, so that each time 

the voltage hit a certain level, it increased the counter 

by one. This would reduce the 

metaphorical modulation of resemblance between the 

voltmeter and the voltage in 

the current to a count of the number of times it hit a 

particular level. 

 

All formal metaphorical transferences are examples of 

metaphorical modulation, and 



viceo-versa, such that these are two names for the same. We 

saw an example of this 

in the case of our example of a rubber stamp. A photograph 

or live video image are 

also examples of these types of metaphorical modulations. 

 

Modulation describes the way in which metonymic and 

metaphorical transferences are 

able to nest in each other at multiple levels of scale. And 

here we see the ways in 

which metaphorical modulations describe the manner in which 

resemblance, 

transference, and mediation intertwine. 

 

Transferential Waves. From the perspective of transference 

we 

have just described, we can now begn to think of entities 

and their aspects as 

moments within transferential chains. 

 

 



 

Let us use an example to describe what is meant by this. 

When a wave roles into the 

shore by the sea, it seems to move in a straight line. But 

we all know that if we drop a 

pebble in a pond, it releases a circular wave, a set of 

ripples, which can be thought of 

as a set of straight-line ripples, each leaving the center 

of the circle, and travelling 

outward, with the crests and troughs of the ripple as the 

circles of symmetry within 

this two-dimensional wave. But what happens if we drop a 

set of pebbles in a pool at 

the same time? Each releases a set of circular wave 

ripples, and these will quickly 

come to hit each other, inferfereing and interacting with 

each other. Some waves 

released by pebble impacts may sync up, but the large 

majority clash in differing 

degrees. Rather than coherent circular ripples, one will 

generally see a confusion of 

wave interactions. But occasionally, there will be points 

which sink down in the pool, 

a conjunction or troughs, and in others, the liquid may 

jump up, a conjunction of 

crests. These isolated points of convergence are themselves 

moments of coherence 

within the wave patterns coming at them from multiple 

sides. 

 

According to the wave model of quantum physics, it becomes 

possible to see quantum 

particles as similar to this, as points of coherence 

between the interaction of quantum 

waves. A light wave is sent out, and hits an 

electromagnetic wave, and at a particular 

point of their intersection, they result into a refraction, 

which is often described as a 

particle interaction between a photon, a light particle, 

and an electron, an 

electromagnetic particle. But from the wave model of 

quantum physics, as described 



by Schrodinger, it is possible to view these not so much as 

particles, but as simply the 

manner in which the waves refract each other at a 

particular point. Scientists have 

been arguing ever since the advent of quantum mechanics 

whether to consider 

quantum events as the result of the interaction of waves, 

or the collision of particles, 

and many have argued that these are simply two perspectives 

on the same thing. 

 

Returning to the issues at hand, our description of the 

networkological project began 

by treating entities as networks composed of sub-entities. 

From here we began to look 

at them as also composed of parameters which describe 

aspects of their relation to 

their context, concieved globally, from which we can 

abstract relations of 

resemblance, as well as forms of influence relevant to 

each. As we have moved to 

understand the transferential intertwining which moves 

influences between entities, 

however, we can now begin to reconcieve entities and their 

parameters as in fact 

aspects of influences transferred between entities. 

 

What would the world looked like if reconcieved as an 

intertwining set of 

 

 



 

transferential waves? It would in fact look like a pool 

with several pebbles dropped in 

it, just infinitely more complex, and in four dimensions. 

Points of relative coherence 

or symmetry between waves of transference of force would 

result in entities, which 

those of asymmetry would result in incoherence. This is in 

many respects the world as 

concieved by contemporary particle physics, in which 

particles can be seen as sites of 

symmetry within the clash of waves whose intertwining gives 

rise to the symphony of 

all that is. 

 

From such a perspective, each entity in the world, from 

quantum particles up to the 

more complex intertwinings they give rise to, such as 

atoms, molecules, stones, cars, 

humans, etc., can be seen as points of harmony within the 

waves of influence at work 

in the cosmos. Each entity is a site of balance within the 

forces that act upon it. Shift 

the forces, from within or without, on an entity, and a 

point of equilibrium becomes a 

disequilibrium, and the entity and the forces acting upon 

it from its contexts then 

seek to find a new place of equilibrium, at which point the 

entity finds a new state of 

rest. Entities and their aspects then are momentary points 

of stasis within chains of 

influence whose waves ripple through the stuff of the world 

as much as ripples in the 

liquid in a pool when stones are dropped in it. 

 

Influences manifest in forces that fly through entities, 

modulating them via 

transferential influences such that we can begin to 

reconcieve entities as refractory 

aspects or moments thereof. And it is worth noting that 

while it is often simpler to 

speak of chains or strands of influence or force, that 



forces spread out in all four 

dimensions of spacetime, in lines, solids, and hypersolids. 

Their patterns of 

interference then give rise to symmetries which are the 

networks of seeming particles 

and interactions which are in fact simply another side of 

waves of influence, each 

refracting the other. 

 

What then is an entity? A site of translaton within 

transferential waves within four 

dimensional spacetime. That is, each time a given wave 

transforms, there must be an 

entity there, and entities can then be seen as sites of the 

refraction of waves of forces 

due to their interaction with each other. Such an approach 

to entities is to view it as a 

site of mediation between transferential waves, as nodes 

within these waves which 

diagram and represent them by refracting them. From such a 

perspective, entities are 

simply refractions of these waves, and the presence of a 

refraction is what indicates 

the presence of an entity which determines a level of scale 

within the transferential 

wave in question. 

 

 



 

It is to such an approach, one of radical intermediation, 

that we will now turn. As we 

will see, by demphasizing transferential waves themselves, 

whose form occupied the 

section which we have just finished, we return to entities, 

but radically reworked as 

sites of refractions which we will call combinatories. 

 

Virtuality. When entities influence each other via 

transferential waves, not 

only are the potential actions of entites enabled and 

constrained by the manner 

entities influence each other, but entities are present 

within one another, not in 

terms of physical containment, but virtually, in the form 

of their influences upon each 

other. Waves of transference move between entities, and 

entities are aspects or 

moments within these waves. 

 

It is worth noting that the networkological project 

distinguishes its usage of the term 

virtual from that utilized by Deleuze. Virtual here simply 

means when something is 

present in something indirectly. When I see my dog playing 

in the living room, my 

physical dog isn’t inside my eyes, yet he is present, 

indirectly, in my eyes as image. 

When an entity influences any other, this is because sub-

entities transfer influences 

via forces between these. When this happens, there are 

transfers between these 

entities, each of which implies a virtual presence of 

aspects of one entity in another. 

This usage of the term virtual is similar to that used 

traditionally by physics, such as 

seen in a virtual focus in optics. For Deleuze, the virtual 

and potential are linked 

terms, while we separate these two terms. 

 

Expression. Returning to the manner in which entities are 



virtually present 

in each other, the perspective provided by transferential 

waves allows us to view 

entities as aspects of such waves, as sites of refraction 

between these. Anytime there 

is a translation within a transferential wave, there is an 

entity present. These waves 

and refractions can then be broken down into several types, 

each of which describes 

an aspect of the ways in which transferences and entities 

are present virtually within 

each other. 

 

Quality waves occur when that which is transferred in a 

transferential wave, via the 

forces or entities in question, is a quality. For example, 

when I place drop of blue food 

coloring in a sample of liquid water, it will diffuse 

outwards, producing a wave of the 

quality of blueness within the water. A particular quality 

of a particular entity can 

then be seen as a particular translation of a quality wave, 

a conjunction of various 

quality waves, etc. In fact, the qualities which inhere to 

a particular entity are simply 

 

 



 

those which describe the inbalances and asymmetries 

relevant to the quality waves 

present at a particular entity, since those qualities which 

balance will simply cancel 

out. The color blue in an entity represents an asymmetry in 

that entity in regard to 

color, and a wave of blueness in a sample of water 

indicates a shift within the 

asymmetries relevant to that sample. 

 

In addition to quality waves, waves of type, typical waves, 

or formal waves occur 

when there is a shift between types which advances in the 

form of a wave. For 

example, when a sample of liquid water freezes, the water 

changes type from liquid 

to solid. This occurs in one-dimensional rays or chains, 

two-dimensional waves, etc. 

These shifts in type are an example of waves of type. As 

individual entities shift their 

form from liquid to solid, they exist as refractory moments 

within these types of 

waves. 

 

Contextual waves occur when the transferential waves in 

question occurs by means 

of a shift in context for a given set of entities. A shift 

in context is one in which there 

is a shift in boundaries and rules relevant to an entity. 

For example, when a sample of 

food remains on my plate, it will stay the way it is, but 

once I change its context by 

eating it, my stomach enzymes will begin to decompose it. 

My body can be thought of 

as a wave front which absorbs the food by eating it, 

changing the context relevant to 

the food, and therefore, moving it across boundaries to 

domains in which different 

rules apply. The shifts within the entities can then be 

thought of as shifts which 

represent the movement of a contextual wave which absorbed 



it. 

 

Not all contextual waves are as simple as that described in 

the case of an organism 

eating something. Both me and my friend can share the same 

sight of a sunny day, for 

example, without the sunny day being exclusively contained 

in any of us the way a 

sample of food would be. What’s more, the sunny day might 

lead to different thoughts 

in either of us, because it is processed differnently, 

according to the differing rules 

and logics relevant to each of us. It is also difficult to 

say the extent to which we 

incorporate the day into us as its context, or the day 

incorporates us as our contexts. 

While some entities have a strict set of logics of 

potential containment (ie: a cookie 

cannot eat me), others have reversible and partial 

containment as parts of their 

potentials, such as we see in the example between me, my 

friend, and a sunny day. In 

this case, we can say that our contextual waves overlap and 

contain each other fuzzily 

in a variety of ways, such that each entity involved is a 

refraction of the contextual 

waves in question. 

 

 



 

Finally, there are also processural waves. These are 

relatively straightforward to 

understand, and examples of these occur frequently in our 

everyday lives. A process of 

deregulation spreads from one state to another because of a 

change in law can be 

thought of as a shifting wave of the process of 

deregulation, and the states as aspects 

of translation thereof. 

 

In each of these cases, we see how it is that transferences 

which occur in a variety of 

dimensions and the aspects thereof manifest each other. 

When aspects of the world 

manifest other aspects within them, we say they express 

each other. Expression 

describes the manner in which entities resemble each other 

due to the transfers 

between them, as well as the manner in which transfer gives 

rise to resemblance. 

 

From such a perspective, we can say that entities express 

themselves in and through 

the aspects of other entities, and all entities are the 

expression of the intertwining of 

waves of influence, be these of quality, form, context, or 

process. In fact, any entity 

is the expression of the complex intertwining of all the 

waves of which it is an 

intertwining. That is, the qualities relevant to an entity 

express the intertwining of 

quality waves at a given location, the form relevant to an 

entity express the 

intertwining of formal waves, context the intertwining of 

contextual waves, and 

processural waves the intertwining of processural waves. 

 

An entity is nothing more, then, than the refraction of the 

various types of waves 

which intertwine at a given location, which intertwine with 

each other in regard to the 



potentials relevant to that entity. Each entity is not 

merely an aggregate of these 

waves, for these intertwine complexly. In what follows, we 

will describe precisely 

what this means. 

 

Mediation. We will now describe the third and final pole of 

representation, 

which is known as mediation. When we view entities as the 

complex virtual expression 

of the influences upon them, we describe them as sites of 

mediation between these 

influences. In our discussion of resemblance we described 

how discrete entities may 

have aspects which are similar to each other. In our 

discussion of transference, we 

discussed how these entities can be seen as aspects of that 

which refracts itself in 

them. These will now be brought together, so as to 

understand the ways in which 

resemblences and transferences can intertwine to produce 

systems, systems whose 

complex wholes often exceed the mere sums of their parts, 

and which are virtually 

present in entites and the influences between them, and of 

which entities and their 

 

 



 

influences are a part. 

 

Mediation then describes the manner in which entities, 

forces, and systems are 

virtually present in all of these, and often in ways which 

increase the complexity of all 

involved. Thus our analysis of mediation is fundamentally 

related to the issue of 

complexity, as well as the ways in which complexity 

increases as entities intermediate 

each other via intertwinings of transference and 

resemblence which often exceed the 

sum of their parts. It is important to note, however, that 

the goal here is not to recast 

entities as mere reflections of the transferential 

influences upon them, but rather, as 

their refractions, such that entities are not merely the 

intertwining of the influences 

upon them, but the complex intertwining of these. 

 

What is mediation? The term media derives from the Ancient 

Greek term µeta 

(pronounced “meta”), which simply means ‘middle.’ In the 

most general sense, we 

can say that anything which is between others mediates 

these, be the entities in 

question terms, things, forces, etc. Many within 

contemporary media studies have 

articulated the possibility of going beyond traditional 

notions of media studies, which 

examine mass media such as television and radio, and 

expanding this in order to 

develop a general mediology, a study of mediation, 

considered in the widest possible 

sense, a such. In what follows, we outline what a 

networkological approach to a 

general mediology would look like. We will also argue, in 

what follows, that the 

project of a general mediology is fundamentally related to 

that of a general 

mechanology (a notion most clearly expressed in the work of 



Felix Guatarri) and 

general semiotics/semiology (a notion most clearly 

expressed in the work of C.S. 

Peirce). That is, we will work to intertwine the notions, 

often argued by distinct 

branches of contemporary philosophy, that the world can be 

viewed as a fundamental 

intertwining of mediations, machines, and meanings, by 

providing a frame which views 

these as three sides of the same. In this sense, what 

follows can be read as a general 

mechanology and general semiotics/semiology, as well as a 

general mediology, the 

specifics of which will be forthcoming. We will start from 

the perspective of 

mediation, but in our discussion of combinatorics the link 

to machines will become 

explicit, as will the connection to semiotics in our 

discussion of interpretation, 

meaning, and systems. 

 

Before this, however, a few words about the form of what 

follows. As the final section 

of our discussion of the logic of the ground, we will start 

to see the full potential of 

this notion at work in the very form of our descriptions. 

What then could it mean to 

 

 



 

look at all that is as a form of mediation, and to do so in 

a manner which does not 

merely examine mediation as content, but which also 

attempts to do so in a form 

which itself resonates with the notion of mediation itself? 

In what follows, we will 

attempt to not only describe how entities mediate each 

other, but how entities, the 

influences between them, and the contexts these both 

intertwine to create, can be 

seen as mediations, that is, as complex representations, as 

symmetries, within the 

dynamic intertwinings of the contexts and processes of 

their production. If 

diagrammatics viewed entities as networks of sub-entities, 

and parametrics viewed 

them as knots of parameters which extend modulatory 

relations to its context, the 

section which follows will extend the transferential 

approach such that entities are 

reconcieved as refractions within systems of which 

transferential waves, 

resemblances, and entities are simply parts. 

 

The result will be to explode entities and their aspects 

from within, such that what 

was seen as unified and primary can now also be seen as 

multiple, the result of 

crystals of intermediation whose refractions of sameness 

and difference describe the 

symmetries and asymmetries which are precisely what 

entities and their aspects 

themselves are. This is not to say that entities, the 

relations between them, or the 

conujnction of mediations which brings these together are 

ultimately what the 

fundamental stuff of the world is. This work has sought to 

articulate the world via 

threeand primary logics, and the combinatorical view on the 

world, which finds its 

culmination and most pure form in the forthcoming 



description of mediation, is simply 

one of these logics. Each of these threeand views on what 

is is simply an aspect of the 

threeand of the network diagram, itself merely a mode of 

grasping what we have 

called the oneand. As we have already argued, each aspect 

of the threeand, and the 

threeand itself, should be viewed only as methods of 

description, ways of making 

sense of the world whose value this and future 

networkological works will work to 

describe. 

 

In our analysis of mediation, we will describe our how it 

that entities can be concieved 

as sites of complex expression of the influences upon them, 

in and across levels of 

scale. Rather than view entities as fundamentally discrete, 

we will now recast them as 

complex expressions of the contexts of their production, 

maintenance, and 

reproduction, in a manner which fundamentally intertwines 

the logics of the node, 

link, and ground. 

 

It is with this last point in mind that our analysis of 

mediation will occur in three 

 

 



 

stages, one corresponding to each of the three primary 

logics of mediation. In the first 

stage, on combinatories, we will describe how it is that 

entities are recast and 

reworked when viewed as aspects of mediation, thereby 

describing how mediation is 

grasped via the logic of the node. The second stage, on 

signification, will examine 

how the interelations of particular entities within these 

systems give rise to meaning 

via acts of interpretation, thereby showing how mediation 

is grasped via the logic of 

the link. The contextual aspects of this will spill over, 

however, into the third stage, 

on systematics, in which we describe how systems intertwine 

entities and relations 

between them in systems themselves. It should be noted, 

however, that systems, 

relations, and entities are each refractions of each other, 

such that the three stages 

provide us with simply three views on intertwining 

mediation itself, such that these 

should be seen as three poles of mediation itself. And, as 

we will see, various aspects 

of process will creep into our discussion, particularly in 

our description of systematics, 

in the manner in which systems can evolve from less to 

increasingly complex forms 

under meta-stable conditions. With the concerns of ease of 

explanation in mind, we 

will describe the general qualities and logic of mediation 

after the first of these stages 

is completed. 

 

Combinatories. In what follows, we will redescribe 

entities, in the 

manner in which mediation is expressed via the logic of the 

node, via the notion of 

combinatories. Viewing entities as combinatory is more a 

point of view than anything 

else, and while we will generally refer to entities as 



combinatories in the sections that 

immediately follow, after this, we will use the two terms 

interchangeably, though 

most often use entity for simplicity. 

 

According to contemporary mathematics, combinatorics is the 

discipline that studies 

modes of combination of entities, of which probability is 

the most well-known sub- 

discipline. Within the history of inventions, a combinatory 

is a type of machine, like a 

Rubik’s cube or puzzle box, which can be arranged in set 

number of forms. Often the 

parts of a combinatory are linked to particular symbols, 

and there is a long history of 

linking combinatorial machines with representations of 

numbers or letters. Some 

combinatories are simply machines with many positions, like 

a Rubiks cube, but some 

also have directions which determine some parts as sites of 

input, and others as sites 

of output, and these types of combinatory have often been 

used as analogies for the 

process of thought. Mechanical adding machines and 

typewriters are examples of this 

type of combinatory, just as computers are electrical forms 

of combinatory, dynamic 

 

 



 

intertwinings of switches and relays which link inputs such 

as keystrokes or mouse- 

gestures to outputs such as pixels on a screen or commands 

to a printer. 

 

All of the combinatories described above are mechanical, in 

the restrictive sense of 

the word, but if we expand our sense of what constitutes a 

machine (an approach to 

the world which some, such as Gilbert Simondon, Felix 

Guatarri and Manuel Delanda, 

have described in relation to a project of a general 

mechanology), it is possible to 

view more than just metal or electrical devices as 

combinatories. A living cell can be 

seen as a combinatory, or an economy or system of language. 

In the middle of the 

twentieth century, many so-called ‘structuralist’ theorists 

argued that languages were 

in fact enormously complex combinatories. Very few of these 

approaches were supple 

enough to deal, however, with issues related to logics of 

ground, however, for many of 

these approaches were binary, such that there were entities 

which included in a given 

combinatory, or not. Fuzzy and networked logics are much 

more supple, and perhaps 

only Louis Hjelmslev, with his notion of ‘purport,’ 

presents a combinatorial approach 

to language which is not merely about the relation of 

combinations of pre-made 

entities. If we are to understand more than just mechanical 

devices, however, and 

truly make combinatorics a lens for the formation of a 

general mechanology 

 

 

 



 

mediology, it must be able to take into account the ways in 

which the parts of 

machines, the logics of their interrelation, and the 

relation of both of these to their 

contexts, emerge in relation to each other. 

 

If we think of cells, organisms, economies, and languages 

as combinatories, however, 

we will need to develop an approach to this notion which is 

supple enough to account 

for the manner in which such systems change. Rather than 

view the world as a set of 

interlocking, rigid, metal machines, such an approach would 

seek to expand our notion 

of machines so as to refract the sheer complexity of forms 

of systematic interrelation 

in we see in the world. The notion of the combinatory is 

useful because it allows us to 

link representation with mechanics, systems with thought. 

Because combinatories are 

descriptions of entities which account for both their 

static and dynamic aspects, 

combinatorical analysis describe the manner in which 

processes, contexts, forces, and 

entities intertwine in stable combinations of symmetry and 

asymmetry, statics and 

dynamics, which are precisely what is known as 

combinatories. From a combinatorical 

perspective, no entity is simply a think, it is an 

intertwined mediation of forces, 

contexts, and processes of which it is a stable 

representation. Thus, entities are seen 

as moments within the general mediological representation 

of the all by each which 

produces entities in the world. 

 

Let us look use an example to see what such an intertwined, 

mediatory approach to 

entities would mean. A typewriter has a series of keys 

designed for inputs which, by 

means of a series of levers, link up to a set of keybars 



which impress in ink the 

character displayed on a key onto a page inserted in the 

machine. Keys indicate sites 

of input, and keybars indicate outputs, and each act which 

selects a key and leads to 

the imprinting of a character on a page can be thought of 

as one of the possible states 

of this machine. A typewriter can be thought of as a 

machine which links inputs to 

outputs in a series of key-keybar combinations, each of 

which indicate a given state of 

the machine. There are other states of the machine, such as 

which occur when the 

keys jam, multiple keys are pressed at a time, when the 

machine is used ‘backwards’ 

such that moving keybards pulls down keys, but these are 

‘non-official’ uses of this 

machine. In this manner we see how it is that the form of 

its parts, and the contexts 

of its use, determine the possible states of the machine, 

as well as the meanings 

ascribed to these. Combining both official and non-official 

states of the machine, 

there are an extraordinary possible ways this machine can 

be used, many of which 

lead to the intertwining of letters, metal, ink, and paper, 

and in the process, the 

production of meaning via language. In the process, the 

typewriter acts as a form of 

 

 



 

mediation, one which can allow my thoughts to imprint 

themselves on a page, 

translating thoughts to actions to words via the mediation 

of formed metal, ink, and 

paper. It should not be thought that typewriters fall from 

the sky, however. Rather, 

they are produced in factories, and are the result of 

processes of intertwining raw 

materials and laborers according to social conventions 

which give rise to this particular 

machine which will continue to be what it is, even if moved 

in space and time, so long 

as certain conditions are not violated, such as limits of 

heat and pressure. A 

typewriter is therefore not only a machine composed of sub-

machines which serve as 

its parts, but is also itself the result of other machines, 

such as organisms, social 

processes, and various other complex intertwinings of 

dynamic processes and the 

entities they give rise to. 

 

In our example we see the way in which the machine in 

question acts as a site for the 

intertwining of other machines accoridng to a series of 

logics which detemine relations 

between entities and their contexts. From this basic set of 

ideas, we have enough 

components which, when extrapolated beyond the limitations 

of a mechanical 

typewriter so as to be able to account for things like 

cells and languages and 

economies, can help us understand precisely what a general 

mediaology, which is also 

a general mechanology, might mean. 

 

Let us say that all entities can be thought of not only as 

entities, but also as 

machines, or combinatories. We will call a combinatory that 

which modifies and then 

passes along, via a process known as transformation, 



translation, refraction, or 

processesing, a series of incoming influences, known as 

stimuli, causes, or inputs, 

into outgoing influences on other entities, known as 

responses, effects, or outputs, 

by means of a rule. 

 

Combinatories combine several aspects of the 

networkological enterprise we have 

already described. They link networkological parameters 

(qualities, types, rules, 

logics, contexts, and processes), with networkological 

levels (macro-, meso-, and 

micro-), by means of the networkological logics of node, 

link, ground, and level. In 

addition, combinatories are made up of several aspects. A 

combinatory is composed of 

elements, known as combinatorids, and a rule which 

intertwines sub-rules, known as 

a combinatorial. A combinatorial is a rule which straddles 

levels. It is composed of 

meta-rule or logic, known as a plan, or code, which 

describes the intertwining of the 

parts or combinatorids which compose the combinatory, 

according to the form of 

these parts. The manner in which the form of the parts 

intertwine with the plan of the 

 

 



 

whole is known as the function, micro-code, or sub-code of 

each part within the 

overall plan. The distinction between plan and form, code 

and sub-code, is a relative 

one, such that at whatever level one examines, the one that 

contains aspects of the 

other is the code, and the one that has aspects contained 

by the other is the sub-code. 

 

Let us return to our typewriter to explain how this all 

comes together. A typerwriter 

intertwines the qualities, known as supporting qualities of 

a combinatory, of the 

metal and plastic which compose its parts, or combinatorids 

(in this case, the 

hardness, durability, etc., of the metal and plastic 

composing the parts of the 

typewriter). These qualities intertwine micro-, meso-, and 

macro-levels by means of 

the forces the parts and whole exert upon each other, in a 

manner that is modulates 

by the forms of the parts and wholes in questions. These 

qualities are intertwined by 

means of the spatial qualities of these parts, which are 

known as the combinatoridic 

forms of these parts, each of which indicates a type of 

combinatorid, which can be 

described by means of a combinatoridal rule. These parts 

are then intertwined by a 

meta-rule, or logic, known as the combinatorical plan of 

the combinatory (in this 

case, the plan which describes how the parts are to be 

intertwined to make a 

typerwriter). The role which each part plays within the 

plan is called the 

combinatorical function of each part. As a result, the 

combinatory is able to turn 

inputs on the combinatory into outputs, according to rules 

of transformation known as 

combinatorials. 

 



Qualities of Mediation. We will now proceed to a 

description of 

the paramters of mediation. The order, however, will be a 

little different than in 

preceding sections, for it start from the simplest and end 

with the most difficult to 

explain, such that we will proceed from qualities to logics 

and meet in the middle with 

types and and particualr intensities they give rise to. 

 

Network qualities of mediation are the same as those which 

have applied to most 

aspects of representation, namely, continuous or discrete, 

uni- or multi-directional, 

abstract or concrete. A factory, for example, produces 

identical objects, providing us 

with an example of entities which are mediated by the 

factory in a discrete, 

discontinuous fashion, as opposed to, say, the manner in 

which the relation between 

molecules is continually mediated by the flow of forces 

between them. Mediation can 

be multi-directional, for example, if I see you, then the 

light between us mediates our 

relation, but if you do not see me, then this mediatory 

relation is only one-way in this 

respect. In addition, mediation can be abstract or 

concrete. When I weave threads 

 

 



 

together into cloth, they concretely mediate each other, 

but when I draw a picture of 

this in a book, this is a much more abstract form of 

mediation, for it involves fewer 

qualities. There are many more specific qualities which 

pertain to the different types 

of mediation which occur in the world, and are specific to 

the types of mediation in 

question, but these are the network types which are 

specific to mediation as such. 

 

Mediativity. In addition to the qualities which mediation 

shares with 

resemblance and transference, there is one quality which it 

does not share, and this is 

known as mediativity. Mediativity is the degree to which a 

combinatory mediates, and 

hence, expresses that which is around it. Mediativity is 

representativity viewed from 

the perspective of mediation, and it describes the 

intensity of intermediation between 

a combinatory and the influences, contexts, and processes 

of its production at micro-, 

macro-, and meso-levels of scale. 

 

Mediativity is in this sense mediation viewed as intensity, 

for it is the intensity of 

mediation as such as relevant to a particular combinatory. 

It is directly related to the 

complexity of the combinatory in question, for in fact, 

mediativity is complexity 

viewed from the perspective of mediation. For the more 

complex an entity is, the 

more it refractorally represents, or expresses, its 

contexts and processes, and hence, 

can be thought of as mediated by them as it mediates them 

in turn. 

 

In relation to this notion of mediativity, we can therefore 

say that there are varying 

intensities relavent to mediation, which indicate the 



levels of complexity of 

mediation. In this sense, we can think of mediativity as 

the one quality of mediation 

which it does not share with resemblance and transference, 

for it is the result of their 

intertining. 

 

Types of Mediation. By means of the intertwining the 

intertwining 

of resemblance and transference with the the various 

qualities of mediation with its 

logics, we arrive at three types of mediation, which will 

be called macro-, micro-, and 

meso-mediation. 

 

Macro-mediation occurs when macro-level inputs are 

transformed into macro-level 

outputs by means of their mediation by the meso- and micro-

level aspects of the 

combinatory. In the case of the typerwriter, we see how 

strokes on the keys of the 

typewriter are transformed into the printing of letters on 

the paper by means of the 

action of the keybars. The transformation of keystrokes to 

letterstrokes in this manner 

 

 



 

is an example of macro-mediation, for here we see how it is 

that the meso-level plans, 

functions, and forms, link micro-level qualities, so as to 

produce a transformation of 

macro-level inputs into outputs. The rule which describes 

this transformation is known 

as the combinatory’s macro-combinatorial. 

 

In addition to macro-mediation, there is also micro-

mediation. Micro-mediation 

occurs when there is a transformation of micro-level inputs 

into outputs by means of 

their mediation by the meso- and macro-levels involved. For 

example, let us say that 

we place the typerwriter next to an incredibly powerful 

heat source, and it starts to 

melt. Here we see the input of energy at the micro-level 

which leads to micro-level 

changes, such as the breaking of the bonds between the 

atoms or molecules of plastic 

or metal. But the manner in which this occurs is mediated 

by means of the plan and 

form of the typewriter, or the typing which is happening to 

this typewriter at a macro 

level. This is because the movement of the parts of the 

typewriter, as well as their 

shape and types of intertwining, determine the manner in 

which the heat diffuses 

through the typewriter, and hence, the manner in which it 

melts. Micro-mediation is 

described by a rule known as a micro-combinatorial. 

 

Meso-mediation occurs when mediation occurs between 

entities completely at the 

meso-level. This only occurs when the entities in question 

do not contain each other, 

in part or as a whole. A typewriter, for example, contains 

its parts, and it is for this 

reason that it intertwines macro- and micro-mediation. But 

let us say that I get angry 

at my typewriter and shove it, and it falls off the table 



and breaks a pot with a plant 

in it, scattering dirt all over the floor. Now the 

typewriter conveyed the force from my 

hands, compounded by its own acceleration due to gravity, 

to the pot that shattered. 

Here the typerwriter mediates the force of my shove, 

translating it to the pot. In the 

process. This form of mediation does not involve 

containment, for it is between 

entities which are, in a sense, on an equal level in regard 

to the transference of inputs 

and outputs in question. This is what is known as meso-

mediation, and it is described 

by a meso-combinatorial. In the case described above, the 

meso-combinatorial can 

be formed from the equations of physics describing the 

force on the typewriter, its 

acceleration due to gravity as it falls, etc. 

 

All combinatories intertwine all three logics of mediation, 

though they may layer more 

types of mediation onto these depending on the manner in 

which they intertwine with 

other combinatories. 

 

As has probably become evident, the forms of mediation 

describe the difference 

 

 



 

between macro-, meso-, and micro- in a manner which sets 

combinatory as the mesolevel. 

In doing so, we see the manner in which a combinatory works 

to weave together 

qualities, forms, rules, contexts, logics, and processes 

between macro, meso, and 

micro-levels of scale. Let us explain how this happens. 

 

The micro-level qualities of the materials composing a 

typerwriter, such as the 

durability of the metal and plastics, intertwine so as to 

produce macro-level qualities 

of the typewriter, such as the durability and strength of 

not merely the parts, but the 

whole, as mediated by meso-level spatial parameters such as 

form, function, and plan. 

Likewise the micro-form of the parts intertwines by means 

of the meso-level plan to 

give rise to the macro-form of the typewriter as a whole. 

The micro-level contexts and 

rules relevant to individual molecules are intertwined by 

the meso-level context the 

parts to form the macro-level context of the typewriter as 

a whole, along with its 

rule, namely, the plan itself. In doing so, the contexts of 

the forces acting upon the 

typewriter from all sides, and the rules which describe 

them (ie: gravity as force, the 

equations of gravity as the rules which describe these) are 

intertwined via micro- 

mediation by means of the meso-level typerwriter, in 

relation to macro-level actions 

upon its (ie: keystrokes). And the typewriter also 

intertwines processes. It was made in 

a factory by workers, according to processes put in motion 

by flows of capital. As an 

object with relatively stable form, it represents a point 

of symmetry within the 

dynamic contexts within which it is a part, each of which 

has been brought about by 

series of processes. Ultimately this typewriter will 



decompose, be destroyed, etc., and 

its processural side will return to the fore. As a 

typewriter, however, all of its levels, 

parameters, intertwined contexts, rules, etc., are all 

moments of symmetry within the 

processes of which they are a part. 

 

In this sense, we can say that a combinatory intertwines 

qualities with qualities, forms 

with forms, contexts with contexts, and processes with 

processes, at, across, and 

between micro-, meso-, and macro- levels of scale. It would 

therefore be a mistake to 

say that a combinatory is merely an entity viewed from a 

new perspective. Rather, it 

is an intertwining of forces and relations in the form of 

transferences, contexts and 

their rules, and processes, and is a refraction of 

tranferences, an intertwining of 

processes, and a symmetry within processes as much as an 

entity among others. 

 

In this manner we can see how it is that qualities, forms, 

rules, contexts, logics, and 

processes give rise to meta- versions of each of these. By 

means of the intertwining of 

form and plan via function, entities are woven together in 

a manner which produces 

 

 



 

the meaningfulness of what is. Much more will be said about 

the form of this triple 

weaving of form, plan, and function, in the sections which 

follow. 

 

From what has been described above, we can begin to see how 

the combinatorical 

perspective allows us to view entities in relation to the 

logic of the node, link, ground, 

and level. According to the logic of the node, we can view 

a combinatory as a 

representational expression of the transferences which 

intertwine at it. According to 

the logic of the link, we can view it as a refraction which 

expresses the intertwining of 

transferential forces at a given location in relation to 

the symmetrical forces which 

compose the matter at a given location and which allow this 

to occur. According to 

the logic of the ground, we can see a combinatory as an 

infolding and intertwining of 

contexts and rules. And finally, according to the logic of 

the network/level, we can 

see a combinatory as an intertwining of processes which 

give rise to meso-, macro-, 

and micro-levels of scale in relation to the symmetries and 

asymmetries between 

them. 

 

Signification. Now that we have describe the manner in 

which mediation 

recasts our view on entities, we can now move to how it 

recasts our view of the 

relations between them, thereby manifesting the 

intertwining of mediation with the 

logic of the link, or signification. 

 

In and between combinatories in which transference and 

resemblance intertwine so as 

to complexly give rise to each other as mediation, we can 

say that particular 



interactions between entities represent refractions of 

these entities and the waves of 

transference between them. From the perspective of the 

intersection of mediation 

with the logic of the link, this allows us to recast these 

interactions as interpretations 

which produce meaning within a general process known as 

signification. 

 

Memory. One of the preconditions, results, and 

determinations of signification 

is memory, which is fundamentally tied to the issue of 

form. For without form to 

anchor signification, it could not occur, even as 

signification is involved in the 

fundamental production of new forms of form in the process 

of its dynamic 

intertwining. 

 

As we have described in earlier portions of this text, the 

form of an entity is the set of 

qualities related to differences in spacetime which serve 

to intertwine and mediate 

the relations between the other qualities manifested by the 

enity and the influences 

 

 



 

upon it. Entities which use spacetime qualities in this way 

are said to be matters. In 

matters, form is what mediates the manner in which 

influences on the matter in 

question, or forces, refract each other at the matter in 

question, in terms of macro-, 

micro-, and meso-logics of mediation. Forms then overlay 

each other, such that the 

plan of a macro-matter intertwines the form of micro-

matters, giving rise to mesolevel 

functions between them. When functions are negotiated 

between the matters 

involved, we say that the combinatory involved is a 

complex, while when the plan 

imposes function on the form of the sub-matters in 

question, we say that the 

combinatory is an intricate. A vortex or an organism are 

examples of complexes, 

while a washing-machine is an example of an intricate. 

Complexes are the rule, and 

intricates the exception, except where complex entities 

such as organisms produce 

intricates as tools around them. 

 

Form is the simplest manner in which memory takes hold in 

matter, for form describes 

the way in which the past of an entity takes hold of a 

matter in a sense which 

endures, and memory is precisely the manner in which 

endurace manifests in the 

world in matter. Memory is that which manifests 

interpretations of matters upon each 

other, in relation to the contexts and processes of which 

entities and interpretations 

are themselves complex refractions. From such a 

perspective, memory in its simplest 

form or type, known as formal memory, describes the manner 

in which the 

symmetries within the forces acting on a given location 

inscribe themselves in matter, 

and these inscriptions then refract forces in turn. Memory 



is itself an interpretation of 

a context by a matter, the means whereby an entity and 

context mediate each other. 

This formal interpretation then leads to the development of 

new interpretations. 

Form, refraction of force, and context can here be seen as 

three sides of the manner 

in which formal mediation takes place, and creates 

interpretations in matter and 

context by means of waves of transferential force. 

 

In this sense, we can say that memory is the manner in 

which mediation recasts the 

issue of form in relation to issues of signification, in a 

manner to be described in full in 

what follows. 

 

Interpretation. By transforming inputs into outputs, each 

combinatory 

refracts, translates, or transforms the inputs in question. 

Each refraction is a 

translation which makes a modification within the waves of 

transference in question. 

Such modifications are meaningful, and in fact, are the 

foundations of the production 

of meaning in matter. From such a perspective, let us now 

say that such translations 

 

 



 

can be thought of as interpretations. 

 

Anything that creates a difference can be thought of as 

interpretation. When inputs 

are turned into outputs, we can say that the combinatory 

which does this interprets 

the influences coming into it, and its response to these is 

its interpretation of them. 

For example, an animal walks in the forest, looks around, 

sees a predator, recognizes 

this, and runs away. By running away, the animal shows that 

it interpreted the data 

provided by its senses to indicate a threat. The response 

interpreted the inputs. This 

model can be extended down to the most basic entities that 

exist. Outputs are 

interpretations of inputs, and the transformation of inputs 

into outputs is an act of 

interpretation, the most basic manner in which meaning 

enters what is. In this sense, 

we can say that the outputs of a combinatory represent the 

inputs, and interpret them 

by means of the support matter provided by the combinatory 

itself. 

 

Types of Intepretation. There are several types of 

interpretation, known as formal interpretation, 

transportational interpretation, and 

transformational interpretation, each of which will now be 

described. The simplest 

occurs when combinatories interpret the inputs upon them by 

combining a series of 

parts in a particular form. This form then is an 

interpretation of the inputs upon the 

combinatory, and leads to a further interpretation of these 

inputs, by passing on some 

of these, as refracted by the parts of the combinatory and 

their form of their 

combination, as outputs. Thus, there are two forms of 

interpretation occuring here, 

the first in the form of the combinatory, the second in the 



manner which this and the 

nature of the parts modulates the inputs to create outputs. 

For example, a molecule 

of H20 combines atoms of hydrogen and oxygen in a 

triangular form, at specific angles, 

and it does this in all molecules of H20 that exist. This 

particular form is a result of the 

nature of the parts of which it is composed, namely, the 

hydrogen and oxygen 

molecules, and the contexts in which these exist (ie: 

earth). The form of these 

molecules might be different in different conditions, say, 

if the primary forces of the 

universe were slightly differently calibrated to each 

other. The form of this molecule 

is therefore an interpretation of the inputs acting upon 

it. 

 

But this form then modulates the manner in which inputs 

upon the molecule are 

transformed into outputs. For example, the dipolar 

triangular nature of H20 is what 

allows it to bond with electrolytes to conduct electricity, 

thereby transforming the 

input of electrons into outputs of electrons without large 

degrees of resistance. 

Change the shape of molecules of H20, and they may not do 

this, leading to a different 

 

 



 

intepertation of the flow of electricity through them. Here 

we see how formal 

interpretation, or the manner in which entities interpret 

the inputs upon them from 

their contexts by means of their form, modulates 

transferential interpretation, or 

the transformation of inputs to outputs relevant to a 

combinatory. 

 

Combinatories can also interpret at the level of form by 

means of their actions. They 

can combine with other entities, decompose into sub-

combinatories, or change form, 

in which case, we say that they have transformed, and this 

is known as 

transformational interpretation. Some combinatories have a 

standard group of 

forms that they shift between in particular contexts, which 

allows them to mediate 

between inputs and other entities in more than one form, 

either by transporting 

inputs (ie: ATP in living systems acts as an energy 

carrier) or acting as catalysts (ie: 

enzymes in living systems) between entities in the process 

of transformation. 

 

Combinatories which engage in formal interpretation are 

known as formants, while 

those engaged in transferential interpretation are said to 

be transferants. Those 

which engage in transformational intepretation are known as 

transformers, or 

actors. 

 

Affection. In addition to types of interpretation, there 

are also logics of 

interpretation, known as affection, processing, and action, 

each of which will now be 

described in turn. 

 

Each combinatory/entity is composed of parts, each of which 



have particular qualities 

which pertain to their nature. These qualities make them 

receptive to certain forces 

but not others, and in varying degrees. The expression of 

these qualities, and the 

receptiveness they manifest, are then modulated by the form 

of the entity, such that 

the complex intertwining of form and qualities produces the 

nature of an entity which 

in turn modulates the manner in which it transforms inputs 

into outputs. 

 

For example, a molecule of H20 is composed of two atoms of 

hydrogen and one of 

oxygen. Oxygen, for example, is heavier than hydrogen, and 

so the oxygen side of a 

molecule of H20 feels the pull of gravity more strongly. 

The triangular form of a 

molecule of H20 therefore modulates the manner in which the 

entire molecule reacts 

to the greater pull of gravity on the oxygen side of the 

molecule. A more balanced 

molecule, such as CH4 (methane, or cooking gas), however, 

does not have such a 

susceptibility, because its sides and points feel the pull 

of gravity roughly equally, due 

to its tetrahedral shape. 

 

 



 

In this sense, we can say that the aspects of a molecule of 

CH4 will not be influenced 

by gravity, only the entire molecule, unlike that of H20. 

This difference is not due to 

the type of molecules or their properties, but merely the 

fact that the weights in CH4 

balance each other. CH4 therefore does not experience the 

pull of gravity differently 

on different sides, while H20 does. This difference in pull 

divides up the surface of H20 

into parts which are more susceptible to gravity and those 

which are less so. In this 

sense, we can say that in regard to gravity, the context or 

world of the molecule of 

H20 is divided in a dynamic mirror of that of its surface. 

 

What we see here is similar to the manner in which human 

eyes are susceptible to 

light, yet our feet aren’t. The surface of our bodies are 

divided up into parts that are 

susceptible to influence by particular forces, and others 

that aren’t, and our 

experience of the world is then divided, into visible and 

invisible, depending on which 

side our faces are turned. Likewise with the molecule of 

H20 in regard to gravity, just 

in a much simpler manner. 

 

If we call the advanced form of susceptibility present in 

humans and animals 

perception, let us call this simpler form of suceptibility, 

after the term employed by 

Deleuze, affection. We can therefore say that H20 is 

affected by gravity, which is to 

say, it is susceptible to influence by this force. What’s 

more, we can say that the 

world, so to speak, of the molecule of H20 is divided into 

zones of affective 

capability in regard to each force which is capable of 

affecting it. Thus, since H20 is 

capable of being affected by gravity and electromagnetic 



forces, amongst others, each 

one divides up the surface of the molecule into such zones 

of susceptibility. Let us call 

these zones affective zones, and the network map of these 

relevant to a given entity 

an affective network. Each influence can then be called an 

affection, and each 

impact it creates in an entity is an affect. Affects are 

said to be experienced by 

entities, and affection is the most basic form of 

experience within physical entities. 

 

Reference. The complex total of all the affective networks 

relevant to an 

entity describe the sum total of manners in which the 

entity can be affected, as 

modulated by its physical form. Physical form modulates the 

manner in which 

affections, which are another word for inputs, are then 

turned into outputs. The 

complex combination of affective susceptibilities, as 

determined by the qualities of 

the sub-entities which compose an entity, and the manner in 

which this is modulated 

by form, forms the horizon of the world experienced by a 

particular entity. 

 

 



 

This complex intertwining of the affective networks 

relevant to a given entity are 

known as its network of reference, and reference describes 

the manner in which each 

and every entity carves up its world into an experience of 

affects. 

 

While some of the language used here to describe reference 

sounds like it ascribes 

qualities usually reserved to living entities to non-living 

ones, this is not the case. 

Molecules of H20 and entities like this do not know they 

carve up the world, for they 

don’t have brains to know such things. They certain 

experience influences, at least to 

the extent to which we can say that their reactions 

register these experiences. We 

cannot know what it feels like to be such a molecule 

impacted by forces, nor can we 

know if there is anything like feeling at all. But we can 

say from observing how nonliving 

entities react to the world around them that they register 

the influences upon 

them in their form in a manner which seems as if it must 

feel like something. This is 

all that is meant by affection. Perception, which occurs in 

complex memory systems, 

is a much more complex affair, and only occurs in systems 

which have distinct organs 

for perception, motion, and for processing such systems via 

meta-memory. More will 

be said about this in what follows. 

 

Returning to reference, however, the manner in which 

networks of reference divide 

up the world of experience of a particular entity are 

essential to understanding the 

manner in which that entity transforms its inputs into 

outputs, which is one of the 

fundamental aspects from which all signification is built. 

 



Expression. As influences are transformed into affections 

by the network of 

reference of any particular entity, these intertwine at the 

site of the entity itself. This 

entity then processes these influences. That is to say, 

these influences intertwine, 

weighted according to their relative strengths, the angles 

and direction of their 

impact, and these then influence the sub- and, depending on 

the level of intertwining 

at issue, supra-entities of the entity in question, via 

processes of macro- and micro- 

mediation. 

 

Each entity’s forms and qualities are the symmetries within 

the result, or expression, 

of the complex intertwining of all the influences acting 

upon it at any given moment, 

and the form of the entity expresses the spatiotemporal 

symmetries which this gives 

rise to. The asymmetries within expression are said to be 

the actions, or effects of 

the entity, and these are then passed on, in varying 

degrees, via transferential waves 

to the entities around the entity in question across 

varying levels of scale. 

 

 



 

Affection, processing, and action are the three primary 

logics of interpretation. That 

is, they describe the three primary ways in which 

interpretations occurs in the world. 

Affection describes the manner in which influences impact 

entity, and action how 

entities react to this. But processing describes the manner 

in which affections are 

transformed into entities and actions by means of mediating 

meso-mediation via 

macro- and micro-mediation. 

 

If the form of entities describes the simplest way in which 

symmetries of influence 

register as memory in matter, the processing of influences 

is the simplest form in 

which entities transform inputs to outputs in matter. That 

is, processing is the 

simplest form of thought which occurs in matter. Much more 

will be said about this 

issue, and how it relates to the notion of mind, in future 

works on matrixology. 

 

Each logic of interpretation, including affection, 

processing, and action, can be seen 

as a lens on the world. That is, we can view the world as 

an intertwined set of 

affections, processings, or actions, with entities as 

simply the complex refractions 

between these, thereby manifesting the logic of the link 

within the perspective which 

interpretation provides upon the world. 

 

Semiotics. In all these types and logics of interpretation 

described above, we 

begin to see how a general mediological mechanology can 

begin to act as a foundation 

for a general semiotics as well. Building upon the semiotic 

terms developed by 

Ferdinand de Saussure and C.S. Peirce, we can start to 

describe the forms of 



interpretation just described in basic semiotic terms. 

 

We have already argued that all aspects of the world can be 

thought of as 

representations of the rest of the world, if in their own 

way. In semiotic theory, the 

basic unit of representation is known as a signifier. Let 

us then say that various 

aspects of the world, considered in the manner in which 

they represent aspects of tthe 

world, are signifiers. Rather than a unit of 

representation, networkological theory will 

have describe signifiers as nodes within representational 

systems. Signifiers are not 

distinct from entities/combinatories, but rather, simply a 

particular way of describing 

them in relation to mediation considered as meaningful 

interpretations intertwined in 

systems of signification. From here we can begin to 

establish links between 

networkological and semiotic approaches, allowing for the 

production of a 

networkological semiotics. 

 

If we refer to all aspects of the world as signifiers, then 

we can begin to make 

 

 



 

connections between aspects of networkological and semiotic 

discourse in the 

following manner. Let us say that an interpretation is what 

occurs when a signifier 

leads to the production of another signifier by a third 

signifier. From such a 

perspective, we can begin to think of combinatory as 

subjects, their outputs as 

interpretory signifiers, and their inputs as interpreted 

signifiers. These interpreted 

signifiers, or inputs, can then be recast as the 

represented, or signifieds, of the 

interpretory signifiers, or outputs. Finally, all this 

takes place within a context which 

is implicit in their relations yet not directly a part of 

them. This context is represented 

in all the signifiers, if indirectly. This background is 

also a signifier, known as the 

context relevant to the other three already described. 

 

We can also link these to further semiotics terms. Thus, we 

could also employ a 

supplementary Saussurian term, that of a sign, which is 

formed by the linkage of a 

signifier and signified in an act of signification. We can 

also say that the manner in 

which the form of the context relates that of its 

signifiers is a type of plan which 

indicates the simplest form of coding we see in the world. 

A code describes the 

manner in which the forms of the parts, which are known as 

micro- or sub-codes, 

intertwine according to functions, or paradigms, within the 

context in question. As a 

result, they give to give rise to networks of signifiers 

known as utterances, or 

syntagms, the simplest form of which is an intertwinig of 

four signifiers, such that 

each plays one role of signifier, signified, subject, and 

context, respectively. 

Sentences or images can be seen as syntagms, as well as 



molecular chains, atoms, etc. 

 

While we are mostly using terms derived from Saussure and 

his inheritors, it is worth 

noting that we are doing so in a manner which is more 

strongly influenced by the 

works of Peirce. Thus, from the persepective described 

above, we could say that an 

output acts as an interpretant of inputs which function as 

representamen which in turn 

represents the context as its ground to the subject in 

question. To avoid 

terminological confusion, however, we will stick with the 

terms signifier, signified, 

subject, and code, so long as these terms are understood in 

the reworked, Peircian 

inflected, networkological sense. 

 

Here we see the basics of a networkological semiotics. 

There are four primary building 

blocks, described by the terms signifier, signified, 

subject, and context. All these are 

signifiers, but the positions between them allow some of 

them to function as 

signifieds, subjects, or contexts in relation to each 

other. We can see here the manner 

in which each of these manifests one of the primary logics 

of the network diagram, 

 

 



 

such that signifiers manifest the logic of the node, 

signifieds the logic of the link, 

subjects the logic of the ground, and contexts the logic of 

the network/level. From 

the basic threeandic network of signifier, signified, 

subject, and context, all of 

signification unfolds. 

 

The notion of signifiers, signifieds, subjects, and 

contexts presented here differs in 

some respects from that of traditional semiotics, but these 

modifications allow for a 

broader conception of semiotics, one which moves even 

beyond the bio- and zoosemoitics 

suggested by theorists such as Thomas Seebock and Jakob von 

Uexküll 

towards the more expansive notion of representation we have 

been describing above. 

 

From such a perspective, signifiers are not necessarily 

unified. For example, the inputs 

on a combinatory may come from many different sides, such 

that it is only the 

combinatory that unifies them by transforming them. 

Likewise, its outputs are only 

necessarily unified by means of its output. Signifiers are 

also not necessarily digital. 

For while semiotic theories were originally developed by 

linguists such as Saussure and 

Peirce to describe digital written and spoken language, the 

application of semiotics fo 

film and other forms of moving image have forced semiotics 

to think in more continous 

terms. From such a perspective, we can begin to see even 

forms of transformation 

such a continous modulation, such as is present in radio, 

as a relationship of 

interpretation such that a radio frequency can be thought 

of as a representation of a 

sound, even as both may be continuous. Much more will be 

said about the particulars 



of networkological semiotics in future works. 

 

From here, however, we can describe the manner in which the 

three primary types of 

interpretation, namely, formal, transferential, and 

transformational, can be 

understood semiotically. In formal interpretation, we see a 

combinatory interpret the 

world around it by means of its form. In this case, we can 

say that the combinatory 

acts as a signifier, the context as a whole is the 

signified. A subject would be any 

other signifier interacting with this combinatory initial 

combinatory, thereby 

transforming it into a signified, since it would now be the 

input on another 

combinatory, and their shared context would now act as the 

context of the 

signification as a whole in question. Such an example of 

transferential interpretation is 

highly abstract, for we have only described two 

combinatories. However, in the world 

we generally see many different inputs acting upon a 

combinatory, of various types 

and intensities. All of these in their complex relation to 

the subject are what is 

signified by the outputs. While the context is implied, 

here the subject is implied as 

 

 



 

well, as that which acts as the support for the rule of 

transformation from signifier to 

signified. Transformational interpretation can also be 

understood in semiotic terms. In 

this case, we can say that after a combinatory transforms 

it is a signifier of the inputs 

which caused it to transform, as well as, implicitely, the 

subject, which is the 

combinatory before it transforms, while the contexts 

relates to that of this 

transformation in general. 

 

We can also link these notions with the three primary 

logics of interpretation. Thus, 

the input of affections could be said to be the reading of 

a set of signifiers, 

considered as a complex utterance, a form of signifier 

which, in systems which have 

the capability of perception, can be separated out into 

component signifiers. The 

entity itself could then be considered the surface of 

inscription of these signifiers. 

The response to the reading in question could then be seen 

in the manner in which the 

entity then writes its interpretation of this reading on 

other entities with which it 

interacts. From such a perspective, we can begin to see all 

influence and action as 

forms of reading and writing, so long as we don’t limit 

these notions to the manner in 

which they are employed in human languages. 

 

As is likely evident to those versed in semiotic theory, 

the models of signification 

described here are similar to those used in linguistic 

semiotics, but also different in 

some crucial ways. This is because what is described here 

are simpler forms of 

representation than those described in written and spoken 

human languages. Many of 

the paradoxes described in semiotic theory in attempts to 



describe pre-linguistic forms 

of proto-meaning find their analogues, however, in what has 

just been described. It is 

worth noting that even these are highly abstract examples, 

for in actuality, formal, 

transferential, and transformational interpretation always 

occur in complex 

representational systems, such as seen in the physical 

world, which make use of all of 

these. In this sense, we can begin to see formal, 

transferential, and transformational 

interpretation more as poles of the manner in which the 

physical world represents 

aspects of itself by other aspects thereof, by means of 

forms, transfers between 

these, and transformations between both of these. 

 

It is here that we see the manner in which signification as 

described here is 

fundamentally different than that described by Saussure, 

and is closer to the world of 

signs described by Peirce. For Peirce, all the world was 

composed of signs, and all that 

exists had meaning. Meaning was never something that an 

entity possessed in itself, 

but only from a particular perspective on its relations 

with others. Peirce is a process 

 

 



 

semiotician, while Saussure is a proto-structuralist. While 

we have appropriated some 

of Saussure’s terms because they are more elegant, Peirce’s 

mechanics are in fact 

much more resonant with what we have described above. From 

such a perspective, a 

sign only has a particular meaning at a particular moment 

in a particular 

configuration. It is constantly reworked by every 

transformation of the whole, and is 

different at every spacetime location within that whole. 

 

Meaning. In what is described above, we see the manner in 

which no entity, 

combinatory, or signifier, which are ultimately three 

different ways of looking at 

aspects of the world, can be thought of having one 

particular meaning, for each is a 

part of an enormous multiplicity of complex combinatories 

in their contexts in the 

world, each of which interprets the others. Each 

interpretation is said to be a form of 

meaning, or signification, such that interpretations are 

particular acts within these 

types of mediatory intertwining. 

 

Full meaning describes the manner in which a signifier can 

be seen as a 

representation of all that is. It is impossible to 

determine the full meaning of any 

entity, for none of us can know all that is. In addition, 

no entities or aspects of 

entities have the same full meaning, and full meaning 

continues to shift as entities 

change over time. 

 

Relative meaning describes the manner in which a signifier 

can be seen as 

representation or particular aspects within a particular 

context. Relative meanings 

always describe the manner in which a particular entity 



fulfills a particular role in a 

particular context. A molecule of H20 at one end of the 

galaxy from another is not 

ultimately the same as it, its ultimate meaning is 

radically different. However, they 

are similar in terms of the symmetries of their forms, 

which provide a relative context 

in which they each instantiate a given type. Thus, when I 

point at a pile of stones and 

call them stones, the equivalence implied by this can only 

be seen as meaningful in a 

relative sense, because ultimately, these stones are not 

the same thing. 

 

In relation to traditional logical notions of categories, 

we can say that relative 

meaning links entity, role, and type in the manner 

classically described as that 

between singular, particular, and universal. Nevertheless, 

the term universal hardly 

fits the more modest goals of the networkological 

enterprise, and it is for this reason 

that we will refer to singular, particular, and general to 

describe the manner in 

which entities, roles, and types intertwine in 

determinations of relative meaning. As 

 

 



 

we have already described, the logical intertwining of 

these three roles is known by 

the term syllogism. 

 

In addition to full and relative meaning, immediate meaning 

describes the manner in 

which a signifier can be seen as a representation the of 

most recent set of inputs upon 

it in relation to a particular context. Even as relative 

meaning is a restricted form of 

full meaning, so immediate meaning is a restricted form of 

relative meaning. If I were 

to ask a question such as ‘what started the campfire?’, and 

a friend replies ‘a match’, 

my friend does not need to then describe how his hand moved 

the match, powered by 

the breakfast eaten earlier in the day, made from food 

produced on a farm, etc. This 

is not to say that the most immediate cause is required 

either, for ultimately this 

would be the movement of molecules in between the match and 

the fire. Within the 

context implied in my conversation, namely, the level of 

scale of human actions, the 

answer ‘a match’ rather than, say, ‘a lighter’ produces a 

meaningful response in 

regard to the question at hand. 

 

Sense. The more a signifier has symmetries with its context 

is the degree to 

which we say that it represents it. The higher the degree 

of representativity then, the 

more complex a signifier must be. 

 

This is different from the degree to which the form of a 

signifier has symmetry with 

that of the code, or meta-form, of a given context, which 

is said to be the sense of a 

signifier in relation to a particular context and its code. 

The opposite of sense, or nonsense, 

is described then by a relative asymmetry between the form 



of a signifier and 

the code of a particular context. 

 

Beyond this, each context within which signifiers find 

their sense can also, however, 

be seen as a signifier which represents the contexts within 

which it finds itself. In this 

manner we can say that a context has more sense to the 

degree to which it can 

represent that which is outside of it, which, in relation 

to its form of sense, is 

relatively speaking, a form of non-sense. In this manner we 

can say that sense is 

always an attempt to represent non-sense, and the more 

representative a given 

snensible context is, the more it succeeds at representing 

this non-sense. 

 

In this manner, sense can be thought of as the symmetries 

which arise within 

ashymmetries. The more complex the form of asymmetries 

present within a context, 

the more complex the forms of symmetry will be needed to 

describe the forms 

thereof, for symmetry and asymmetry are relative 

determinations, just as are sense 

 

 



 

and non-sense. Meaning occurs within sensible contexts, 

which is to say, within sense, 

it is an aspect of the sense at work within a particular 

context. 

 

It should be noted that sense and non-sense are fully 

relative notions, with all degrees 

between them. Thus, it is possible to say that something is 

non-sensical in relation to 

one particular sensible context, but totally sensible in 

another, or that something is 

only partially sensible in a given context. Sensibility can 

then be thought of as a 

quality relevant to systems of signification which is 

present to a greater intensity to 

the extent to which there is a symmetry between an entity 

and a sensible context’s 

manner of interpreting it. Entities which lack symmetry 

with a given interpretory 

system will appear as fuzzy, indeterminate, or otherwise 

uncelar within that system, 

and vice-versa to the extent to which these affect each 

other. 

 

Systematics. The third and final logic of mediation is 

known as 

systematics, or the description of how it is that entities 

intermediate as systems. A 

system is a stable symmetry within a system of 

transferential waves, otherwise known 

as inputs and outputs. 

 

Systems are closely related to the known of relation, but 

differ in some crucial ways. 

Relation, also known as intertwining and articulation, is 

when entities come together. 

The concept of this, known by the same name, plays an 

essential role in the 

networkological enterprise. It is also possible to speak of 

relations between entities, 

otherwise known as links. However, it is also possible to 



speak of contexts as 

relational intertwining of entities, inputs, and outputs, 

and when this is done, we 

speak of a system, or a particular relation. Thus, if the 

concept of relation is the 

general term, this comes in three particular forms, namely, 

dynamic relations, or 

processes, systematic relations, which are dynamic views on 

contexts and their 

interrelation with processes, and relations between, or 

links, which are links between 

entities. 

 

To approach all that is as a system, or a relation, is to 

move our analysis to the ‘in 

between,’ the media or meta, so to speak, in that it is to 

view entities as contexts, 

contexts as entities, and forces/influences as the manner 

in which these turn into 

each other across the levels of scale which all three 

combine to give rise to in 

processes of emergence. Whether we are looking at an 

entity, force, or system is 

relationally determined, and fundamentally an issue of 

level of scale within a 

particular process. Any entity is a system and system an 

entity, which brings together 

 

 



 

forces across levels of scale, for it is precisely this 

bringing together which allows it to 

refract forces so as to give rise to a particular 

intertwining at a particular spacetime 

location. Entitysystems, so to speak, are this 

intertwining, this in betweenness. 

 

Logics of Systems. We have already described how 

complexity, as the 

manner in which aspects of what is are potentiated by their 

intertwinings, manifests 

the way in which emergence relationally expresses itself as 

matter, form, force, and 

potential within aspects of our world. An aspect of 

complexity has the potential to be 

static, dynamic, or potential, depending on the manner of 

its relational intertwining 

with its contexts as that which potentiates it, for its 

intensity as complexity is 

precisely a manifestation of this intertwining. The more 

limiting its mode of 

intertwining, the less potential it has, while the more 

empowering, the more 

potential. And as we have seen, it is the intertwining of 

variability and meta-stability 

via sync that allows complexity to potentiate itself in a 

manner which is relationally 

self-potentiatingly self-actualizing. 

 

In what follows, we will investigate the three primary 

manners in which complexity 

manifests as systems. The logics of these systems describes 

the manner in which they 

exist as intertwinings, as relations, and these logics 

therefore give rise to the types in 

question. 

 

The first type of system, a formal system, manifests the 

logic of articulation, a form of 

the logic of the node. The second type of system, a meta-

formal system, manifests the 



logic of meta-articulation, a form of the logic of the 

link. And the third type of 

system, a hyper-formal system, manifests the logic of 

hyper-articulation, a form of the 

logic of the ground. In general, we can say that formal 

systems can be seen in physical 

entities and systems, meta-formal in basic living entities 

and systems, and 

hyperformal in to complex living systems and the cultural 

economies to which they 

give rise. We will now examine each in turn. 

 

Formal Mediation. To view aspects of what is as mediation 

is a shift 

in perspective. And while we have examined form in matter 

in earlier sections of this 

text, we now need to recast that view so as to describe 

form as a manifestation of 

mediation. 

 

As we have argued, all entities are influenced by a myriad 

of forces which act upon 

them and which are the virtual presence of these forces 

within the entity in question. 

 

 



 

This happens in regard to both macro-forces beyond the 

entity, but also micro-forces 

from within the entity, such that the meso-level of an 

entity is precisely the manner in 

which it serves to refract the macro- and micro-influences 

upon it. 

 

If an entity does not refract these influences at all, and 

in fact, only transmits macro 

to micro without any alteration, then it is in fact hard to 

say whether or not there is 

any entity there at all, for there would be no way we could 

know. Let us then say that 

matter is what happens when there is a refraction, and that 

matter is this refraction 

as it manifests at a particular location in spacetime. In 

this sense, we can think of 

matter as that which refracts force at a particular 

location. This position is perhaps 

not as counter-intuitive as might at first appear. The only 

reason an atom ‘takes up 

space’ is because of the manner in which its sub-atomic 

particles repel each other. 

Were it not for repulsive forces, my chair would not 

support my weight. Matter is 

simply what happens when forces are strong enough to 

intertwine so as to provide 

structure for each other in a manner which refracts these 

forces. Of course, this 

knotting of force at a meso- level is what then gives rise 

to force at macro- and micro- 

levels, such that force, refracting, and knotting need to 

be seen as three sides of the 

same, three poles of the manner in which complexity 

manifests relationally in what is, 

such that complexity is that which in its own intertwining 

self-potentiates via 

emergence over levels of scale. 

 

When an entity has a particular form, this can be seen as a 

symmetry, a compromise 



formation or balancing, between the imbalance in the forces 

which act upon it. For 

example, the triangular form of a molecule of H20 is the 

result of a balancing of the 

electromagnetic, gravitational, strong, and weak nuclear 

forces at work upon it at 

both from within, in relation to the micro-forces at work 

between its sub-atomic 

parts, but also from without, from the forces acting upon 

it from outside of it. Each 

force is an asymmetry within a context, and the form which 

H20 takes describes the 

manner in which its micro-level sub-matters and macro-level 

supra-matters reach a 

point of balance or compromise, a symmetry which is 

manifested in spacetime via the 

form that is the product of the negoation between micro- 

and macro-. We can 

therefore say that the molecule of H20 is a refraction of 

the macro- and micro- 

influences upon it, and its form is the representation of 

this, the manner in which this 

molecule represents its contexts, both inner and outer. 

 

It is worth noting that while an formed matter may appear 

static, this is hardly the 

case. Sub-atomic particles are constantly flowing between 

atoms and molecules, such 

 

 



 

that each can be seen as a system in its own right, a 

system whose form is a symmetry 

within conditions of force and movement. All forces are 

communicated by the 

movement of particles, and all moving particles convey a 

force. This picture is 

complicated to some extent by quantum issues, more about 

which will be said in 

future texts on matrixology, but for now let us say that, 

from the perspective of 

entities above the quantum scale, it is as if all forces 

were the result of flows of 

particles, and hence, that all matter, no matter how small, 

can be thought of as it it 

were a system. 

 

With these caveats in mind, let us us then call seemingly 

static, formed matter an 

example of a proto-system, one which makes use of formal 

mediation, in the manner 

described above, to take its form. 

 

Matrix. Within the history of philosophy, the divide 

between matter and mind 

has a long history, and it is worth noting in brief how 

this issue will be handled by the 

networkological project, even if this issue will be 

addressed at length in future works. 

 

The networkological perspective on the world is, as we have 

already described, 

panpsychist. That is, rather than reify the mind/matter or 

mind/body duality, and 

influenced by Benedict de Spinoza, it views mind and matter 

as simply two different 

perspectives on complexity in the world. 

 

Let us call matrix the manner in which complexity manifests 

in the world such that 

matter and mind are two sides thereof. We will also say 

that structure, of which form 



is the cutting edge, is the third aspect of matrix, such 

that matrix is that of which 

mind, matter, and structure are the three primary ways in 

which it manifests in the 

world. Matrixology is therefore the manner in which the 

networkological project 

examines how it is that complexity gives rise to the 

various aspects of the world that 

we see around us, including what are commonly described as 

forms of matter, mind, 

and society. 

 

While we have already described matter and structure, we 

have not yet mentioned 

mind in this text. We have, however, already spoken of 

affection as the simplest form 

of experience. All matter experiences its affections, that 

is, the virtual presence of 

influences upon it. These experiences differ in intensity 

and form. Simple matters are 

affected by the world, and experience these affects 

according to spatiotemporal 

distributions according to the manner in which its forces 

interplay with its networks of 

reference. That said, simple matters, like stones, do not 

possess complex nervous 

 

 



 

systems which allow it to know these affections, or know 

them as it’s affections, for it 

has no capability for recognition or self-concept. 

 

Does this mean that the networkological view on the world 

is one in which stones feel 

things when kicked? Should we feel badly for them then? We 

cannot know what it is 

like to be a stone. But we can clearly see that it is 

affected by being kicked, for it 

moves, and may break. Certainly it then feels the forces 

that act upon it, though we 

cannot know what this feels like from within the stone, any 

more than we can know 

what it feels like to be another human. All we can say is 

that from outside, it is as if 

the stone experienced these influences upon it. And we have 

no evidence that would 

seem to disprove the notion that all matter experiences 

influences, and hence, is in 

some sense aware of them. While we cannot know what this 

would feel like from 

within, any other approach requires an arbitrary division 

between those matters which 

are aware of experience and those which are not. It seems 

much more likely that all 

matter is to some extent, no matter how weakly, aware of 

that which influences it, 

even if it does not know that it is. 

 

Much, much more will be said about these issues in future 

texts. For now, however, let 

us simply say that mind is the manner in which matters are 

exteriorly intimate, or 

extimate, to themselves. Structure describes the manner in 

which matter and mind 

intertwine, such that form, action, and potential are the 

result. 

 

Mind. Before going on, however, it is worth quickly 

describing what is meant by 



mind in relation to the question of thought. Mind has three 

primary aspects, namely, 

experience, influence, and processing. Processing is the 

manner in which entities 

make ‘decisions’ by ‘consulting’ and ‘negotiating’ with 

their supra- and sub-matters, 

their macro- anc micro- contexts, as well as their own 

potentials, when they 

encounter an influence. For example, when I break a broom 

handle over my knee, the 

pressure on it leads to a series of micro-cracks, which 

slowly aggregate until the 

broomstick seems as if it ‘decides’ to break at one part of 

its length rather than 

another. 

 

All matter acts and reacts in regard to influences upon it 

in this manner, and the 

manner in which entities process the influences upon them, 

leading to decisions, 

actions, and reactions, is what is known as processing, or 

thought. This form of 

thought is clearly not as complex as that seen in living 

organisms, particularly those 

with brains. But it is a form of thought nevertheless, 

which will be called proto 

 

 

 



 

thought, even as entities with brains will be said to 

possess full thought, or simply, 

thought. As we have already argued, basic entities do not 

likely possess awareness 

anything like we see in entities such as ourselves, with 

complex brains, but likely 

there is a form of proto-awareness. As a panpsychist 

approach to issues of mind, the 

networkological projects sees mind as something which ‘goes 

all the way’ down in 

matter, if in differing degrees of complexity and 

intensity. 

 

Types of Formal Mediation. There are three primary types of 

formal mediation, each corresponding to a type of formal 

interpretation described 

earlier. 

 

The first type of formal mediation, known as physical form, 

is what occurs when 

forces give rise to forms in matter at particular spacetime 

locations, such as the 

triangular form of a molecule of H20. In such a case, the 

form represents a symmetry 

between the forces acting upon it. Because such entities 

are essentially static as to 

their formation, we say that the logic of mediation here is 

known as articulation. 

Matters then articulate with each other in various manners. 

From such a perspective, 

the entire world beyond the quantum level can be viewed as 

the articulation of 

formed matters. 

 

When matters move, they transport various forces with them. 

Electrons transmit 

electromagnetic force when they move, gravitons 

gravitational force, and a punch 

kinetic energy. When this happens, the movement of the 

matter is result of the 

inbalance in forces elsewhere in that matter’s context, 



such that the movement of the 

matter is an attempt by this context to rebalance itself. 

The force which is tranfered 

from one matter to another acts as a symmetry between them. 

Transferential systems 

are those in which moving matters transmit forces between 

entities according to 

transferential articulation. From such a perspective, all 

the world can be seen as 

the result of transfers of forces, for matters and forces 

are two views on the same. 

 

The third type of system is a transformational system, one 

which employs 

transformational articulation. Entities which have more 

than one form are known as 

transformers, and all entities, at least to the extent that 

they are formed and will 

decompose, can be seen as having at least three states, 

namely, those before, during, 

and after a given form. A transformational system is one in 

which matters play more 

than one role, and hence, have more than one form. 

 

While all matters can be viewed as formal and 

transferential systems, not all can be 

 

 



 

viewed as transformational systems. Only those systems in 

which entities take more 

than one form within the system can be viewed as 

transformational. For example, a 

chemical reaction is one in which a matter changes form. A 

system which employs 

chemical reactions within it is a transformational one. For 

example, when table salt 

(NaCl) is dissolved in water, the NaCl and water molecules 

divide up into ions which 

then attract each other. There is a constant flow between 

full molecules of salt and of 

water, and those which have divided into ions and 

intertwined with each other, 

creating a dynamic equilibrium which can be shifted by, 

say, changing the 

temperature of the solution. In this manner, we can see 

that we definitely have a 

system, and one in which entities play more than one role 

within this, as manifested in 

having more than one form. Oxygen, for example, exists both 

in molecules of H20, and 

in ionic form as OH-. It thus has two roles within this 

system, though in it could have 

more, depending on the system in question. When matters 

play more than one role in 

a system, due to having more than one form, we have what is 

known as a 

transformational system. 

 

Intermodulation. We have already described, in the sections 

on 

transfer, modulation as the manner in which entities impact 

the qualities of others, 

including those of form, if in a manner refracted by the 

entity in question. For 

example, increase the heat on a sample of liquid water, and 

it will boil. In boiling the 

water does not resemble the heat, but it registers its 

impact refracted according to its 

qualities. 



 

When matters articulate in dynamic systems, they not only 

modulate each other, but 

they intermodulate. Intermodulation describes the manner in 

which the qualities of 

entities modulate each other in a changing set of 

circumstances. In the example of the 

boiling water, I described a situation in which a heat 

source was applied to a sample 

of liquid water, for example, in a pot on a stove. But if I 

picked up this pot, and waved 

it back and forth across the stove, we would have to take 

into account the manner in 

which the dynamic shifts between the matters and forces 

were modulated by changes 

in location, and the new matters and forces which came to 

influence the systems at 

hand as they moved. When this happens, we say that entities 

dynamically 

interarticulate. 

 

For example, let’s say I pick the pot with the nearly 

boiling water up off the stove, 

and leave my kitchen, and enter my living room. Now the 

water in this pot is not 

contained by my kitchen, but by my living room. However, 

the forces acting upon the 

 

 



 

water differ whether or not it is over the stove, but not 

when moving from room to 

room. What’s more, the form of these rooms does not shift 

when I walk into these 

with a pot of nearly boiling water. In this sense we can 

say that the pot and water 

articulate their molecules so they modulate each other, and 

that the shifting and 

moving relation of these to these various rooms provide a 

shifting set of contexts 

which interarticulate and intermodulate these 

articulations/modulations. Unless there 

is another stove in one of these other rooms, however, it 

seems unlikely that this will 

impact the pot or water, and unless the relation between 

the water, pot, and rooms 

were very different, there is no feedback between the rooms 

and the sample of water. 

That is, the forms of rooms are in no way modified by the 

water within them, even if 

the air in these rooms may heat up slightly. 

 

There are entities, however, in which parts and whole 

moldulate each other across 

levels of scale, which we will describe shortly. However, 

entities which do not 

modulate across levels of scale, but do intermodulate, are 

known as aggregates. 

When the aggreagates are of different types of entities, 

these are known as mixtures, 

for example, a mixture of water and sand. When entities 

contain each other without 

there being relations of modulation over levels of scale, 

we say that there is a simple 

relation of container and contained. 

 

Meta-articulation. When entities modulate not only between 

each 

other, but in a manner which is refracted across level of 

scale, this is known as meta- 

modulation, which occurs by means of the meta-articulation 



of entities. 

 

Meta-articulation is closely related to several crucial, 

related concepts in 

contemporary post-structuralist, continental philosophy. 

That is, meta-articulation is a 

reworking of what is described by structuralists via the 

term double-articulation within 

language systems, and by Deleuze via the notion of 

disjunctive synthesis. It is essential 

to note that the structuralist take on this concept is 

fundamentally binary, and in what 

follows, we will show why it is that reducing meta-

articulation to a binary affair is a 

radical reduction of its complexity. 

 

Let us describe meta-articulation by means of an example. 

When molecules of H20 

exist in a liquid state, each molecule floats around, 

intermodulating those around it as 

they shift their arrangement in spacetime with each other. 

If the sample of water is 

relatively pure, the manner in which this intermodulation 

occurs is relatively 

symmetrical, while if the water is in a lake, for example, 

the manner in which 

 

 



 

molecules in water intermodulate may itself be modulated by 

various impurities, the 

presence of the lakebed, rocks, swimmers, etc. In each 

case, however, no new wholes 

come about, with their own form at a higher level of scale, 

which modulate their parts 

in a way which exceeds the simple aggregation of these 

influences. While individual 

water molecules may transform, they only do so locally in 

relation to particular 

reactions. 

 

But let us say that the lake freezes. Now the molecules 

lock in place, and cannot move 

around. They not only modulate each other, but they refract 

their intermodulation 

with that of the lake as a whole, which now takes a new, 

rigid form which exceeds the 

whole of its parts. For in fact, each molecule of H20 is 

triangular, but that of the lake 

is hardly a triangle. And while the form of the H20 sample 

as a whole would fit to any 

container by means of local intermodulations, now the H20 

forms a whole which has a 

distinct form, one which modulates its parts. In this 

sense, we could say that the 

water of the lake had no distinct form while frozen, but 

now it does. Even if the 

container were removed, so long as the ice remained frozen, 

it would maintain its 

distinct form. 

 

The freezing of a lake is a very weak form of meta-

articulation, but a vortex in a drain 

of liquid water present a stronger form. When a vortex 

forms in a pool of water, there 

is a clear and distinct form, namely, that of a whirlpool, 

which is different than that 

of the individual molecules and the flows between them. 

Each molecule no longer acts 

merely as it would otherwise, for its intermodulation with 



its neighbors gives rise to a 

whole at a new level of scale. This meta-form at a higher 

level refracts the manner in 

which individual entities within the system intermodulate 

with their neighbors. For 

example, let us say we open up a second drain under a 

vortex such that it now leans 

to one side. As molecules move around the vortex, they will 

lean as they get to the 

side that leans, such that the side on which the vortex 

leans the molecules, while 

constantly changing underneath this meta-form, will 

intermodulate differently. Their 

mode of intermodulation depends upon the manner in which in 

the incoming forces 

not only interact with the local molecules in question, but 

the vortex as a whole. 

 

DNA in a simple living cell provides us with yet a more 

developed example of meta- 

articulation. Individual molecules of DNA play a functional 

role within the cell in which 

they not only act based upon their individual chemistry, 

but the role they play in the 

complexly intertwined chemical reactions of the cell. If 

you change the influences on 

a cell, this may lead to a chain of reactions that leads 

the cell to react by making new 

 

 



 

proteins. In such a case, DNA acts as a functional part of 

the cell, playing a role within 

the whole. 

 

In all these examples, meta-articulation describes the 

manner in which entities form 

combinatories, and combinatories describe the manner in 

which meta-articulation 

links forms, functions, and plans such that a system 

functions as an entity as a whole, 

one which exceeds the sum of its parts. 

 

Each type of meta-articulation we have described above 

emphasizes one of the types 

of mediation we have already described. When the new form 

at a higher level of scale 

is a static form, we call this formal meta-articulation, as 

in the case of the ice. 

When the form is dynamic yet only lasts as long as there 

are specific conditions in the 

larger context, as with the vortex, we call this aleatory, 

situational, or dynamic 

meta-articuation. When a system doesn’t require specific 

external conditions to 

maintain its meta-articulation, however, we call this 

stable, or full meta- 

articulation, such as we see in the case of living cells. 

 

Meta-Mediation. The second primary logic of mediation is 

known as 

meta-mediation, and this occurs in systems in which full 

meta-articulation and full 

meta-modulation occur. Meta-mediation describes the manner 

in which entities within 

systems play functional roles within the whole which is 

determined by the complex 

modulation of not only parts, but a whole which exceeds the 

sum of these parts. In 

meta-mediatory systems, the way in which entities act and 

manifest qualities is not 

merely a result of the manner in which their qualities and 



form refract and modulate 

themselves, but also the manner in which this is modulated 

by entities around it as 

well as the whole, across levels of scale. Entities 

therefore play a role in the whole 

which cannot be predicted from its form and qualities 

alone, nor that of those entities 

with which it intermodulates. Only when the form of the 

whole which is a result from 

the manner in which entities interact is factored in is it 

possible to predict the manner 

in which the form and qualities of an entity and those 

around it will intermodulate, 

such that this difference is precisely what is meant here 

by the formation of a new 

level of scale. 

 

In meta-mediatory systems, the manner in which each entity 

manifests its qualities in 

the world is not only mediated by those entities right next 

to it, but by the system of 

which it is a part as a whole. System and parts 

intermodulate and intermediate, and 

this is precisely what is meant by meta-mediation. 

 

 



 

Meta-mediation comes in several forms. The simplest form of 

meta-mediation is known 

as meta-articulation, and has already been described as 

having formal, aleatory, and 

stable forms. Stable forms themselves can be described as 

meta-memory systems, and 

these also come in three forms, known as coding, multi-

coding, and meta-coding 

systems. From here we will describe hypermediatory systems, 

but first we will 

examine meta-mediatory systems, each in turn. 

 

Life. Meta-mediation is one of the primary ways in which 

newness enters the 

world in the form of dynamic complexity. Let us examine in 

detail how this occurs, by 

means of the example of DNA and RNA, known as nucleic 

acids. 

 

DNA and RNA molecules start off in the world as differnet 

yet similar molecules known 

as nucleic acids. Because of the form and qualities of 

these molecules, under stable 

flows of energy, these molecules form aggregates, chains 

which take a specific set of 

forms. Because they tend to bond together on their short 

ends, they form chains. But 

there are also attractive forces between sides of their 

long ends, but in a pattern such 

that some of these molecules are more attracted to some 

rather than others. The 

result is that these chains come in patterns such that, for 

a given length of chain, 

there are many possible patterns, but not an infinite set. 

The forms and qualities of 

these molecules thus intermediate the manner in which they 

can form chains, and as a 

result, they produce meta-forms which are greater than the 

sum of their parts. And 

because of the manner in which these molecules tend to bond 

with each other, if you 



put a particular chain amongst random parts, it will tend 

to make a mirror reverse 

copy of itself so long as the energy keeps flowing. As a 

result, scientists call DNA 

molecules replicators. In all of this, however, the meta-

forms produced by these 

molecules does not modulate their intermodulations, 

however. In this sense, we see 

simple formal meta-articulation, of the sort we saw with 

the frozen lake. 

 

It is only when replicators end up in very particular 

conditions that they make the 

jump to full meta-articulation. Because of the qualities 

and forms of these individual 

molecules, not only do they tend to bond to each other, but 

they also tend to bond to 

various molecules known as amino-acids. Under stable flows 

of energy, these 

molecules will often form various shapes with each other, 

often forming spheres. 

Spheres create boundaries between inside and outside, 

allowing for gradients between 

materials to form. If these amino-acids spheres are forming 

in the same area as these 

nucleic acid chains, very often these molecules 

interarticulate, forming compounds, 

such that the tiny nucleic acids hop onto amino acids and 

vice-versa. Due to the form 

 

 



 

and qualities of different types of amino-acids, different 

amino acids tend to pick up 

different nucleic acids. As a result, cycles of amino-acids 

and nucleic acids start to 

interarticulate, such that as amino-acids and nucleic-acids 

form patterns relatively 

randomly when by themselves, when these two cycles are near 

each other, they begin 

to mirror each other. That is, amino-acid structures start 

getting ‘recorded’ in nucleic 

acid chains, and nucleic acid chain patterns start getting 

‘recorded’ in amino-acid 

structures, depending on the way the energy flows. 

 

Under the right conditions, then, amino-acid structures, 

more commonly known as 

proteins, start writing themselves down in chains of what 

will become DNA and RNA, 

and these writings then start giving rise to proteins. All 

this depends, of course, on 

there being enough spare parts of both lying around, and 

stable flows of energy. 

Stable flows of energy are pretty easy to capture and 

store, however, in molecules 

that have detachable parts, like ATP. And here we have the 

three fundamental 

building blocks of life: replicants (DNA and RNA nucleic 

acids), structural parts that 

can build a boundary between inside and outside (protein 

spheres), and chemical 

reactions that can keep energy pumping regularly into the 

system formed between the 

previous two (ATP molecules in metabolic reaction chains). 

Let us call the first 

replicants, the second boundrants, the third metabolants. 

The basic building blocks 

of life. 

 

All three types of formal mediation are here: formants make 

use of formal mediation, 

metabolants are tranformers which are also transporters. 



That is, the sphere creates a 

new level of meta-form, while the transporters continue to 

pump energy into the 

sphere by shifting between their two forms (ADP and ATP). 

But what of the nucleic 

acids, the DNA/RNA? 

 

So long as the energy flows the in the right ways, the 

patterns of the proteins will 

keep writing themselves in the chains of nucleic acids, and 

the nucleic acids will keep 

making copies of themselves. With enough luck and time, 

these three cycles of 

building, copying, and energy-pumping will coordinate. As a 

result, the DNA/RNA 

chains will begin to record the structure of the whole 

system in miniature, including 

the ADP/ATP molecules. And this recording will allow the 

system to continue to make 

spare parts for itself, and even to make copies of the 

system as a whole. 

 

The result is what we know as life. While not all meta-

mediatory systems are 

necessarily living, we currently know of no meta-mediatory 

systems which are not 

either alive, or the product of living entities. 

 

 



 

Recording. What precisely is meant by recording here, and 

why is it so 

important? In a basic living cell, the parts of the 

organism split into three roles, 

namely, energy supply, recording, and boundary formation. 

The recorders, the nucleic 

acide molecules (DNA/RNA, the difference between which is 

not essential at this 

point), have a form which predisposes them to being able to 

record. But they now 

form chains not at random, but in a manner which is 

determined by the form of the 

proteins that write upon them. Their intermodulation is 

therefore not only between 

each other, but between cycles of protein molecules, moving 

from the unstructured 

raw materials to the structured parts which can then act as 

materials for repair or 

construction of new cells. The relation between these is 

kept going by the stable flow 

of energy provided by yet another cycle of molecules, the 

metabolants (ADP/ATP). 

 

In this manner we see that the manner in which the DNA/RNA 

molecules form meta- 

forms, that is, chains, is not simply a matter determined 

by them and their forms, but 

the forms and meta-forms of the proteins being used to 

construct the cell boundary. 

Thus we have a cross-type intermoldulation, along with that 

with the metabolants, 

hence, a three-way cross-type intermodulation. As a result, 

the system comes to a 

meta-form in which the systematicity of the system, a 

stable symmetry within 

changing conditions, can perpetuate itself and even make 

copies of itself. Within this 

system, any particular molecule can fall out of the system, 

and yet the role of that 

molecule can continue. Thus, if one particular DNA molecule 

breaks, a new one can be 



acquired and it can be made to play the same functional 

role within the whole. The 

meaning, then, of a particular molecule is not merely its 

form, but the role within the 

dynamic whole. This is what is meant by function, and here 

we see how function, the 

middle term between form and plan in any combinatory, is 

essential to understanding 

how meta-articulation and meta-modulation come to be. 

 

Meta-Memory. What meta-articulation and meta-modulation 

produce via 

the functional intertwining of structural proteins and 

energy-supplying ADP/ATP is a 

third type of meta-term, which is the third pole of meta-

mediation, and this is meta- 

memory. 

 

If form is the most basic manner in which memory occurs in 

matter, then the 

intertwining of meta-articulation and meta-modulation in 

dynamic conditions produce 

the conditions in which meta-memory can form. In meta-

memory, the form of a 

particular entity allows it to play a particular role in a 

stable dynamic system such 

that its form allows it to act as a signifier of the form 

of another. DNA/RNA, for 

 

 



 

example, record in miniature, the structure of the cell as 

a whole, thereby allowing it 

to repair and copy itself. 

 

If all entities are signifiers, as we have argued, then we 

need to describe here how 

this is different. In formal mediation, the form of an 

entity signifies the manner in 

which it complexly refracts the influence of its contexts, 

micro- and macro-, as a 

whole, in a form known as formal signification. In 

transport mediation, the form of 

an entity signifies its contexts, but the force it 

transports signifies that which 

imparted the force to the entity which transfers it. Thus, 

one type of signification is 

layered on top of the other, in a form known as 

transferential signification. In 

transformational mediation, the form of an entity 

represents on top of both of these 

the part of a cycle of forms in which a particular entity 

is in. For example, a molecule 

of ATP is ‘full’ of energy and ADP is ‘empty’ of energy, 

because these two different 

shapes represent two moments of a cycle which is beyond 

simple form or transfer, in a 

form of signification known as transformational, or cyclic 

signification. 

 

As entities intermodulate in various ways, this also gives 

rise to a wide variety of types 

of signification which exceeds the form, transporational, 

or transformational options 

available to an entity. When NaCl dissolves in water, water 

reveals new qualities that 

are brought out by the manner in which it intermodulates 

with the NaCl. For example, 

salt water boils at a different temperature than water 

without salt dissolved in it. 

Thus, the water comes to signify the type of 

intermodulation it has with various 



molecules around it. The qualities of the H20 molecule will 

therefore manifest 

differently depending on what it is surrounded by. This is 

known as floating 

signification, for the molecule’s various manifestations 

can be seen as signifying the 

manner in which it intermodulates with its changing 

contexts. 

 

A molecule of DNA or RNA, however, has its relational 

contexts within a cell fixed. 

That is, it only interacts with molecules that either 

provide energy, or which read and 

write in relation to it. By controlling the types of 

molecules with which the DNA/RNA 

intermodulates, its intermodulatory signification ceases to 

float, and becomes fixed. 

This in fact happens with all the molecules within a living 

cell, such that the structural 

proteins, metabolic ADP/ATP, and recording DNA/RNA no 

longer simply represent 

themselves or their local context within the cell, the 

immediate influences on them, 

but also a functional role within the system as a whole. 

When an entity represents not 

only itself and its immediate environment, but also a role 

within a whole, this is what 

we have already described as full meta-modulation. 

 

 



 

But the functional role of DNA/RNA in all of this is 

different. Its role is that it’s form 

allows it to play a role which represents and records the 

form of the whole itself, and 

thereby indirectly, the form of the system. This is what is 

known as meta-memory. 

Basic formal memory describes the manner in which matter 

remembers a particular 

form by means of coming to a particular balance of forces 

within itself, a balance 

which is able to hold in a particular zone of symmetrical 

influences upon it. In this 

manner, entities represents, in condensed form, the 

symmetries which formed them 

and which continue to manifest in their contexts. The 

context records this balance in 

the form of the matter, and that matter represents that 

context, in condensed form. 

As a digital representation, the matter does not have to 

stay in the particular 

conditions of its formation, but rather, is able to move 

within a field of symmetry and 

represent the particular balance of forces it condenses and 

incarnates in its form umtil 

it leaves that field. 

 

Meta-memory likewise is a condensed signification of 

symmetries in a particular field 

of symmetry. Meta-memory describes the manner in which the 

functional role of an 

entity within a system allows it to remember the static and 

dynamic form of the 

system as a whole at a higher level of scale. In this 

sense, the field of symmetry is the 

system known as the organism, and what is condensed is the 

symmetries of the system 

as a whole. Thus, it is not the immediate context action 

upon the molecule, which is 

condensed in its form, but the dynamic context of the whole 

system, which is 

condensed in its role. Meta-memory is held then not in 



physical form, but the role of 

an entity within a dynamic system which that physical form 

permits. 

 

If meta-articulation and meta-modulation describe the 

manner in which basic 

complexity produces complex systems in matter, meta-memory 

is what allow systems 

to perpetuate themselves by repair and reproduction. But 

what is more, meta- 

articulation allows for the system to learn and evolve. In 

order to say more about this, 

however, we need to describe what we mean by these terms, 

and how they relate to 

notions such as understanding and knowledge. 

 

Understanding. Understanding is a term with a long and 

complex 

trajectory within the history of philosophy. In many senses 

the difference drawn by 

Kant between understanding and reason has proved a 

contentious starting point for 

the various debates which emerged around these notions. 

Rather than build upon 

these disputes, the networkological project builds upon the 

critiques of Kant as 

developed by process theorists since Hegel. However, rather 

than simply modify the 

 

 



 

manner in which these terms have been described and shifted 

since Kant, the 

networkological project will break with this tradition in 

order to develop notions of 

understand, knowledge, etc., in a manner which is not so 

haunted by the Kantian, 

dualist tradition. That is, the descriptions of these terms 

in what follows will be one 

which flows from the networkological project itself, rather 

than the history of 

philosophy. 

 

According to the networkological project, understanding is 

the potential for sync 

between entities. This notion could also be more colloquial 

rendered with the notion 

of ‘know how.’ This semi-idiomatic phrase in English ‘to 

know how (to do something),’ 

has some strong similarities to verbs in other languages, 

such as kennen in German, 

connaitre/savoir faire in French, conocer in Spanish, etc., 

which describe a knowledge 

which is not so much of an abstract or conceptual sort (as 

represented by verbs such 

as wissen in German, savoir in French or saber in Spanish, 

etc.), but rather, a more ‘in 

the bones’ type of intuitive knowledge. 

 

The notion of understanding described by the 

networkological project is not 

necessarily one which requires conscious thought. For 

example, a hammer is designed 

to sync easily with the form of my hand, just as a bicycle 

is designed to sync well with 

the form of my body. We can say that hammer understand 

hands well, just as bicycles 

understand human bodies well. We can also say that a hammer 

understands nails more 

than a pile of dirt, because a hammer and nail have greater 

potential for sync than 

that of between a hammer and a pile of dirt. For sync is 



not merely the intertwining of 

entities, but the intertwining of entities in a manner 

which has the potential to give 

rise to increased complexity. The greater the degree to 

which the form of entities 

allows them to intertwine in a manner which can give rise 

to increases in complexity is 

then the greater degree to which we can say that they 

understand each other. 

 

It is worth noting that not all entities which understand 

each other do so because they 

were designed that way. For example, we can say that 

chemical elements which do 

not bond with others easily (ie: Neon, Argon) have a low 

potential for sync with more 

flexible elements (ie: Oxygen, Hydrogen), such that 

Hydrogen and Oxygen understand 

each other much better than do Hydrogen and Neon. What’s 

more, because Hydrogen 

and Oxygen are able to sync with more entities in the 

world, we can say that they 

understand the world itself more than entities which have 

less capacity for sync with 

the world. While potential for sync, and hence 

understanding, comes at differing 

 

 



 

intensitie of breadth and depth, and as we will see, 

differing levels of complexity, as a 

general rule, the more types of sync an entity is able to 

enter into is the more it has 

potential for sync, that is, understanding, in general. 

 

The form of some entities makes them able to sync with 

others immediately. Others 

have to be given a particular form from without in order to 

sync with others. For 

example, a factory shapes metal into type-writer keybars, 

and then what had 

previously been bars of metal now is able to work together 

in the form of a 

typewriter. In intricates, we see this potential for sync 

inscribed on the form of 

entities from without. Many types of sync do not occur by 

design, however. In the case 

of a vortex, the form of molecules of liquid simply 

requires the right contexts in order 

to give rise to the form of sync manifested in a vortex. 

The potential is there, it is 

simply not able to manifest unless the conditions are 

right. In the evolution of living 

organisms, various molecules or organisms reshape each 

other until they are able to 

find ways to sync. In this case, the reshaping is often a 

mutual, multi-way process. 

This is not always a non-violent process. For example, in a 

pond ecosystem, very often 

webs of prey and predators coptentiate the evolution of 

mechanisms of attack and 

defense in a manner which increases the complexity of each 

and all in a violent dance 

of mutual arms race. 

 

Knowledge. Some entities which have never encountered each 

other before 

are predisposed to understand each other. This is because 

they carry within them, in 

the memory inscribed in their physical form, aspects which 



have been sculpted by the 

contexts that produced and/or supported their form in the 

past, and these aspects 

may be similar to those of other entities formed/maintained 

under similar contexts. In 

this sense, we can see how it is that all entities that 

share our universe, simply 

because they were all formed during the Big-Bang, share 

certain traits in common, and 

hence, have a basic, or proto-understanding which allows 

them to share a common 

world together. 

 

Formal understanding, which includes basic understanding 

but which may go beyond it 

as well, describes the manner in which the potential for 

sync, or understanding, 

manifests itself within the form of entities. We see this, 

for example, in which a 

hammer has more potential for sync with my hand than a pile 

of dirt. While a hammer 

and pile of dirt share basic understanding, a hammer and my 

hand have a greater 

degree of formal understanding than a hammer and pile of 

dirt. 

 

 



 

Another name for this type of formal understanding is 

knowledge. Knowledge is the 

manner in which understanding is reified, condensed, and 

represented in the form of 

an aspect of an entity. Thus, we can say that the hammer 

understands my hand better 

than a pile of dirt, as manifested in the form of its 

wooden handle, so nicely sculpted 

to work with a human hand. Getting more complex, we can say 

that I know how to 

play piano, that is, I understand pianos, to the extent 

that the knowledge in the 

physical form of my body and my brain cells allows me to 

have the potential to sync 

with pianos. When I play a piano, the form of the keys of 

the piano shows that they 

understand fingers, ‘knows how’ to work with them, just as 

my brain knows how to 

make use of the keys by means of my hands. While it is 

possible to say that the piano 

‘knows how’ to work with my hands, this should not be seen 

as imputing consciousness 

to an inanimate object like a piano. 

 

In this sense, we will say that the type of knowledge 

manifested in simple, physical 

objects via formal understanding is proto-knowledge. Full 

knowledge will be reserved 

for more complex entities, such as brains or cells with 

DNA/RNA, which use meta- 

formal understanding, via meta-memory, to relate to the 

world. 

 

Full knowledge, or simply, knowledge, makes use of meta-

memory, and is meta- 

formal in nature. That is, while molecules of RNA/DNA are 

formed matters, the ability 

of these molecules to increase the potential for sync 

between themselves and the 

other entities in a living cell lies not only in the form 

of each molecule, but the 



manner in which this form allows it to sync with other 

entities in the cell in a series of 

intertwined, meta-modulating processes. We see this more 

clearly as knowledge 

systems get more complex, such as in human brains. Each 

individual nerve cell in a 

human brain doesn’t really ‘know’ anything that the human 

does. For the knowledge 

encoded in the brain isn’t in the form of any individual 

cell, but the manner in which 

they formally intertwine to create relay patterns. The 

meaning is in the circuits of 

intertwined processes, of which the physical form of an 

individual nerve-cell is only a 

part. The same can be said of an individual molecule of 

DNA/RNA, namely, that it’s 

physical form allows it to support aspects of the processes 

of repair, reproduction, 

etc., of which it is only a part. But to say that repair is 

encoded, for example, in an 

individual molecule of DNA is to misunderstand how it 

works. Only in the web of 

interrelated processes which make up the cycle of repair in 

a living cell does a DNA 

molecule code for repair. Put that molecule in a car 

engine, or even in a cell in which 

 

 



 

the rest of the DNA has been removed, and it will hardly be 

able to repair on its own. 

 

In this sense, just as formal knowledge is always 

knowledge-with the forms of other 

entities, full knowledge is always knowledge-with the 

processes of other formed 

entities. No entity has knowledge by or in itself, but only 

with and in relation to 

others. The same can be said of complexity, for knowledge 

is simply the manner in 

which complexity manifests in physical form as the 

potential for sync, or 

understanding, with other entities. And as we see, 

understanding is also always 

understanding-with, for we always say that an entity has a 

potential for understanding 

this or that entity or aspect of the world. 

 

Abstraction. Both understanding and knowledge manifest 

abstraction, and 

understanding how abstraction allows for the increase of 

both of these is essential to 

understanding how complexity self-potentiates by means of 

these, as well as how 

mediation increases as these increase. Eric Baum, in his 

truly tour-de-fource text What 

is Thought?, argues that “understanding=compression” and 

that “compression extracts 

structure from the world.” While the networkological 

understanding would not quite 

put it this way, there are many similarities between Baum’s 

position and what will be 

presented here. 

 

Why is it that entities such as cells make use of DNA in 

order to repair and reproduce 

themselves? It is clear that in order to repair and 

reproduce oneself, it is necessary to 

store a plan of the organisms as a whole which can be 

consulted as a form of memory 



to guide the process. It is worth noting here that this 

memory is a storage of the past, 

but is oriented to action in the future. In order for the 

storage of such a plan to be 

practical, however, it needs to be much, much smaller than 

the size of the entity 

itself, and the smaller the better in terms of the energy 

needed to expand keeping 

this set of records maintained. It is easy to see, however, 

just how impractical a full- 

size map of the entity as a whole would be, for it 

essentially would be another entity! 

In order for two identical copies to serve as memory 

storage of the plan for each 

other, they would need to continually exchange parts with a 

plan stored outside them, 

and in fact, it is possible to see the parts of cells as 

doing precisely this inside the 

larger system of the cell itself. Either way, as with 

Borges’ famous map which was the 

size of the territory it described, it is clear that in 

order for maps and other memory 

devices to be useful, they need to be smaller than that 

which they describe. This 

allows for easy transport and storage, less energy for 

upkeep, etc. 

 

 



 

There are gains and losses which come along with this 

reduction in size. The loss is loss 

of detail. For example, if I draw a stick-figure of a 

person, with a few straight lines 

and a circle, I have a simple and efficient drawing of a 

human being. I lose detail, in 

that there is no hair, no eyes, no color, no skin, in 

general, no individuating features. 

For some purposes, however, such a representation may serve 

its purpose just fine. 

The degree to which this is the case, of course, depends 

upon context. 

 

What is lost in detail and specificity is balanced, 

however, by a gain in the ability to 

form generalizations. That is, a stick-figure can represent 

all people, regardless of 

height, weight, gender, etc. While it can serve to 

represent a particular person, it can 

also serve to represent many particular persons, or even 

the type of person. Abstract 

representation allows for the production of types, and for 

generalization. And 

generalization is something which hugely potentiates the 

increase of understanding 

between entities. For example, by placing a stick figure on 

a sign, rather than a 

detailed image of an individual person, it is easier for 

many people to identify with 

the sign and understand that it is meant for them. 

 

If we look at the form of entities, we see this at work in 

formal understanding. The 

form of a molecule of hydrogen is a condensed 

representation of the contexts of 

formation and support of that molecule. That is, as all the 

influences come to bear 

upon the this particular bit of matter, it represents that 

by taking a particular form, 

and that form is that of a molecule of hydrogen. The form 

of the molecule represents 



the symmetries at work between its matter, and all the 

influences that act upon it 

from both micro- and macro-contexts. However, as that 

molecule moves after its 

initial formation, it represents the symmetries at work not 

only in its new contexts, 

but between these contexts and those of its original 

formation. And when it changes 

form, this represents, in condensed form, a shift in some 

aspect of the new contexts 

within which it finds itself. If that change involves 

combinging with a molecule of 

oxygen to form H20, this molecule can be seen as a 

condensed representation of the 

potential for sync between not only the molecules involved, 

but the symmetries within 

the contexts of their production and maintenance that they 

represent. A molecule of 

H20 can be seen as a condensed form of the potential for 

sync within particular 

aspects of the universe. And in a manner which can be 

generalized. Once scientists 

observe reactions between hydrogen and oxygen enough times, 

they come to realize 

that future molecules will act similarly, and have similar 

processes. And as any 

 

 



 

biologist will tell you, molecules recognize aspects of 

each other all the time, often by 

presenting biological keys that represent one molecule to 

another. Abstraction allows 

representation to be efficient, mobile, and produce 

generalizations. 

 

By allowing for mobility within a field of symmetry, 

multiple condensed 

representatives are able to intertwine aspects of contexts 

separated off from other 

aspects. We can see here how abstraction is a form of 

differentiation, and one which 

separates out aspects of what is intertwined which may have 

potential for sync with 

something else, but is hampered by its intertwining with 

other entities. For example, 

iron and carbon can come together to make steel, but only 

if the rocks surrounding 

them are removed first so they can find ways to come 

together. The process of 

refining removes iron ore, and when combined with carbon, 

steel is the result. A 

process of abstraction here allows for greater complexity 

to occur because it separates 

out aspects of entities which can sync from those which 

cannot, and novel 

combinations that would not otherwise be possible are the 

result. For example, while 

galaxies may have trouble intertwining because of various 

aspects within them that 

would keep them apart, condensed representatives of 

particular abstract symmetries 

within them, which are condensed in memory on specific 

matters in the forms we call 

hydrogen and oxygen, can then come together in novel ways, 

such as molecules of 

H20. Such molecules represent newness in the universe, the 

manner whereby 

condensation, abstraction, and differentiation produce 

restriction of form at one 



level, to give rise to newness of combination at another 

level. Molecules can in this 

sense be seen as the words whereby the world writes its 

prose, each word composed 

out of the letters which its atoms and sub-atomic particles 

provide. 

 

And here we see a general rule which applies to 

complexificiation in general: 

abstraction and limitation at one level of scale can 

provide the potential for new 

forms of sync at higher levels of scale. Take alphabetic 

writing, for example. Those 

who use alphabets have taken certain very specific types of 

marks on a page or screen 

and said that they are not to be interpreted as drawings 

with iconic resemblances to 

entities in the world. Rather, we limit them, such that 

these few squiggles are special 

drawings, with limited applicability. While the letter ‘m’ 

could have been a picture of 

two hills, or a camel, we have said now that it is only to 

be understood as ‘the letter 

m’, having a particular sound associated with it, and a 

particular role in written 

language. We have therefore abstracted and limited the 

possible meanings 

attributable to this drawing. But by intertwining it with 

other similar such entities 

 

 



 

within an intertwining of processes, it takes on a role in 

a system. And this role in a 

system is what allows it to be an instance of a type, a 

particular writing of an abstract 

entity known as the ‘letter m’, no matter if it is written 

in script or cursive, upper or 

lower case, in pen or pencil, etc. It is also then able to 

represent what it is not, 

namely, a sound, and in fact, all instances of that sound, 

no matter who pronounces 

this sound, or where, or why, etc. And when this role is 

then layered into other layers 

of meta-articulation, this drawing is able to represent 

parts of words, sentences, 

works of literature, etc. 

 

Coding. Abstraction in meta-articulatory systems is able to 

use limitation and 

abstraction on a lower level of scale to produce greater 

complexity at higher levels of 

scale by means of a notion known as coding. 

 

When the form of entities in a dynamic system constrains 

each other such that they 

only play a particular role, or function, in that system’s 

plan, the set of rules which 

link form, plan, and function is known as that system’s 

code. In the simplest systems, 

such as static entities like molecules, the code is simply 

the role each static part plays 

in the static whole. For example, in a molecule of H20, the 

hydrogen molecules play 

the role of bonding with oxygen, and vice-versa, in a 

manner which forms the 

expected triangular shape. The code is, as we have 

described in our discussion fo 

signification, the formal aspects of the context which 

allows the signifier in question 

to take a particular position within a basic signifying 

system, in relation to at minimum 

a signified and a subject. Such basic signifying systems of 



this sort are said to possess a 

proto-code. 

 

In aggregates, various such entities intertwine, such that 

there are various signifying 

relationships. For example, a molecule of H20 represents 

not only the contexts in 

which it was produced, but also the impact of, say, the 

last molecule it bumped into. 

In this manner, matters in aggregates share a wide variety 

of continually shifting and 

layering intercodes, as many as relate to the contexts they 

are in. The layering of 

codes in this sense is called multi-coding. While a 

particular intercode may attempt to 

become the only code relevant to a particular entity, 

usually there are many codes at 

work, for there are many contexts at work. 

 

As with all codes, proto-codes describe the manner in which 

entities in the world 

represent not only themselves and the contexts which 

produced them, but the 

 

 



 

symmetries between such contexts which make them members of 

a particular type. 

The form of a molecule of hydgroen is that it has the 

potential to be part of a 

molecule of water, or methane, or many other compounds. The 

form of a hydrogen 

molecule is the abstract condensation of these potentials, 

encoded in the manner in 

which its form modulates its qualities, such that when a 

hydrogen molecule does form 

such a compound, it signifies that it represents a member 

of its type. All memory, in 

that it condenses and abstracts, produces the potential for 

generalization, that is, 

types. All the contexts that produce water are different, 

yet they all produce 

molecules of water with the same form, and in this manner, 

all these particular 

contexts show that they have the same symmetries which make 

them members of a 

type, and this is represented, in abstract, condensed form, 

in the form taken by a 

molecule of water. The result is that its potentials will 

be the same as all other 

molecules of water, because it represents the symmetries 

within the same types of 

contexts which led to its production. 

 

In meta-memory systems, the types represented by an entity 

go beyond that of the 

contexts of its production, later mixing, or its potentials 

for combination. Rather, in a 

meta-memory system, an entity can also represent a 

functional type within a 

particular system. In a living cell, for example, a 

particular set of DNA molecules may 

condense a particular relay pattern which allows for a 

particular amino acid to be 

added to a chain of such molecules. When this happens, we 

say that the particular 

arrangment of DNA molecules codes for the amino-acid in 



question, and this is because 

the role or function of this particular arrangement of DNA 

molecules in the system of 

this cell is to code for that particular amino acid. 

Likewise, in an alphabet, we say 

that the squiggle known as the ‘letter m’ codes for a 

particular sound, within the set 

of rules, or code, we call the English version of the Roman 

alphabet. 

 

More developed systems of the sort we see here are said to 

have a full code, or 

simply, a code. This occurs because one particular context 

comes to serve as the 

dominant context relevant to a particular entity, and 

hence, it’s code becomes the 

most important if not the only code immediately relevant to 

a particular entity. For 

example, in a living cell, a particular sequence of DNA is 

constrained and limited by its 

role in the processes of that cell to only be able to 

signify particular things at 

particular points in the life processes of the cell. This 

limitation is what allows it to 

play a specific set of roles in the processes at work in 

that cell. The result is stability 

of representation. If a particular DNA molecule falls 

apart, it can be replaced by 

 

 



 

another of its type, and the role will still be preserved. 

Thus there is a generalization 

of both what is condensed and that which does the 

condensing. 

 

Coding is the process of limiting the types of roles which 

an entity can play in a given 

context so as to give rise to complexity at a higher level 

of scale. Only when the roles 

entities plays is limited is there enough stability for 

sync and intertwining at one level 

to give rise to new form at higher levels. This does not 

mean that codes are 

necessarily fully fixed or one-to-one. For example, in the 

English alphabet, the letter 

‘p’ represents different sounds in the words ‘panopticon’ 

and ‘phosphorus.’ There is 

limitation, but not necessarily complete one-to-one 

correspondence. Likewise, in DNA, 

sometimes two or three arrangements will of molecules will 

code for the same amino 

acid. 

 

In most meta-articulatory, meta-modulatory, meta-memory 

systems, coding occurs 

such that some parts within the system are coded in more 

restricted fashion, or 

tightly coded, while others more multiply coded. The first 

set of signifiers are said to 

be relatively anchored or fixed, while the second set are 

said, relatively speaking, to 

float. The interplay of these types of coding is part of 

what allows different roles to 

be played within the system. 

 

For example, in English the role of the word ‘and’ is 

relatively tightly coded, as are 

the meanings of other essential grammatical terms, such as 

‘I’ or ‘you’ or ‘is.’ If there 

were debate on the meanings of these words, English as a 

language would have 



difficulty functioning. But the restriction of meanings of 

these words allows for the 

proliferation of forms of intertwinings of the others. 

Thus, words like ‘God’ or ‘love’ 

or ‘being’ have many possible meanings, that is, they float 

and are multiply coded. In 

this manner, a language balances between stability and 

diversity, developing yet more 

complexity at higher levels of scale. Complexity always 

occurs when there is diversity 

and meta-stability which can then come together as sync. In 

the example just 

mentioned of the difference between tightly and multiply 

coded words, we can see 

how is that the diversity of multiple coding and the 

stability provided by tight coding 

allows for forms of intertwining, or sync, which can give 

rise to novelty when the 

diversity is greater than the stability, yet does not 

destroy it. Such a relation is a form 

of meta-stability, and it is the engine that keeps 

complexity growing. And as anyone 

knows, languages grow and evolve when they are continually 

exposed to new 

influences, yet not in a manner so great as to destroy them 

from within. While 

 

 



 

dissolution from within could give rise to more complexity, 

such as happened with the 

differentiation of Latin into many new sub-languages, this 

change mirrored the overall 

destruction of complexity in the social arenas which 

produced these languages in the 

first place, such that the gain in linguistic complexity 

came at the cost of social 

complexity. Either way, we see how it is that diversity is 

essential to growth, even if 

too much can be destructive, such that finding the meta-

stable zone is essential if 

overall complexity is to increase. 

 

Creation. We are now in a position to describe how it is 

that meta- 

articulation, meta-modulation, and meta-memory, or meta-

mediation, by means of 

coding, abstraction, and generalization, provide potentials 

for not only condensing 

aspects of understanding, but producing new types thereof. 

 

All meta-memory, by means of condensation and abstraction, 

gives rise to 

generalization, thereby linking types within the context of 

a system with the signifiers 

which condense it. We see this at work in formal systems in 

the manner in which a 

matter, such as a molecule, condenses aspects of the 

symmetries at work in its 

contexts in its form. And we see this in meta-memory 

systems in the manner in which 

the role a particular matter plays within a system 

condenses symmetries within the 

dynamic processes at work within that system which link 

entities in relations based on 

various abstrac types. Thus, DNA molecules produce 

particular codes, making them 

represent types, which are then linked to amino-acids which 

play particular roles 

according to their type within chains which give rise to 



proteins. What matters is not 

the particularities of these molecules, but their ability 

to play certain roles in various 

processes in systems according to their types. 

 

Once a code is formed, however, it always gives rise to the 

potential for novelty by 

new forms of combination due to the manner in which 

abstraction allows for aspects 

of entities to simplify, separate out, and their otherwise 

contradictory aspects to 

potentially fall aside. We saw this with molecules. That 

is, a complex molecule may 

not be able to come together with another, but if one 

produces hydrogen and the 

other oxygen, aspects of them could come together, and in 

ways that the larger 

molecules never could. A molecule of water could help give 

rise to life, while these 

larger molecules from which their parts came potentially 

could not. The reason for 

this is that complexification requires diversity, and 

differentiation is part of what 

gives rise to diversity, such that differentiation 

indirectly potentiates 

 

 



 

complexification. 

 

In a meta-memory system, not only is it possible for 

entities to find new ways to 

combine by intertwining their forms, but the same can occur 

between the meta- 

memory which repairs and reproduces systems as such. For 

example, DNA/RNA stores 

the plan for systems as a whole, but by means of errors in 

copying this code, 

mutations are able to arise, providing novel forms which 

can then potentiate evolution 

of organisms. 

 

In addition, entities can repurpose meta-memory codes to 

new uses. We see the 

formal possibilities which form gives rise to in relation 

to context occur now at higher 

levels of scale, abstraction, and potential. For example, 

if a new type of molecule 

that shows up that nevertheless is able to link with a 

DNA/RNA molecule, it can then 

be tried out in the organism, giving rise to new 

possibilities. In organisms that use 

nerve-cells to encode memories, when a new experience is 

encountered, the organism 

can use old memories to ‘guess’ at how to deal with what it 

is seeing. This is because 

brains use condensation to store memories. Similar 

experiences are stored in the same 

areas in memory and layered on top of each other, giving 

rise to what cognitive 

scientists call proto-types. These are memories of general 

types, with the rough edges 

of particularities shaved off, with the most commonly 

encountered features 

remaining, while the least frequently encountered ones tend 

to fall away. This simple 

efficiency mechanism, however, gives rise to potential for 

generalization which allows 

for guessing, approximation, and many of the cognitive 



skills that humans possess and 

computers do not. Computers, it should be noted, do not use 

abstraction, 

condensation, or proto-type formation in their memories 

unless specifically instructed 

to do so, giving rise generally to much more rigid, less 

creative modes of interacting 

with the world. 

 

Relay. As we have seen, meta-mediation allows for dynamic 

sets of processes to 

repair and reproduce themselves, and hence, remain stable, 

in changing 

circumstances. There is a fundamental connection between 

meta-mediatory systems 

and reaction. Firistly, this is because what they record in 

their meta-memory 

knowledge bases is fundamentally relay points between 

reactions. In DNA, for 

example, a single molecule is perhaps best seen as a point 

of relay between moments 

in a chain of reactions at work within the dynamic system. 

They receive the writing 

produced by amino acids, then are read back when the time 

is needed. In the brains of 

 

 



 

more complex organisms, nerve cells act as relay switches 

in complex circuits, linking 

processes of stimulus with those of response. Rather than 

concieve of these met- 

memory signifiers as representatives of exterior states, it 

is less reifying to concieve of 

them as relays in processes. If one were to say that an 

electrical light switch on a wall 

represents the state of turning on or off the light, we 

miss the manner in which its 

form is much more suited to linking or delinking current 

than representing something 

abstract like a state in the world. Likewise, neurons are 

conduits, they do not 

resemble aspects of the world. 

 

Geneticists are increasingly arguing that it makes sense to 

think of DNA in such a form 

as well. Many genes do not so much code for specific amino-

acids, as they act as 

feedback mechanisms to modulate other chains of action 

between DNA molecules by 

means of mediator proteins. What’s more, many of the 

proteins produced by DNA are 

not necessarily structural proteins, rather, many are 

catalysts, that is, proteins which 

produce specific chemical reactions. In this sense, a one-

to-one correspondance model 

of representation is hardly suited for systems like DNA or 

the brain, such that perhaps 

it is the exception rather than the rule that functions 

this way, if any at all. 

 

Rather than simply recording outside states, we can begin 

to think of what it records 

as potential pathways to link stimuli with responses. Thus, 

not only does meta-memory 

serve to link reactions, but it allows organisms to change 

their forms, to react 

dyanmically to the outside world. For as a system and its 

meta-memory increase in 



complexity, the types of responses gets increasingly more 

complex. Let us call any 

response which is coded for in a meta-memory system as a 

habit of that system, such 

that boundary formation, repair, reproduction, and 

metabolism can be seen as the 

primary habits common to living systems. Let us also say 

that learning is the 

acquisition of habits which help increase the potential for 

complexity, or 

understanding of its world, of the system in question. Let 

us also say that evolution is 

the process whereby entities learn new ways to learn by 

means of modifying 

themselves. Much more will be said about habit, learning, 

and evolution in our 

discussion of hypermediation in what follows. 

 

For now, however, we should note that Habit, learning, and 

evolution describe 

increasingly complex manners in which organisms are able to 

have more than one form 

in their relation to the world beyond them. As entities 

develop new appendages, learn 

how to move, mutate their form, learn to recognize stimuli, 

think and respond, their 

 

 



 

form becomes more multi-form, and hence, able to sync with 

a wider range of stimuli 

than those with a static form, such as most molecules. As a 

result, organisms can 

become radically more complex, all due to the manner in 

which meta-memory 

potentiates their ability to produce new and more flexible 

and adaptable forms. In this 

manner, they represent the changing contexts of their 

contexts dynamically in the 

forms of their bodies and brains. 

 

In all of this, we are able to see the manner in which it 

is possible to develop a 

process-oriented approach to meta-memory. Knowledge, that 

is, the formal aspects of 

DNA or neurons, can then be simply seen as a moment within 

the meta-modulatory 

process whereby that knowledge produces understanding. For 

the form of a DNA 

molecule or the shape of a particular neuron alone is 

useless in terms of producing 

understanding. Knowledge is a reification of understanding, 

and one which is only able 

to potentiate that understanding in a context which links 

it to processes. Reification is 

what allows understanding to anchor itself in physical 

bodies via knowledge, but 

removed from such a context, knowledge is a distortion of 

the understanding of which 

it is a part. 

 

Here we see the root of the manner in which reified 

approaches to knowledge distort 

the role of knowledge in the world, in a manner which 

echoes up to and includes 

philosophies. Whenever approaches to the world reify terms, 

binaries, histories, 

perspectives, they radically distort the manner in which 

knowledge helps give rise to 

complexity, often with disastrous results, much more about 



which will be said in 

future works on network ethics. 

 

Multi-mediation. In the preceding sections we have 

described how 

meta-mediation describes how an entity can be mediated by 

an entire system and its 

complex set of processes. The potentials relevant to a 

particular molecule of DNA, its 

meaning, can only be known by understanding the entire 

context of the system in 

which it is a part, its processes, etc. To understand what 

a particular molecule of DNA 

means in a particular system, this can only be known in 

effect by changing that. For 

meaning is always determined by context, and in particular, 

the mediatory context 

which allows the qualities and forms of an entity to have 

the potential to give rise to 

particular effects. 

 

In some contexts, however, there may be many codes which 

compete with each other 

 

 



 

in their attempt to describe the meaning of a particular 

bit of meta-memory code. 

When this happens, we have a form of inter-mediatory 

floating, yet at the level of 

meta-memory, and this is known as multiple meta-mediation, 

or simply, multi- 

mediation. For example, word like ‘cool’ in English has 

multiple possible uses, one 

related to temperature, the other to the degree to which 

something is interesting, 

fun, hip, etc. The first is a standard dictionary 

definition, the second is slang, but 

which context works for which depends on circumstances. 

Multiple coding always 

relates to multiple ways of being in the world, and when 

there’s competition between 

codes, it provides a great deal of diversity in meta-memory 

systems which allow them 

to try out new habits, learn new ways of being in the 

world, and develop and evolve 

new forms of complexity. While a system may try to lock 

down such floating 

signification, ultimately the system which can tolerate the 

greatest degree of divesity 

of multiple-mediation is that which has the most diversity 

to draw upon from which to 

complexify. 

 

Meta-coding. In addition to multi-mediation, systems will 

often layer 

meta-coding into itself, and this is known as meta-meta-

articulation, or more simply, 

meta-coding. Meta-coding is done for several reasons. 

Firstly, as we have argued, any 

level of meta-articulation makes use of condensation, and 

gives rise to new potentials 

which arise due to abstraction, generalization, and the new 

forms of combination 

these make possible. Each time a code is layered onto 

another code, this benefit 

occurs at yet a higher level of scale. 



 

Of course, too many layers on top of each other, without 

systems to mediate between 

these, such as we see, for example, in the human brain, can 

also result in systems 

which are too abstract to be useful to a particulat 

context. Truly complex systems 

have to find ways to mediate these issues, and much more 

will be said about this in 

our discussion of the human brain in the next section of 

this book. But for now it is 

important to note that each layer of meta-coding brings 

with it new potentials. 

 

In addition to gains of potential which condensation 

brings, however, there is also the 

more practical issue of efficiency. We have already 

described how having a bodyplan 

stored in tiny molecules helps it to be able to carry 

around a code without this being 

cumbersome. However, it is worth noting that a cell does 

not use a different molecule 

of DNA/RNA for each type of amino acid. There are over 

forty types of amino-acids 

living cells need to code for, and this would require over 

forty types of DNA/RNA 

 

 



 

molecules, something difficult to evolve and find/make 

replacement parts for. Living 

cells developed what was simplest, and ultimately, more 

efficient than this, such that 

living cells use no more than five types of nucleic acid 

molecules to code for all forty 

types of amino acids. They do this by using a layer of 

meta-code. That is, rather than 

having a one-to-one rigid code, DNA/RNA molecules make use 

of five molecules 

(adenine, thymine, guanine, cystosine, and uracil) in the 

manner in which written 

alphabets make use of letters. From these molecular 

letters, it spells out molecular 

words, three pairs of such molecular letters known as 

‘codons.’ It is these codons 

which code for particular amino acids. 

 

This layer of meta-coding made it easier to evolve this 

system, easier of find spare 

parts and repair it, and also provides the gains which 

another layer of meta-coding 

always brings with it, including new forms of 

generalization, abstraction, and 

combination. We see the benefits of this most clearly in 

the fact that by having 

molecular words spelled with molecular letters, it is 

possible to misspell words in 

various ways, providing an engine for mutation and 

variation to fuel evolution. The 

potential for variation would be dramatically less without 

this feature, a fundamental 

contribution to the complexity engine of biological 

evolution. 

 

While the differences between having to remember five 

molecules and twenty is 

substantial, we can see even larger gains in efficiency 

when there is a larger degree of 

difference between the numbers of coded parts involved, for 

example, in the case of 



written human languages. Languages such as that of modern 

mathematics use 

logorams (signifiers with coded to meanings that have no 

relation between what they 

represent and their form), while languages like Chinese are 

written with combinations 

of logograms and ideograms (signifiers that are coded to 

meanings that resemble their 

form). While Chinese then combines characters to form 

compound hybric characters 

which are complex aggregates of their parts, modern Chinese 

still requires that a 

learner acquire about 5,000 characters to be functionally 

literate. 

 

The Roman alphabet requires users to memorize 26 letters, 

the combinations of which 

then form words, meta-signifiers, which then represent the 

ideas in question. As a 

result, it is much easier to learn to read and write 

alphabetic languages. It is also 

easier to form new words. Adding layers of meta-coding 

allows for the radical 

condensation of representational power. Fewer 

representational resources are 

required to represent a greater degree of diversity. 

 

 



 

In this sense, we see how it is that the more levels of 

system intermediate a memory 

system, the more it is able to condense a greater diversity 

of aspects of the world 

onto fewer resources. A handful of physical forms are able 

to account for the ability to 

describe a greater degree of complexity in the world. In 

this manner, a single letter, 

such as a letter ‘t,’ can be part of a wide variety of 

words, a wide variety of 

sentences, etc. In this manner, the potential to represent 

all the richness of human 

language is condensed on 26 letters in the Roman alphabet 

(and with a minor variation 

in the numbers of letters, in other alphabets such as the 

Arabic, Hebrew, Bengali, 

Cyrillic, Greek, Korean, etc.). None of which is to say 

that alphabetic languages are 

‘better’ than other forms of script used by humans (ie: 

Chinese characters), such a 

notion is nearly as silly as asking a contextless question 

like the meaning of H20 (such 

that this sort of question is only sensible in a particular 

context). Rather, it is simply 

to say that alphabetic languages are more efficient, 

because they employ more 

condensation. 

 

Meta-Understanding. Meta-coding produces gains in terms of 

new 

forms of variation and increase efficiency of forms of 

meta-memory. But they also give 

rise to new potential forms of generalization and 

abstraction. If meta-memory is 

primarilly a relay system between dynamic practices, then 

we need to ask what new 

sorts of sync these make possible. And if we think of 

understanding as the potential for 

sync, and knowledge as the manner in which this is 

inscribed in material form, then 

this leads us to the manner in which meta-coding gives rise 



to new forms of 

understanding and knowledge. 

 

Because meta-coding is simply the layering of coding into 

itself at higher levels of 

scale, the form of knowledge at issue doesn’t really 

change. That is, there are bits of 

matter coded as meta-memory, but these are now layered on 

top of themselves, so 

that some meta-memory doesn’t act as a relay between 

processes outside the memory 

system, but between aspects of this memory system and 

itself. As such, the matters 

coded as meta-memory are still meta-memory, they are simply 

being used differently. 

But they give rise to new potentials for sync, and as such, 

we can say that they give 

rise to practices which are forms of meta-understanding. 

 

All meta-memory systems make use of relay, which is simply 

the manner in which 

meta-memory links processes together via its coded matters. 

But what happens when 

meta-memory systems don’t link their relays to other parts 

of the system, but to 

 

 



 

meta-memory banks? The result is that meta-memory circuits 

are able to modulate 

each other by the production of catalysts of various sorts. 

As these intertwine with the 

increasingly complex bodies of entities evolving new forms 

of complexity, with organs 

which differentiate for purposes of perception and 

locomotion, the functions of meta- 

memory radically increases as its feedback loops intertwine 

with increasingly more 

complex sets of body parts. And as the boundaries between 

the outside world become 

more firm, meta-memory systems increasingly have to relay 

with specialized organs, 

giving rise to specialized catalysts which produce 

specialized responses. Thus relay the 

simplest form of recognition, that is, linkage of stimulus 

and response in a manner 

which goes beyond simple repair, reproduction, boundary 

formation, and metabolism. 

 

One of the most important aspects of meta-memory is that, 

despite the connotations 

of the world memory, like all memory, it is as much 

oriented towards the future as the 

past. Artificial intelligence researcher Jeff Hawkins has 

gone as far to call the function 

of the human neo-cortex, the higher thought parts of the 

brain, as “memory 

prediction.” And in fact, as relays, all memories are 

pathways laid down in the past 

which can be reactivated in the future, and not necessarily 

by the same stimuli, but 

rather, similar ones. 

 

As feedback loops in meta-memory get more complex meta-

memory then begins to 

start to recognize and react to not only states in the 

outside world and in the system 

itself, but within meta-memory. That is, meta-memory begins 

to remember its own 



states, and then can recognize them. All recognition is a 

form of prediction, for it links 

stimuli with response in a manner which predicts, in a 

sense, that what worked in the 

past will work in the future. In this sense we can say that 

the when a meta-memory 

system begins to recognize its own states, it beging to try 

to guess and predict aspects 

of its own behavior so as to know how best to react. 

 

What’s more, as meta-memory feeds back into itself, it 

abstracts aspects of itself, 

giving rise to new forms of combination thereof at higher 

levels of scale, with meta- 

categorizations being the first and immediate gain. It is 

out of this interntal attempts 

at prediction within a meta-memory system that all higher 

meta-memory functions 

form. As we will show in The Networked Mind, as memories 

become delinked from 

stimulus and linked to other memory circuits, they 

increasingly can become triggered 

indirectly in the mode of recollection. As memory systems 

begin to form yet more 

links beyond direct stimulus, they can begin trying to 

predict which stimuli tend to be 

 

 



 

triggered together, giving rise to association. As a system 

begins to recognize its own 

body as an object and concieves of the agency within this 

and others as similar to 

itself, we say that it is conscious. And when it is able to 

question aspects of this 

representation of itself as an object, we say that it is 

self-conscious. All of these 

higher modes of cognition are said to be forms of meta-

understanding. They are built 

out of increasingly complex intertwinings of meta-memory 

and the bodies that support 

them, in a manner which will be described in much greater 

detail in The Networked 

Mind. 

 

In all its forms, from simple formal meta-articulation to 

meta-coding systems which 

give rise to complex forms of meta-understanding, meta-

mediation describes the 

manner in which the form of entities allows them to play 

particular functional roles as 

relays in dynamic systems serves to layer a particular 

functional meaning on top of 

their formal meaning. And this functional meaning is only 

sensible in relation to the 

entire system in question. In this manner a formed matter 

is able to represent more 

than its context, or what last impacted it, or a particular 

stage in a cycle of its 

transformations. That is, a formed matter can now represent 

nearly anything, and in a 

manner that it can be mediated via its coding in a 

functional role within a complex 

system infinitely more complex than it is itself. Meta-

mediation thereby describes the 

manner in which a formed matter can be mediated not only 

via its form, but its role 

within a system. And in this manner, it is mediated more 

intensely, that is, by the 

system in question as a whole. In doing so, it is able to 



have a wider potential for sync, 

via this system, with a greater diversity of aspects of the 

world, thereby increasing its 

mediativity, representativity, and complexity. And we can 

say that this liberates 

matter from its physical form, yet by means of this form. 

Increasing complexity, 

describes the manner in which matter comes to freedom by 

learning how to sync with 

the full diversity which the world presents to it. And as a 

result, new potentials are 

released into the world. 

 

Thus, just as it was silly, in a sense, to ask what the 

meaning of a molecule of H20 is 

outside of a given context, what could we say the meaning 

of a letter, such as ‘t’ is? 

Well, in relation to the human language, it is more than 

just a shape of a squiggle on a 

page. It’s also the potential to write Shakespeare’s plays. 

The meaning of the letter 

‘t’ in relation to the system of the English language is 

not merely the abiltiy to record 

words, but to combine them in new ways. For the more 

complex a type of memory, 

the more complex its representational capabilities. And 

representation in the form of 

 

 



 

memory can always not only remember, but also predict. 

Representation and memory 

are as much about the future as the past. 

 

Hypermediation. In all its forms, meta-mediation is able to 

give rise to 

new forms of understanding. We saw this first with its 

ability to meta-modulate 

transformational relay circuits in a manner which split an 

entity into a dynamic system 

into three essential parts, one for memory, one for the 

maintenance of energy 

stability, and a third for boundary maintencance. From 

here, we see how this allows 

systems to complexify by means of the predictive and 

generalizing gains that another 

layer of condensation brings, but also the manner in which 

meta-memory complexifies 

itself via multi- and meta-understanding 

 

If formal mediation employed condensed aspects of contexts, 

and meta-mediation 

condensed aspects of reactions, there is one type of 

condensation, and hence, 

mediation or representation, we have yet to describe. This 

is the condensation not of 

aspects of contexts in material form, nor of processes in 

functional roles, but of 

potential. The condensation of potential is known as value, 

and flows in systems 

called economies, making use of hypercoding in systems of 

hypermediation. 

 

Hypermediation comes in several forms. An economy is a 

hypermediate system which 

makes use of standards known as currencies, represented by 

shares, to describe 

intensities of potential, or value. A meta-economy is a 

hypermediate system which 

makes use of capitals, represented by projects, or work, 

known as investments, to 



describe intensities of potential to create potential, or 

value. Finally, an organismic 

system, or organism, is a hypermediate system which makes 

use of itself as a capacity 

to perform work in projects according to its values, and 

give rise to various forms of 

complexity. These forms of complexity come in three primary 

forms. The first is 

wideware, which comes in the form of actions, tools, and 

signs. The second is systems 

of wideware, known as wideware plexes, which are forms of 

quasi-life. Finally, the 

third is growth, of which learning, evolution, and meta-

evolution are the three 

primary types. We will now describe the types of 

hypermediation in turn. 

 

Competition. In previous sections, we described situations 

in which there 

may be multiple codes which compete to describe something 

in a meta-memory 

system. That said, we only examined the mechanics of 

systems, like those in 

DNA/RNA, in which there is a relatively fixed set of 

meanings within the code in 

 

 



 

question. We see a similar situation in relation to the 

writing of the English language. 

We don’t debate which alphabet to write English in, if we 

did, there’d be a lot of 

confusion. However, there are situations in which it makes 

sense to choose between 

multiple codes, meta-codes, etc. 

 

For example, when Christian monks encountered Slavic tribes 

for the first time, they 

wanted to translate the Bible into these previously non-

written languages. Those who 

came from Western churches transcribed Slavic languages 

into the Roman alphabet, 

and invented various markers (known as diacritics) to 

modify the letters to produce 

enough variations, and the result is the written form of 

modern Czech, Polish, Slovak, 

etc. When Greek Orthodox monks encountered Slavic tribes, 

they used the Greek 

alphabet, and simply invented new letters, giving rise to 

what is known as the Cyrillic 

alphabet, which is used to write modern Russian, Bulgarian, 

Serbian, etc. In many 

senses, the Cyrillic alphabet is more elegant in its 

transliteration of Slavic language 

sounds, but here we see an example of two codes, both of 

which can be used to 

differently divide up the sounds produced in Slavic 

languages. Often radically different 

numbers of letters, and sometimes even numbers of words, 

will be employed to spell 

very similar words across these languages. 

 

Multiple coding can be a source of diversity, and hence, 

lead to increased complexity. 

We see this in the manner in which languages, or species 

grow more diverse and 

flexible by increasingly the diversity of codes they can 

employ within them. But this is 

not always the case. For example, the ability of words to 



have many diverse meanings 

and combinations rests upon the fact that we don’t allow 

the meanings of letters to 

float underneath them. While it is possible to experiment 

with new ways of writing a 

language, this will often suspend creative experimentation 

at a higher level of scale, 

for it is difficult to experiment at both, say, the 

orthographic and lexical level of a 

language, that is, how it is written and what words mean, 

at the same time. As we 

have said, restriction at one level is often part of what 

allows creation at another. 

Thus, if living organisms decided to experiment with using 

different molecules to carry 

energy than ADP/ATP, or to start coding RNA/DNA molecules 

differently, the result 

would likely not be new forms of evolution, but rather, the 

collapse of all the house of 

cards of layers of meta-coded complexity built upon this 

stable foundation. There are 

some systems, however, which are complex enough to have 

multi-code 

experimentation on multiple levels of scale, and these are 

complex brains, such as 

seen in human beings. But before we can understand these 

sorts of systems, we need 

to be able to understand how much simpler systems determine 

how to handle multiple 

 

 



 

competing codes in a manner which gives rise to increases, 

not decreases, in 

complexity. 

 

We have already examined meta-memory systems, which employ 

meta-coding which 

can give rise to various forms of meta-understanding. And 

meta-coding is good at 

categorizing and abstracting, but so far we have said 

nothing about how decisions are 

made in meta-memory systems. And while we have described to 

some extent how 

decisions are made in simple, formed matter, via the 

intertwining of micro-, meso-, 

and macro-mediation, we have not described how this sort of 

simple decision making 

via processing is reworked in relation to meta-memory 

systems such as seen in living 

cells. 

 

How do complex systems come to the point at which they use 

meta-memory to make 

increasingly complex decisions which allow them to not only 

function dynamically, but 

to remember which decisions lead to increases in 

complexity, and learn from this so as 

to be able to grow and evolve in a complex, changing 

environment? That is, how do 

systems come to value some aspects of their worlds more 

than others, such that they 

can then make decisions, learn, and grow? 

 

Economies. In a state of competition between aspects of a 

system’s world, 

including between codes such as we see in multi-coding 

situations, meta-coding will 

never be able to never be able to determine for a system on 

its own which path the 

system should take. Meta-coding can layer codes into one 

another to give rise to 

complex forms of recognition, recollection, association, 



and meta-categorization, but 

these are fundamentally different from decision-making, for 

while these forms of 

complex meta-understanding can help determine which path is 

best once goals have 

been set, they are alien to the notion of setting goals as 

such. In order to be able to 

set goals, a system must have values. That is, the system 

must value certain things 

over others. Even if a system simply values its own 

continuation, such as we see even 

in the most basic living systems, this is a value, and from 

this, sub-values can be 

determined. While processes of meta-understanding can 

assist in achieving goals 

determined by values, they are not the source thereof. 

 

In order for a system to be able to decide between 

outcomes, it must have a system 

beyond those that we have already described in terms of 

memory, a system of 

evaluation which, when combined with the memory system, can 

help the system as a 

whole decide which past is best to take. Skills like 

recognition and association only 

 

 



 

become useful if there is a principle or standard to 

determine utility, worth, and 

value. 

 

If we want to see how such a system works, we need look no 

further than the way 

memory and value systems are intertwined in humans, that 

is, the manner in which 

our brains are modulated by what is known as the limbic 

system, which uses a series of 

chemicals known as neuro-modulators to affect overall mood 

and global brain 

function. Two potent neuromodulators are serotonin and 

dopamine. In general, 

serotonin is a chemical which creates a sense of overall 

well-being and happiness, 

which is why this is the chemical targeted by most anti-

depressants. Dopamine is the 

chemical which is related to reward and focus, and is the 

chemical that is released in 

excess by a drug like cocaine. Too little of either 

chemical creates states of 

discomfort and craving, which when taken care of creates a 

sensation of satisfaction. 

 

What we see here is the manner in which our system of 

drives is in effect an economy, 

a system which seeks to maximize certain states and 

minimize others by means of the 

sort of constant activity which can bring this about. Such 

an economy is not only 

stable, but rather, meta-stable, in that it seeks to 

increase the intensity of growth of 

the state it desires unless this leads somehow to its 

opposite. 

 

We can see here the manner in which economies are systems 

which seek to maximize 

certain states over others, according to the values which 

power, as it were, the 

system. And here we see a potentially paradoxical aspect of 



economies. All economies 

are dynamic systems, and hence, must be powered by 

something. And in fact, it turns 

out that precisely what powers them is that which they 

seek. 

 

For example, a financial economy is powered by money, yet 

it seeks to increase 

money because that is what it values. An economy of 

pleasure and pain seeks to take a 

baseline of pleasure which occurs simply from existing, 

otherwise entities would not 

cling to life so much as to want its continuance, and seeks 

to not only extend this 

state of pleasure, but to increase it. Life seeks to 

increase life, in a sense, to the 

extent that life brings pleasure. And it is in this manner 

that our limbic systems 

motivate us to engage in a wide variety of activities, and 

to make choices, based upon 

the criteria of value we establish for ourselves, via goals 

and sub-goals, related to the 

larger overall goals of the increase of pleasure, avoidance 

of pain, and increase of life 

in general. It is worth noting that in both the case of 

economies of desire in humans 

and financial capital in economic systems, there is a 

standard of value which can also 

turn into its opposite. Thus, certain pleasureful 

activities pursued to excess can 

 

 



 

become painful, just as certain activities that normally 

make money can destroy it if 

pursued to excess. 

 

In regard to the examples described above, and in relation 

to the issue at hand, there 

are three things which, according to the networkological 

project, characterize 

economies. Firstly, they are systems which are powered by 

that which they seek to 

increase, which will be said to be what this system values. 

Secondly, that which is 

valued can turn into its opposite, a state which is 

devalued. And thirdly, economies 

rank aspects of their world according to what they think 

will lead to an increase in 

that which they value. 

 

According to the networkological perspective, that which 

economies value and which 

powers them potential. We will call the desire to increase 

the potential for potential 

within the system valuation, and we will call the ranking 

of aspects of that economy’s 

world according to the expectation of the potential to 

increase potential evaluation. 

Many different types of aspects of that economy’s world can 

be evaluated, including 

entities, other systems, codes, and courses of action. 

 

In addition, we will call courses of action which the 

economy values due to an 

expectation of their potential to increase its potential a 

goal. Goals can be broken 

down into sub-goals, which then come to be actualized in 

relation to the world by 

means of specific actions. These actions are mediated by 

desires, expectations, hopes, 

fears, and in this manner they are not merely actions, like 

those of molecules or 

stones, or other entities which have no goals or plans. 



Actions which are mediated by 

values and valuation are always actions towards, and what 

they are action towards is 

goals. We will call any action which is part of a goal-

based relation to the world a form 

of work, and the complex of goals, actions, and aspects of 

the world which intertwine 

with these a project. When work is performed on a 

particular project, we say this 

work is a form of investment. 

 

Just as goals and sub-goals can nest in networks within 

each other at multiple levels of 

scale, so it is with projects and the work that goes along 

with them. Each project can 

be thought of as a mini-economy, with its own standards of 

value and potentials, 

within larger economies in turn. 

 

Value. While we have described valuation, we have not 

really described 

precisely what is meant by value, and how it relates to 

coding. When a series of 

options are possible, whether these are entities, actions, 

or codes, it becomes 

 

 



 

necessary to find a way to rank them, to evaluate them, to 

compare them against an 

abstract standard of value. These standards of value do not 

describe symmetries 

within formed matters, as is the case with proto-codes, nor 

functional roles within 

dynamic systems, such as in codes or meta-codes. Rather, 

such codes describe 

intensities of potential in relation to formed matters 

and/or dynamic systems thereof. 

That is, these types of codes evaluation aspects of the 

world in terms of the intensity 

of potential within an economy, that is, a dynamic system 

which uses manifestations 

of that potential to produce further potential for this 

potential in relation to its world. 

Work describes combination of the potential relevant to a 

particular action within 

such an economy when intertwined with the resistance or 

difficulty of accomplishing a 

particular task within the projects which this economy or 

its sub-economies set for 

themselves in relation to aspects of their worlds. 

 

The abstract standards of value relevant to economies in 

this manner describe the way 

in which systems code aspects of their world, carving up 

this world in terms of the way 

in which entities are relevant to its particular projects. 

These codes very often layer 

on top of the physical form and memory codes we have 

already described. These 

codes intertwine systems and aspects of their worlds, for 

they are manifestations of 

motion, and they create motion. As such, we can start to 

see the manner in which 

present a link between combinatorics, which manifests the 

logic of the ground, with 

the logic of process which will occupy the final sections 

of this text. 

 



The abstract standards of valuation of potential within a 

particular economy are 

known, according to the networkological endeavor, as 

hypercodes. These codes are 

different from proto-codes, codes, and meta-codes in a 

variety of ways. 

 

Proto-codes describe the way in which the form of an entity 

modulates that entity’s 

qualities, while codes describe the ways in which the 

functional role the form and 

qualities of an entity allow it to play within that system 

modulate and expand upon 

the manifestation of that entity’s qualities. If proto-

codes carve the world into distinct 

matters by means of form, which is itself an abstraction 

and generalization of the 

symmetries at work within a context, then codes and meta-

codes carve the world into 

distinct functions by means of types, generalizations and 

abstractions in regard to 

formed entities. If proto-codes condense the symmetries of 

a context onto abstract 

and mobile representative thereof within a field of 

symmetry, then codes condense 

the symmetries of a system onto abstract and mobile 

representations thereof within a 

meta-memory sub-system within a larger system. 

 

 



 

Hypercodes, however, take a particular quality of the 

world, abstract it from those 

others with which it is intertwined in the world, and use 

this as a means to code every 

aspect of the world in regard to its ability to increase 

the presence of this quality in 

the world. In this manner, they take an aspect of the world 

and shift it merely what 

‘is’ to what ‘ought’ to be. 

 

Hypercodes. Hypercodes describe the ways in which aspects 

of world 

become coded according to a particular standard of value 

within a particular 

economy. Hypercodes come in three primary types, namely, 

foundational, relative, 

and particular. 

 

There are many codes of value which can be applied to 

objects in the world, each of 

which reinterprets these objects relative to an abstract 

standard. For example, a 

statue can be understood as having value in particular 

contexts, such as religious value 

to a priest, personal value to its sculptor, artistic value 

to an art critic, etc. But on a 

simpler level, every entity in the world can be seen as 

being able to, in theory, act as 

a standard of value. If you value status above all else, 

you will recode everything in 

your world as valuable to you in regard to the degree in 

which it is able to increase 

your status. If you value religion above all else, you will 

recode everything in your 

world as valuable to you in regard to the degree to which 

it is able to increase 

holiness, whether of yourself, the world, etc. 

 

But this approach can be extended to more mundane things. 

If there is a drought, 

everyone begins to recode everything in the world in regard 



to its ability to help 

obtain water. Food, oil, anything which is scarce yet 

needed or wanted can become 

valuable. Everything is a potential standard of value, at 

least to the extent to which 

they their scarcity may hinder the ability of living 

creatures to live or achieve their 

goals in various ways. Life is one of the fundamental 

values from which many of sub- 

values in human life indirectly find their foundation. 

 

And yet, abstracted from humans, and simply on the level of 

code, it is in theory 

possible to see any particular entity as a potential source 

of value for its own sake. 

That is, while it is easy to see how water or oil can 

become standards of value, in 

theory, cows or lead could each become standards of value. 

To a person who decides 

the only thing of value in the world is cows, not for their 

ability to provide meat or 

friendship, but rather, for their own sake, then everything 

in this person’s world will 

become ranked as to its potential to produce more cows. To 

a person who values lead 

 

 



 

above all, not for what can be made from it or what it can 

do, but for its own sake, 

the entire world we will be coded in terms of its potential 

to produce more lead. 

 

Such a deployment of a hypercode within a particular 

context will be said to be a 

foundational use of a hypercode, thereby giving rise to a 

foundational hypercode. 

Reasons, uses, goals, and projects all flow from a 

foundational hypercode, rather than 

the other way around. 

 

That said, a hypercode may only be foundational within a 

context to a particular 

degree. In this sense that we see that there is competition 

between hypercodes. Any 

hypercode which is supported by other hyperocodes within a 

given economy is said to 

be a relative hypercode. For example, the nutritive value 

of various objects in the 

world is only valuable for living beings who need nutrition 

to survive. In this manner, 

we see that the value of life supports that of nutrition, 

and the value of nutrition 

depends upon that of life for its value. 

 

In this manner we can see how economies, values, and 

hypercodes are nested within 

each other at varying levels of scale. When a particular 

hypercode is more 

foundational than another, we say that it is a meta-

hypercode in relation to another, 

which is a sub-hypercode. In this case, life would function 

as a meta-value in relation 

to nutrition as a sub-value, each with their attendent 

hypercodes and economies. 

Foundational, meta-, and sub-hypercodes describe the three 

primary types of 

hypercodes at work in various sorts of economies in the 

world. 



 

Currencies. So far we have discussed hypercodes in 

relatively abstract 

terms. However, hypercodes manifest in the world in often 

very material forms, 

which we are now in a position to describe. In particular, 

this will allow us to see how 

it is that hypercodes are higher degrees of abstraction and 

complexity from codes and 

meta-codes. 

 

The easiest way to do so is in terms of currency. When we 

say something has currency, 

this means it has potential within a give economy. When 

something acts as a currency, 

it incarnates that potential in its physical form. Money 

and energy are classic examples 

of potentials, or currencies, potentials within economies, 

and will serve as a way to 

describe what we mean by hypercoded forms of 

representation. While money is called 

currency, electricity, a form of energy, is also often 

described with this word, and in 

fact, all energy can be understood by means of this 

metaphor. 

 

 



 

While we all intuitively know how what is meant by money 

and energy, these are 

actually highly abstract concepts, each with complex 

genealogies of emergence. As 

Philip Mirowski has shown, the emergence of the concept of 

energy as a general notion 

uniting various types of force is a relatively recent 

development. Theorists as diverse 

as Brian Rotman, Mark Taylor, and David Harvey have tracked 

the various ways in 

which concepts of money have changed over time and 

increased in abstraction and 

complexity. As we will work to show, these notions can help 

us understand what is at 

stake with this notion of hypercoded modes of 

representation. 

 

Money is the potential energy within financial economies 

(see the work of Octavian 

Ksenzhek for more on this), and as Isabelle Stengers has 

recently argued, energy 

describes the ‘cost’ of a particular movement in the 

language of physics, that is, the 

potential to do work in a given set of forces. As Stengers 

argues, potential is always 

relative to a given system, and describes the mediation of 

an entity by the system as a 

whole, for potential describes the ability of an entity to 

do a particular type of work 

relative to the forces acting upon it in a particular 

system. 

 

In this sense, we can say that currencies put formed matter 

into motion in systems, 

powering an economy as potential. They do not carve the 

world into formed matters 

or functional types in dynamic systems, but like gravity in 

spacetime, they warp the 

manner in which matters are carved from what is and play 

roles in systems to create 

the very dynamic motions which power dynamic systems and 



which, via functions 

within these systems, then give rise to formed matters. 

Currencies are powers, powers 

to do specific things in particular contexts. In this 

manner we see the dual valence of 

what is meant by value, for it is not merely a code, but a 

coding in regard to 

potential, and potential is always potential for, and that 

for is always movement, 

dynamics, and change within a particular systematic 

context. In this manner we see 

how it is that matters, systems, and potentials intertwine 

fundamentally. For in fact, 

just as all matters can, in a sense, be seen as systems, so 

all matters can also be seen 

as concretizations of potential, just as all systems are 

intertwinings of potentials in 

motion. Likewise, all potentials and systems are simply 

different ways of thinking of 

matters. In this manner we see how it is that matter, 

system, and potential can be 

seen as three poles which describe how entities can be seen 

as mediated in relation to 

the world around them. 

 

Currency describes the manner in which the systematicity of 

a system, all and nothing 

within the system, is represented within that system in 

relation to the potential to 

 

 



 

continue and increase the system itself. This 

representation can then be applied to 

any aspect of that system's world. Such a representation is 

known as a hypersignifier, 

the representation within a particular economy of that 

which is valued by that 

economy. In this manner, hypersignifiers represent the 

potential of the system to 

perpetuate itself, that is, the degree to which they 

incarnate this hypersignifier. 

Hypersignifiers, and hypercodes, can then be seen as the 

manner in which systems 

feedback into themselves, for hypersignifiers are in some 

sense a short circuit of 

signification, yet in a manner which does not destroy 

potential, but rather, increase 

it. 

 

For an example of how a currency functions as a 

hypersignifier, take the case of ATP, 

described earlier, in living cells. For a living cell, all 

aspects of its world are valued to 

the extent they can lead to increase in ATP, which 

represents the increase of the 

system as a whole to perpetuate and increase itself. ATP 

functions as currency in 

living cells considered as economies, and in this sense, if 

DNA/RNA represents the 

manner in which the cell represents various types of action 

and reaction in relation to 

the world, then ATP represents the systematicity of the 

system of itself as potential 

and value. 

 

Nevertheless, ATP starts off as simply one molecule amongst 

others. It is only in 

relation to living cells that it functions as an energy 

carrier. And while it has certain 

qualities which make it well suited for this, many other 

molecules could have been 

used. Its meaning is only due to the functional role it 



plays within the system of a 

living cell. In this sense, it is as much a coded entity 

with a function in the cells as is 

DNA. It is not meta-memory, but it is meta-mediated by the 

system as a whole to the 

extent to which it functions within the context of that 

system. 

 

However, ATP is also a currency, a hypersignifier within 

that system. And here we see 

the manner in which ATP is a type of signifier which, as 

regards mediation, is more 

abstract than any other within the system, for it 

represents the systematicity of the 

system as a whole, its ability to function as a system, as 

incarnated within that 

system. 

 

But how does an entity become a hypersignifier? Take, for 

example, gold. Gold has 

certain qualities which make it good for representing 

potential in financial economies. 

Gold is durable, easy to mint, easy to exchange, not useful 

for many essential 

processes (unlike salt, another early precurssor to gold as 

a form of currency), and 

relatively scarce. Why is scarcity important here? Just as 

not everything in the world 

 

 



 

has the potential to create work in a given context, so not 

everyone in the world has 

gold, while everyone in the world can easily go out and 

collect something ubiquitous, 

for example, stones. Gold’s relative scarcity is able to 

act as a metaphor for the 

relative scarcity of aspects of the world, including 

entities or processes,which can 

produce more financial value in the world. Ultimately, any 

type of precious entity with 

gold-like properties within the context of human economies 

of value would work. 

Likewise, just about any type of molecule could have played 

the role of energy carrier 

in living cells. ADP/ATP fits the bill nicely, but many 

other could have. It is ultimately 

the role of the entity in a system which makes it function 

as a hypersignifier within it, 

the qualities of this type are ultimately secondary. 

 

And in this manner, we see how it is that a hypersignifier, 

and relevant hypercode, can 

be seen as a particular type or sub-set of meta-mediation, 

an intensification of meta- 

coding, yet one which gets so abstract that it comes to 

represent the system as such, 

even as it raises that system from type to value, and then 

uses this new type of type 

to grade the types of all entities within the system in 

intensities of that type, which 

now functions as the quality which pertains to the entire 

system as such, as what can 

be thought of as hyperquality, hypertype, and hyperlogic. 

 

We can in this sense think of hypermediation as an 

intensification of meta-mediation 

which shifts from an increase in the intensity of the logic 

of meta-mediation to an 

differentiation in type, which then becomes the fundamental 

quality by which a 

system values all others. And it is this logic, known as 



value, which is the new type in 

question, such that any particular currency or standard of 

value are always a 

particular type of value, or potential, as such, even as 

this notion is an abstraction 

from particular forms thereof. And once again, by means of 

abstraction and 

condensation of one level of scale, in this case, the 

system as a whole, new 

generalization and potentials emerge at higher levels of 

scale. And as with all forms of 

representation, this level of scale is smaller in physical 

size, yet broader in 

application. 

 

As with all forms of increasingly complexity of mediation, 

currencies increase in 

abstraction and hence limitation even as they give rise to 

forms of novelty. To 

compare various potential uses of a bushel of corn by 

comparing profits is to radically 

restrict the meaning of corn to that representable within a 

financial economy, namely, 

monetary value. This sacrifice gives rise to whole new 

forms of potential meaning for 

corn, including various forms of speculation. However, it 

is only when there are 

 

 



 

competing currencies that it becomes possible to evaluate 

between currencies 

themselves. 

 

Shares. What makes money seem so much more real than other 

sorts of value, 

such as religious or artistic value, it is a currency which 

is given quantified, concrete 

form in objects, in this case, called money. Money is a 

form of concretized currency 

which, in its general form, we will call a material 

currency, or shares, as opposed to 

an abstract one, and in this case, a quanitified material 

currency. 

 

Other currencies at work in our culture, such as religious, 

artistic, status, or other 

values, are much more nebulous, because we have not made 

these into concrete 

and/or quantified forms. If, however, we gave out shares to 

each person which 

represented ‘artistic value’, and people traded these based 

on whether or not they 

thought that something had artistic value, then we would 

have more than one 

quantified and concrete currency in our society. There are 

some examples of these 

counter-currencies in our contemporary society. In general, 

non-monetary forms of 

currency are described in our culture as shares. This term 

is one which does not have a 

particular meaning within the networkological system, but 

can be used to describe any 

non-monetary form of concrete currency, whether quantified 

or not. These types of 

currency can float in their relation to money, or financial 

currency, and rise and fall in 

value in relation to it, as well as to other forms thereof. 

Stock shares are an example 

of this, in that stock shares rise and fall in price. We 

also see an example of this in the 



notion of trading ‘pollution credits’ in the cap-and-trade 

approaches to pollution 

controls. There are many examples of non-financial shares 

which have been suggested 

to form alternate economies which can compete with the 

financial economies for 

control of meta-coding in our society. These notions will 

be discussed at length in the 

volume on network ethics. 

 

Perhaps the most difficult type of currency to 

conceptualize in this regard is energy. 

Like money and ADP, energy in physical systems is 

transmitted in many forms, andis 

transformable into many forms. But while money tends to 

have a privileged type of 

share in our society, today paper currency, before this 

physical gold, just as energy in 

living cells is contained in ADP/ATP. Energy in physical 

systems, however, has no 

preferred share type. This is because energy is in fact an 

abstraction of several types 

of force (weak nuclear, strong nuclear, gravity, 

electromagnetism), each of which 

does have a preferred share type, though physicists 

speculate there may be something 

more fundamental that underlies these. 

 

 



 

However, when a currency does not necessarily have a 

primary share type, we say it is 

a floating currency economy. Desire in human social 

economies is a great example of 

this. Fixed currency economies have only one currency, such 

as ADP/ATP in living 

cells. Semi-fixed economies, such as our current paper 

based financial economy, 

which prefers paper but allows for other forms, presents a 

mixed case. 

 

From what we have now examined, we have described all the 

ways in which potential 

can mediate aspects of a world within currency economies. 

That is, we see how 

potential, or value, can mediate objects, can move these 

objects via forces, and how 

these can then give rise to meta-objects or hypersignifiers 

within such an economy, 

known as shares. 

 

Capital. As with meta-coding, it is possible to feed forms 

of hyper-coding back 

into themselves. Meta-currencies, or capitals, are 

currencies which describe the 

potential for increase in currencies in a given economy. 

Capitals give rise to capital 

economies, which are a form of meta-hypermediation. 

 

As we will see, just as currency economies make use of 

potential, capital economies 

make use of surplus potential, and then mediate aspects of 

a world in a series of ways. 

Producers are aspects of the world which use surplus 

potential to increase potential, 

while meta-producers produce producers. Finally, hyper-

systems allow meta-producers 

to use new forms of meta-memory, known as wideware, to 

learn to produce new types 

of potential. Each will be addressed now in turn. 

 



Financial capital is the meta-valuation of different types 

of money. For example, is 

money more useful when invested in buying a factory to 

produce a product, or a ship 

to trade a product? In this sense, meta-currencies evaluate 

the potential of a 

particular potential. If we look at the definitions of 

capital built upon the 

pathbreaking analyses of Marx, and as updated by figures 

like David Harvey, we can 

define capital as the relative value of money in motion. 

The degree of capital 

something has is the degree to which it can lead to the 

production of more money. 

Capital is incarnated in particular investments, whether in 

the fixed capital of a 

factory, or the variable capital of the labor of one’s 

employees. Either way, capital is 

the potential to produce currency, or potential, in a given 

system. 

 

Returning to the example of energy, if energy is potential 

to do work, what is the 

potential for the potential to do work, that is, the 

potential to create more potential 

energy? All currencies can be given physical form, like 

money can be stored in gold or 

 

 



 

dollars, even if money is an abstract quanity rather than 

gold or printed paper. These 

simply transmit monetary value and store it. The same can 

be said with energy, 

namely, that energy can be stored in matter and transmitted 

by it. In humans, energy 

is transmitted, as we have already argued, in monetary-type 

units known as ATP 

molecules. And so, it would seem that the reconversion of 

currency into matter is 

essential to understanding this next step. 

 

That said, according to the laws of physics, energy can 

also be converted into matter 

and vice-versa, just as money can be converted into useful 

things. And it is useful 

things, like factories or laborers, which, when intertwined 

complexly, are able to 

produce greater monetary value. Just as the complex 

intertwining of things in 

processes is able to produce currency in particular 

contexts, so it is that complex 

intertwinings of matters in processes are able to produce 

energy in particular 

contexts. Just as currencies value and evaluate things and 

codes, so do capitals 

evalute contexts and processes. 

 

Capital can in this sense be thought of as the manner in 

which processes are valued, 

and in this sense, capitals provide for means of evaluation 

between currencies in the 

meta-economies they provide. Like currencies, however, they 

only do so in limited 

terms, such that only when multiple capitals compete that 

we can begin to evaluate 

between capitals and even meta-capitals. Financial 

derivatives, for example, are 

meta-capitals, for they evalute the likelihood of a capital 

to prove a sound 

investment. But there are other types of capital which can 



be played against financial 

capital as well. 

 

For example, many sociologists have begun to speak of 

social capital, which is the 

ability to put one’s social relationships and connections 

to work for you. Cultural 

capital, as famously analyzed by Pierre Bourdieu, is 

another form of capital, in which 

one’s cultural savvy can be put to work to create benefits 

of all sorts for those ‘in the 

know.’ Knowing how to quote Shakespeare at a cocktail party 

can get one a job, 

providing us with an example of cultural capital at work. 

Education can be thought of 

as a type of capital as well. All these forms of capital 

are qualitative, but they can be 

quantified as well. Education is often quantified, if 

roughly so, in terms of degrees. 

And by converting social, cultural, or educational capital 

into financial capital, they 

are often evaluating. 

 

It should not be thought that mathematics is necessarily a 

type of capital meta- 

economy, however. While numbers are used to quantify, math 

is a language, not an 

 

 



 

economy. It simply provides the means whereby, via 

counting, differences in degree 

can be used to rank values. That said, math does have meta-

levels which can be used 

to quantify degrees of change, as we see in the jumps in 

level between change, rate 

of change, rate of rate of change, and how the notion of 

the derivative is used to 

jump between these. That said, it is not until we get to 

abstract types of calculus such 

as vector calculus, that is, the calculus used to describe 

force fields, such as those 

seen in electromagnetic waves, that we begin to see a 

convergence of mathematics 

and physical potential which allows us to think of math as 

taking forms analogous to 

those of capitals themselves. 

 

Surplus. It is worth describing at this point how capitals 

come about, for like 

currencies, they emerge from within alredy existent systems 

of meaning. Capitals start 

off simply as extra, or surplus currency, but when invested 

in the production of more 

currency, they then become meta-currencies, that which 

determines the production of 

value as such. In terms of finance, we see the ways in 

which surpluses of cash can be 

further invested in the process of production, in ways that 

can then steer the entire 

productive process, and ultimately, social values. 

 

Surplus currency is always that which allows for the 

transformation of a system from 

within, and a reworking of the relation of that system to 

what is beyond it. While the 

example we have given here is financial, there are many 

types of capital. In living 

organisms, surplus ATP can be turned into simple stores of 

energy, or fats, but also 

into proteins, or the structures of the body itself. All 



natural evolution has come about 

because of surpluses in ATP which were then turned into new 

bodily structures for 

gaining yet more ATP to thereby create new structures. 

Surplus currency remains 

simply currency unless it becomes something other than 

currency, and therefore 

becomes able to not only measure and store value, but 

become potential value. 

 

When surplus is stored, it is known as reserve, which is 

the simplest type of capital. 

Fat stores in the body, for example, or money stored in 

vault. However, surplus can 

also be put to work to make new value, and when this 

happens, we say that it has 

been invested. Investments can give rise to new forms of 

capital, known as producers, 

meta-producers, and hyperproducers, each of which will now 

be addressed in turn. 

 

Producers. Producers are entities which are able to produce 

potential in the 

world. The earth is an example of a physical system which 

produces oil, which is 

valued within various human economies, and has the 

potential to produce heat, move 

 

 



 

cars, produce useful products of various sorts, etc. In 

this sense we can say that the 

earth is a producer. A factory is also an example of a 

producer, as is a farm. A 

producer is a system which uses surplus potential, beyond 

what it needs to form and 

repair itself, to give rise to new potential. What 

producers give rise to are known as 

stocks, that is, which can then serve as objects within 

currency economies. 

Commodities are an example of stocks which are made by 

factories considered as 

producers. 

 

One particularly powerful type of producer is an organism. 

Living systems take their 

surplus potential and invest it back in themselves, and in 

this sense, the commodities 

they produce are themselves. Organsisms value themselves, 

and here we see what is 

often called the drive to self-preservation, the valuation 

of oneself from which all the 

values of organisms for other aspects of their worlds 

flows. 

 

In addition to producing themselves, organisms also produce 

offspring, and here we 

see the simplest form in which they can be considered meta-

producers. Meta- 

producers are entities which give rise not only to new 

potential, but new potential for 

new potential, that is, new producers. Laborers may not 

only produce commodities, 

and hence function as producers, but produce factories, 

producers of commodities. In 

this manner laborers can be seen as either producers or 

meta-producers, depending on 

the manner in which they interact with aspects of their 

world. 

 

Hyperproduction. In addition to meta-producers, there are 



also hyper- 

producers. These are systems which not only produce 

producers, but can give rise to 

new types of production and potentials. These types of 

systems are known as 

hyperproducers. Hyperproduction takes the form of 

evolution, learning, meta- 

learning, and meta-evolution. These will be described 

shortly, but first we need to 

think about precisely what it is which allows meta-

producers, of which organisms are 

an example, to do these sorts of things. 

 

Learning, the most basic form of hyperproduction, occurs 

when organisms are able to 

intertwine their economies of value with their meta-memory 

systems. As systems 

develop the ability to record in memory habits beyond 

repair and reproduction, they 

develop abilities to surive in more diverse settings by 

developing more flexible, 

complex bodies and sets of reactions to the outside world. 

As value systems and 

memory systems intertwine further, systems are able to 

develop increasingly complex 

habits, develop memory systems to produce ever more complex 

relay systems. The 

 

 



 

result is the evolution of basic control systems, first by 

the development of specific 

parts which produce relays, then traffic control systems 

between these, and finally, 

brain systems. Thus, it is only when additional memory 

systems, beyond those needed 

for repair and reproduction, such as found in basic DNA/RNA 

systems, that we see the 

potential for learning to deveop. 

 

Hypermemory. By means of control systems, such as nervous 

and brain 

systems, organisms are able to increasingly begin to learn. 

As brains and nervous 

systems get more complex, we begin to see specific systems 

develop for cognition and 

valuation, for example, in humans, the manner in which 

hormones and 

neuromodulators intertwine the cognitive memory apparatuses 

of the body with those 

which account for drives, pleasure, pain, etc. By bringing 

together reward and 

punishment, organisms are motivated from within to learn. 

By means of the 

intertwining of systems of valuation and those for 

cognition, organisms then begin to 

transform their enviroments, in order to transform them so 

as to make them able to 

assist them in learning to better survive and thrive in the 

world. 

 

Control systems of various sorts, including nervous 

systems, brains, and various 

motivation systems, can be thought of as types of 

hypermemory. Hypermemory 

systems are systems of meta-memory which are produced by 

producers to assist them 

in producing new potential. That is, they describe the 

manner in which meta-memory 

systems and value systems/economies intertwine to give rise 

to new types of either or 



both. 

 

Wideware. In addition to nervous systems, which occur 

within organisms, it 

is also possible for memory to be externalized beyond the 

boundary of producer. What 

makes humans, for example, particularly effective learners, 

and learners which have 

gone beyond other organisms, is their ability to 

externalize memory in the world. Many 

theorists of technology have called external memory devices 

wideware. We can think 

of wideware as a form of hypermemory, for it describes the 

way in which value 

systems are able to produce new potentials in the world by 

giving rise to new forms of 

memory. 

 

The simplest type of wideware to describe is known as a 

tool. Organisms alter aspects 

of their physical world so as to make them more productive 

in regard to their goals. A 

hammer, screwdriver, a factory, these are all tools. 

Organisms also make signs, to 

enable them to communicate, coordinate, and learn from each 

other. And lastly, 

 

 



 

organisms make themselves, populations of organisms which 

externalize the memory 

held in their bodily codes in the form of a body. That is, 

the body of an organism can 

be seen as the tool of its memory codes and energy carriers 

to accomplish their goals, 

so to speak, out in the world. Bodies can then give rise to 

behaviors which can be 

immitated between organisms, known as actions. 

 

Quasi-Life. As external memory systems, wideware systems 

are not static. 

That is, they are continually modified by those who produce 

them. Humans have 

evolved with their wideware systems, and in this sense, we 

see that systems of 

wideware share many aspects which are only otherwise seen 

in living systems which 

create them. 

 

According to the approach to technological development 

described by Gilbert 

Simondon, we can say that the hammer, a tool, has developed 

over time, that the 

population of hammers has evolved over time. Many have 

argued that ideas and words 

are ‘memes’ that act like genes in living organisms. We 

will have much to say about 

such notions in future works. However, for now it is 

important to note that these 

entities describe the manner in which complex mediatory 

systems intermediate their 

complexity with that of the world around them. For example, 

a piano player’s fingers 

are unable to produce anything like music without a piano. 

This externalized 

complexity demonstrates the ways in which the complexity of 

living organisms 

becomes partially externalized within these populations of 

mediated matters that 

mediate the organisms in question. 



 

It is in this sense that we will say that wideware systems 

can be seen as a sort of 

quasi-life. That is, populations of wideware evolve in a 

manner similar to populations 

of organisms, but this only occurs because of their 

continual intertwining with humans 

and other tool using organisms that produce them. By means 

of forms of 

hypermemory, of which quasi-living wideware represent one 

particular type, 

producers are able to learn, and learn in increasingly 

complex fashion. It is in this 

manner that living and quasi-living entities intertwine 

within increasingly complex 

evolutionary populations, giving rise to new forms of 

potential and complexity in the 

world. 

 

Hypervaluation. All systems which make use of capitals, 

that is, which 

invest surplus currencies in the hope of increasing the 

ability to produce more 

currency, may be thought of as investing in growth. And as 

we have said, complexity is 

 

 



 

the most intense when it is growing in complexity. In this 

sense, we can see the 

manner in which surpluses which are converted into capital 

economies allow systems 

to view all their actions as investments in future growth. 

As such, they not only 

evaluate, but meta-evaluate, coding entities not according 

to value, but potential to 

produce value, which is potential value. 

 

To such systems, any move or action is a potential for the 

growth of future 

complexity, and this is what it means to be in a 

hypermediate relation with the world. 

It must be stressed, however, that such an approach to the 

world is not necessarily 

financial. What is invested may be any type of currency, be 

this money, energy, time, 

etc. 

 

When a busy person asks themselves if a particular activity 

is worth their time, what 

they are trying to do is manage a precious resource, 

namely, their surplus time, and to 

ponder the best way to invest this. When we value time in 

relation to money and pay 

it by the hour, we call it wage labor, and here we see the 

classic manner in which 

Marx demonstrated the link between time and money that 

Benjamin Franklin made the 

subject for his famous proverb. In this way, some critics, 

such as Atonion Negri, have 

argued that Marx is truly a theorist of time, and that 

products should perhaps be best 

understood as condensed time. 

 

The goal of investment of any sort, whether of time, money, 

desire, etc., is always 

multiple and may shift in relation to context. On the one 

hand, we can say that the 

goal of all investment is growth, but growth is always 



mediated by matter and 

entities, and as such, any growth which occurs can then be 

converted into various 

types of currency, which can then be turned into various 

types of capital which can 

then be invested in various ways. It is worth noting that 

translation between 

currencies and capitals is always possible. Some systems 

value using only one currency 

and/or capital, some value using many. The benefits and 

detriments of these 

approaches, and their relation to issues of power will be 

discussed in future works on 

network ethics. 

 

In this sense we can see how it is that invenstment may 

lead to use (ie: exchange of 

currency for a product to be used, exchange of a buildup of 

desire for an orgasm to be 

enjoyed), exchange (ie: exchange of currency for a 

different type of product, 

exchange of desire for a different type of object), or 

reinvestment (ie: deferment of 

enjoyment so as to give rise to potentially greater 

enjoyment or exchange later). All 

of these are forms of hypervaluation, which are use, 

exchange, and surplus. 

 

 



 

It is worth noting that these differences do not 

necessarily emerge in intricate systems 

which do not invest energy. Computers, for example, may 

make use of currency, and 

even store currency and use it in many forms similar to 

money, but they do not invest 

currency for purposes of self-growth. While computers to do 

monitor their own 

functions, and some may even modulate their own functioning 

in relation thereto (for 

example, conserving power when battery reserves get low), 

they do not invest their 

currency, and hence, are not truly capital economies. 

 

Only when computers come to value their own systematicity 

as such, like organisms 

do, will they then become truly hypervaluing economies, and 

hence, shift from quasi- 

life to life. And it is here that we see why artificial 

intelligence will never be enough 

to make computers human-like. For without full valuation 

systems, that is, systems of 

desire and drive, as well as feedback between body and mind 

in cycles of modulation, 

will computers be more than just learning machines. But 

there is so much more to 

living organisms than simply learning, for value describes 

the reasoning behind why we 

perform even the simplest tasks. 

 

Hypersignification. In all their forms, hypersignifiers 

represent the 

systematicity of a system within that system, and in this 

manner, we can see how 

there are crucial links between hypersignifiers and the 

notion of feedback and self- 

reference in dynamic systems. This can allow us to say more 

about how meta-memory 

and hypermemory/wideware systems come to be intertwined 

with value systems by 

means of a process which we will call hypersignification. 



 

In Marx’s writings on value, he distinguishes between three 

types of value, which are 

use value, exchange value, and surplus value. The use value 

of a particular entity is 

what it can be used for, for example, the use value of a 

loaf of bread is to be eaten as 

food, while the use value of a hammer is to hammer things. 

When these are 

exchanged in a market, we create equivalences between the 

use value of bread and 

that of a hammer, which are fundamentally different, by 

means of a relative standard 

of value. This is exchange value. At first this happens via 

barter (ie: how many loaves 

of bread are equal to how many hammers if we barter?), but 

markets and uniform 

standards of value, that is, currencies, allow for us to 

use price instead. Price 

measures the quantitative degree to which a particular 

product is valued by the 

market against a general standard. Price measures then 

exchange value, that is, how 

much society values a particular entity, not for what it 

can be used for, but relative to 

others, and against a relative standard, such as gold. 

 

 



 

Gold therefore acts as what is known as a general 

equivalent, for it is that which 

facilitates equivalency between that which is otherwise not 

equal. It ceases to 

represent its own use value to the extent to which it 

acquires this new capability, just 

as each entity’s use value goes into eclipse to the extent 

that its exchange value 

comes to the fore. 

 

While value theory in this sense was pioneered by Marx, 

there are other types of value 

which has been tracked in social systems, and Jean-Joseph 

Goux’s masterful work 

Symbolic Economies tracks the ways in which many of these 

systems of value can be 

seen as having similar structures despite their varied 

forms. Goux in particular tracks 

how the account of value described in Lacan’s notions of 

economies of desire and 

economies of language can be made to sync with Marx’s 

writings on economic value, 

and Claude Levi-Strauss’ writings on social value in 

kinship systems. According to 

Goux, general equivalency in a financial economy gets more 

abstract as it shifts from 

being represented by gold, paper money, then numbers in 

bank accounts. Goux’s 

project is to produce a sort of general economy of 

currencies, capitals, and their 

various representations, and in ways which have been a 

profound influence on this 

part of the networkological project. 

 

As an economy begins to deal with ideas of value more 

abstractly, such as we see in 

the movement from barter to gold to paper money to numbers 

to capital markets in 

the case of financial economies, we begin to see the extent 

to which what is being 

represented is nothing more than potential within a system 



to increase itself. So when 

we say that, for example, a loaf of bread costs three 

dollars, the money here 

represents the use value of the bread, the exchange value 

of the bread, and the 

surplus value of the bread. It is easy for us to understand 

the first two, but what 

would it mean the three dollars here to represent surplus 

value? This is three dollars 

worth of potential to create more potential. In this third 

capacity we see how money 

represents not only objects and values, but also, when in a 

capital system, the 

potential to feed back into the system as meta-potential. 

 

In this third capacity, money comes to represent not only 

objects or relative 

equivalences within the system, but the value of entities 

in relation to the system as 

such. In relation to a financial system, we could say that 

a loaf of bread can then be 

seen as valuable for eating, for exchanging, and for 

reinvesting to make more money. 

But this is circular, that is, since money is used in this 

system to rank the value of 

other entities, it has no use value in itself, especially 

once gold or even paper are 

 

 



 

abstracted out of the system. By saying that a loaf of 

bread has a certain value in 

regard to its ability to reproduce the financial system, as 

a type of investment, we are 

saying that is has value in relation to the potential 

reproduction of the financial 

system itself, both as a signifying system, but also a 

material system composed of 

humans and their objects. ATP in fact has a similar 

function in living cells, in that it 

represents the ability of anything in relation to the 

cell’s ability to eventually get to 

reproduce itself and pass on its genes. And even in 

physical systems, energy as 

condensed in matter can be thought of as the ability of 

matter to produce more 

matter. 

 

In all these senses, we can then say that hypersignifiers 

are forms of meta-memory 

which come to represent not a particular entity within a 

system, but the system itself, 

and that system’s ability to produce and reproduce itself. 

This is precisely what is 

meant by value. Value always represents a tendency, and in 

particular, a tendency to 

produce and reproduce what it values in the world. As these 

systems get more 

complex, moving from currency to capital to meta-capital, 

these systems come to 

recode everything that is in relation to their abilty to 

reproduce themselves and their 

values. Living systems live to reproduce themselves, just 

as financial systems and 

religious systems do. In this sense, we need to be very 

careful about the types of 

currencies and capitals we invest in, because their 

tendency to reproduce themselves 

often takes on a life of its own. Capitalism in financial 

systems is but one example of a 

cancerous condition which ultimately will undermine its own 



conditions of production 

if left to its own devices, simply because of the 

narrowness of what it values. Only 

diverse, multiform, and truly adaptive systems, with 

flexible currencies and values of 

various sorts, are able to maintain the sort of diversity 

which makes them viable in 

many different sorts of conditions in a changing world. 

 

Discursive Economies. Douglas Hofstadter has shown how 

self- 

reference in codes of many sorts is essential to their 

functioning as what he calls 

‘strange loops’, which are the foundations of what we have 

called economies. For 

Hofstadter, all life and consciousness depend upon the sort 

of self-reference within 

systems which these sorts of circular signifiers within 

them provide. Thus, in living 

systems, we see how ATP intertwines with DNA systems so 

that they system not only 

records itself, but powers itself and values itself. ATP 

links with specific things, just as 

money represents specific things in financial systems, and 

then it recirculates within 

the whole. Currencies are always both within and outside 

systems of meaning, such as 

those of language in human culture, within which they 

circulate. 

 

 



 

This is not to say, however, that money and meaning are 

completely unrelated. Goux 

builds upon Lacan’s investigations of linguistic 

signification to show that there is a 

strong connection between what Lacan, in his later works, 

calls ‘master signifiers’, 

and the function of money in financial economies. For 

Lacan, master signifiers are 

signifiers which serve as privileged knots of desire and 

meaning within a particular 

discourse. For example, God in a religious economy is a 

master signifier, in that it is 

used to organize the way in which all the other signifiers 

in religious discourse are 

organized. In various forms of religious discourse, some 

terms within the system are 

aligned more strongly with God than others, and those which 

are aligned strongly with 

God have more value within the system of discourse as such. 

In this sense, God in a 

religious discourse serves as the general equivalent, the 

standard of value, as well as 

the particular set of contents to which it is linked. Thus, 

God may be linked with the 

trinity or with unity, with communion wafers or not, such 

that God has particular 

content and functions as a standard of value, in a way that 

is similar to the residual 

use values of gold (ie: for making jewelry, non-corrosive 

electrical connections, etc.) 

versus its function as a standard of value. The more 

abstract the notion of God is, the 

more it can represent the reproduction of the system as a 

whole in a flexible way, and 

hence, function similar to money as pure numbers in 

financial economies. 

 

For Lacan, all discursive systems make use of master-

signifiers, if often differently, for 

master-signifiers describe why it is we make use of systems 

of signs like language in 



the first place, namely, to help us achieve our goals in 

relation to what we value. 

Some terms in a language are sites for what he calls the 

‘captation’ of value, that is, 

they are sites which are highly charged with value. These 

serve to anchor discourses, 

not in terms of syntax (like grammatical forms of 

anchoring), but in terms of desire 

and social meaning. 

 

Many critics have used Lacan’s insights to analyze 

political speech, for example. 

Notions like ‘freedom’ or ‘the American Way of life’ are 

relatively empty of particular 

content, in that it is unclear what these terms mean. Any 

attempt at definition usually 

comes up with semi-circular chains of signifiers, such that 

‘the American way of life’ 

usually comes to mean the American flag, the Fourth of 

July, etc., and freedom, while 

the meaning of these is ‘the American way of life.’ If 

these four notions are relatively 

exchangeable, then we can say that they incarnate a sort of 

proto-currency which 

determines the value against which other signifiers, such 

as Islam or homosexuality, 

can be exchanged in the so-called ‘marketplace of ideas.’ 

In all of these cases, we 

begin to see how the discourse of ‘the American way of 

life’ serves to perpetuate 

 

 



 

itself, in the manner in of all valuing economies, and 

takes on a quasi-life of its own. 

 

Whenever a set of signifiers links up to value in a manner 

that begins to make use of 

currencies and capitals, linked to hypersignifiers in this 

sense, we say that it ceases to 

be composed simply of meta-memory, for some of its meta-

memory gets recoded in 

relation to value and hypersignification. Such systems are 

known as discursive 

economies. All human language, for example, does this, for 

human language is shot 

through with various ways in which various forms of value 

get linked to various aspects 

of discourse which are then exchanged as semi-currencies. 

 

Discourse. We will say much more about discourse in future 

works on 

matrixology. For now, however, let us say that for the 

networkological project, what 

Lacan calls ‘master signifiers’ we will call value anchors, 

or grounding terms within 

discourses. All discourses use these, including the 

networkological project. These are 

terms which represent the systematicity of a discursive 

system within that system 

itself. What determines the ability of a particular term to 

do so is the manner in which 

it links, or does not, with terms both within and outside a 

given discourse. 

 

Let us compare, for a moment, two very different 

discourses, namely, a 

fundamentalist Christian worldview of the type used by the 

religious right in this 

country, and the descriptive relational worldview described 

by the networkological 

project. It is true that both of these have value anchor 

terms, for example, God, 

country, the family, and various other relatively 



circularly justified terms within this 

discourse, while in the networkological discourse, we have 

terms such as complexity, 

diversity, potential, etc. Each of these value terms is 

linked to other subsidiary terms, 

and is prohibited from linking to others. For example, in 

the first example, g-d is 

linked to family, but not homosexuality or viewing other 

religions as potentially 

legitimate, which to many who ascribe to this discourse, 

are incompatible with g-d 

and family. This is not to say that these notions have not 

been contested, and there 

are many devout Christians who believe that g-d loves queer 

folks, and believe that g- 

d may manifest truths differently to different cultures, 

the scriptures may need to be 

interpretted differently in different ages, etc. 

Ultimately, any word can be linked with 

any other, redefined in any way, but a discourse is 

precisely the manner in which some 

words are linked or not linked with others according to 

extra-linguistic concerns. We 

could, for example, say that dogs and cats are the same 

thing, but our relation to the 

wider world makes us distinguish between them. Likewise, 

the delinking of g-d and 

homosexuality for fundamentalist Christians has nothing to 

do with the signifiers as 

 

 



 

such, but the ways in which their goals and sub-goals, 

values and projects, intertwine 

with particular sets of meanings in particular social 

conditions. 

 

What then differentiates a Christian fundamentalist 

worldview and a descriptivist one? 

For descriptive philosphy, all worldviews are potentially 

beneficial, and difference in 

worldview is encouraged. There is only one thing which is 

forbidden, which is that 

your worldview determine that you limit that of others 

unless they limit that of 

others. In this manner, a descriptivist philosophy can sync 

with many, many different 

types of worldviews. It has the potential link widely. It 

is curious about the world, 

flexible, and in its valuation of complexity, is willing to 

change many aspects of itself 

if it finds these allow it to better pursue its values. 

Because its values include adapting 

dynamically to the world around it, changing in relation to 

circumstances, learning and 

evolving, the only approach to the world which is forbidden 

is that provided by the 

paranoid worldview described by, for example, a 

fundamentalist Christian worldview. 

 

On the other hand, a fundamentalist Christian worldview 

prohibits any discourse which 

is not in sync with its highly specific and particular 

strictures. Rather than value 

adaptation or curiosity, paranoid discourses such as this 

see anything different as an 

attack, and rather than aim to change, they aim to 

reproduce the same. 

 

A worldview like contemporary capitalism, however, provides 

a dangerous hybrid 

formation. For capitalism as a discursive formation, that 

is, a discourse intertwined 



with various subjects, matters, and processes in the world, 

is curious about anything 

and everything, for it is all potential matter for profit. 

However, there is a deeper, 

underlying conservatism, because it only engages with these 

sources of profit so as to 

recode them as potential profit. There is still a desire to 

recode everything as 

profitable or useless, to varying degrees. 

 

The networkological discourse, of course, views everything 

as potentially a source of 

growth of complexity. But because complexity is defined as 

that which can only be 

built by means of radical self-differing, intertwining with 

the world and what is other 

to oneself to the point of one’s own potential self-

reconstitution, there is a letting go 

of the paranoid core which is at the very source of what it 

values. This is not to say 

that the discourse is not paranoid, but it is paranoid 

about only one thing, which is 

becoming paranoid. That said, the networkological project 

also views paranoia as 

having uses, when subordinated to the value of complexity 

itself. 

 

Many of these issues are intertwined with those related to 

the network paradox, and 

 

 



 

how this manifests in knowledge and in relation to language 

in various ways, a notion 

which will be described in full in future works on 

matrixology, the implications of 

which will be described in full in future work on network 

ethics. 

 

For now, however, we can see the ways in which this relates 

to feedback within 

systems, with resonances from the level of matter to 

discourse. All systems need to 

balance between paranoia and curiosity if they are to grow 

complex in the world. 

Learning the potentials of each in relation to our 

contemporary world is part of what 

the networkological project is about. 

 

Reflexivity. Systems theorists of various types have argued 

about the 

meaning of feedback in systems. Most have argued that if 

all a system does is 

feedback, it talks only to itself and cuts itself off 

completely from the world, while 

systems without any sort of feedback have no way of 

determining how well they are 

doing at various goals and sub-goals, and without this 

necessary reflexivity, fail to 

learn from their mistakes. Multiple types of feedback are 

necessary if a system has 

many types of goals. In humans, for example, we have many 

values which flow from 

our general valuation of our own lives. We have chemical 

and nervous value systems 

which have trained us to value not being hungry, thirsty, 

being able to have sex, and 

feel satisfaction, well-being, and accomplishment. If any 

one of these particular 

chemical value systems gets deprived, it begins to overtake 

the others for our 

attention, and we have all experienced how everything gets 

coded in terms of its 



ability to make us not hungry or thirsty if we start to be 

deprived of these things. 

 

Any truly complex system is a competition between value 

systems and their 

hypersignifiers, along with the types of feedback they 

provide. Likewise, any system 

can take this feedback to an extreme, cutting the system 

off from all others, 

becoming completely self-reflexive and self-reproducing, 

without any connection to 

the larger contexts from which it was produced and the 

values from which it derives. 

When this happens, we say a system has become cancerous. 

 

In living systems, a cancerous system is one which wants to 

grow so much, even at the 

expense of the systems which support it. It’s value of its 

own reproduction has become 

blinded to the point to which it can only reflect upon 

itself, cutting itself off from the 

world, literally putting the system into a hall of mirrors 

in which it can see no 

difference from itself. Losing its ability to refer outside 

itself, it becomes nothing but 

a reproduction machine, killing its own ability to 

reproduce by means of its own 

 

 



 

blindness to, for example, the need to value its host as 

well as itself if it is to stay 

alive. 

 

Capitalism. None of what has been described above in 

relation to capitals 

should be confused with capitalism. Capitalism is the name 

given to the condition in 

which complex hypermediatory systems, that is, those which 

employ capitals to 

attempt to evaluate investments of their currencies, 

including time, energy, money, 

etc., begin to lose balance and undermine their own 

functioning. That is, when a 

capital system begins to cannibalize its own foundations in 

the search for short term 

increase, this is known as capitalism. 

 

Capitalism is a cancerous condition, in which the growth of 

one part of the system 

occurs at the expense of others, resulting in a weakening 

of the system which may 

collapse it if it is allowed to occur. Just as energy and 

surplus energy can be thought 

of in relation to living organisms, so cancer is a direct 

analog to capitalism in financial 

systems. In contemporary culture, the growth of financial 

surplus for those who 

already have it lead to the cancerous multiplication of the 

power of these systems at 

the cost to the growth of the system as a whole. As a 

result, the systematic relations 

that keep the system as a whole growing begin to be 

undermined, and massive 

destructions of global surplus for the rise in surplus of 

the few result. 

 

Capitalism should not be confused with a market system, for 

a market is simply a 

search algorithm designed to maximize certain types of 

financial relations, and is 



fundamentally related to the biological search algorithm 

known as evolution, or 

natural selection. Markets and other search organisms have 

a variety of parameters 

which are employed in particular conditions. Capitalism is 

an application of market 

mechanisms to further cancerous ends. 

 

Robustness. Complex systems are those in which the whole 

exceeds the sum 

of its parts. The most complex systems known are those 

which employ capitals, 

productive systems, and meta-productive systems of various 

sorts. The most complex 

are those which are able to be complex in a sustainable 

fashion, without destroying 

the internal or external conditions which allow for the 

development of this 

complexity. In this manner we say that they are robust, or 

exhibit sustainable growth 

in complexity. 

 

The most robust systems are generally those which employ 

many different types of 

 

 



 

capitals, productive systems, and meta-productive systems, 

and in fact, have these 

compete against each other within a sustainable context. 

The human brain, for 

example, is precisely this sort of system, in which 

multiple currencies, from neurotransmitters 

and neuro-modulators, to various capitals, such as ideas, 

compete within 

a general context which can be best thought of as robust in 

relation to itself and its 

context. In this, the human brain provides us with a 

political model, even if one which 

is countered by the relative servitude experienced by the 

rest of the body in relation 

thereto. These are highly complex ethical, politcal, and 

aesthetic issues, which can 

here only be sketched in the briefest form, and which will 

be addressed carefully and 

at length in the volume on network ethics. 

 

Hypermediacy. As we mentioned earlier in this section, 

hypermediacy 

has four primary forms, which are evolution, learning, 

meta-learning, and meta- 

evolution. Those systems which develop currencies are those 

which are able to value, 

and those which develop capital economies are able to 

invest, or hyper-value. There is 

a small but crucial step between hyper-valuation and 

learning, for learning is what 

happens when a system is able to value different types of 

currencies and investments 

not merely intensively, but qualitatively against each 

other, and to value with varying 

degrees of intensity the qualities at hand. 

 

Thus, when a system learns, it begins to rank investments 

by the intensity and type of 

growth of qualities they provide it. Learning may happen by 

the acquisition of new 

qualities, and hence, increasingly the breadth of qualities 



available to the system, or 

increasing the intensity of the qualities, and even 

potentially leading to the 

development of new codes, currencies, capitals, etc. Beyond 

learning there is 

evolution, which is the manner in which systems learn what 

types of learning provide 

it with the most benefit. Evolution comes in several forms, 

which will be described in 

what follows. 

 

Hyperproduction occurs when a system is able to produce not 

only potential, as 

production, or the potential for more potential, as meta-

production, but the potential 

for new types of potential. The simplest form of this is 

evolution, and the evolution of 

life is a perfect example of this. However, the evolution 

of wideware is another 

example, for while wideware evolves due to its relation to 

living organisms, various 

forms of wideware are able to evolve in ways which potente 

the production of new 

types of potential in the world. 

 

 



 

Beyond evolution is the evolution of systems which are able 

to learn, such as 

organisms with developed nervous systems. Simple organisms 

simply evolve, such that 

learning is only done indirectly via evolution of the 

population. But complex 

organisms, particularly those which are able to develop 

goals via self-consciousness, 

are able to learn actively about themselves and their 

environment. They can then use 

this learning to craft wideware of various forms, and to 

assist this wideware to evolve 

so as to further potentiate their own learning and 

evolution. 

 

Meta-learning occurs when systems which can learn begin to 

question which way is the 

best to learn. Educational systems, for example, describe 

the ways in which humans 

have worked to produce themselves in particular ways so as 

to make humans not only 

better producers, but better learners. 

 

Finally, meta-evolution occurs when meta-learning advances 

to a higher degree of 

complexity and begins to take the evolution of the species 

itself into account. That is, 

when humans begin to ask what sort of evolution as a 

species they value, then they 

are engaged in what is known as meta-evolution. That is, do 

we want to be more 

democratic, more aggressive, more paranoid? Beyond values, 

or the production of 

values via education, what sort of values should we value 

producing in our species? If 

meta-learning is the beginning of ethics, meta-evolution is 

the realm of meta-ethics. 

Much will be said about these issues in future works on 

network ethics. 

 

Productivity. Let us now look back at our entire 



description of mediation, 

because certain aspects of our description only become 

clear after all the parts are 

described, such that this notion is complex in a manner 

which resonates with that 

which it describes. 

 

We have argued that hypermediation be seen as an 

abstraction from metamediation, 

an extension of its logic. We have also shown how a type of 

entity can shift from 

meta-mediatory relations with others to one of 

hypermediation, such as when paper 

shifts when marked in specific ways to become money, a 

representation of the value 

of other entities, rather than simply a different type of 

entity as it was before as 

paper. Does this mean that we see a logic of progressive 

abstraction from formal 

mediation to meta-mediation to hypermediation? Is this the 

only possibility? 

 

Certainly, matter gives rise to life, and living entities 

give rise to many different types 

of economies. However, if we think of energy as a type of 

currency within the 

economy of the physical universe, and matter as the 

concretization of energy (via 

 

 



 

Einstein’s famous equation E=mc2), might we not argue that 

as potential, currency is 

the foundation of even formal mediation? That is, might not 

this snake eat its own tail? 

 

In fact, this is most certainly the case. Hypermediation 

can be considered the moment 

of genesis of mediation as such, if one considers energy, 

force, or potential as the 

fundamental ground of what is, just as formal mediation can 

be considered 

fundamental if one considers matter the ground of what is. 

And since in science these 

are strictly convertible, two sides of the same, it is 

ultimately impossible to say that 

one is more foundational than the other. We have simply 

started with matter, moved 

to life, and then to economies, because this was the 

simplest path of explanation to 

humans who find dealing with material objects to be simpler 

than with abstract 

notions like potential. While potential is abstract, 

however, this does not make it less 

fundamental, for the world is abstract and concrete, 

intertwined. 

 

Might it not be possible, however, to also see 

metamediation itself as fundamental, 

and perhaps, as fundamental to what is as formal 

mediatiation and hypermediation. In 

fact, this turns out to be the case. If formal mediation 

views matter as fundamental, 

and hypermediation views potential as fundamental, then 

metamediation views 

change as fundamental. This notion is as old as philosophy 

itself, that all is change, 

and as we have argued, it is possible to view all that is, 

including seemingly static 

matter, as composed of systems, so long as one interprets 

quantum forces/matters as 

being, in a sense, in motion. From such a perspective, 



metamediation can be seen as 

the moment of meta between matter and potential, and 

describes the transition 

between the two, the genesis of difference whereby 

potential forms matter, and 

matter gives rise to potential. The meta level is the level 

of change, of 

differentiation, in which potential gives rise to new form 

via function, and matter 

gives rise to new potentials by becoming different from 

itself via function as well. 

 

Which then is most fundamental? That which views the world 

as having a logic of 

things, processes, or forces? Is the world most similar to 

a stone on the ground, a 

letter in an alphabet, or money in an economy? Clearly all 

three, and more. For each 

of these three logics are only what they in the manner in 

which they differ from each 

other, and from themselves by means of each other. 

 

What’s more, there is no entity in the world that 

incarnates simply one of these logics 

without the other. Take for example, the living cell. Its 

three fundamental aspects are 

its structural parts (ie: cell wall), its metabolic 

processes which provide it energy (ie: 

ADP/ATP), and its memory system (DNA/RNA). Hegel famously 

argued that life and 

 

 



 

processes take the form of a syllogism, and here we can see 

why life is both syllogism 

and process. For in fact, the three primary parts of a 

living cell, structure, 

metabolism, and memory, are in fact, matter, change, and 

potential, the three sides 

of mediation itself, woven together. For if we see cellular 

energy as the abstract 

potential to be anything the cell can figure out how to 

build or any action it can figure 

out how to perform, its structural parts are the concrete 

material which allows this 

potential to unfold itself in the world, such that it is 

only abstract potential in relation 

thereto. And the middle level, the level of DNA/RNA, the 

memory that links dynamic 

processes with formed matter via the balanced intertwining 

that a stable flow of 

energy can provide, is what intertwines, weaves, and links 

matter and energy in 

patterns, particular patterns which are precisely what 

mediation is. In this manner, we 

see abstract, particular, and concrete, three logical 

aspectws, play out in potential 

energy, dynamic stable form, and concrete matter. 

 

These three aspects may be separated out in living 

organisms, such that structural 

proteins incarnate more of the concrete material side, 

DNA/RNA more of the 

particular functional side, and ADP/ATP more of the 

abstract potential side. But each 

of these incarnates all three at multiple levels of scale, 

for all that is combines all 

three of these. While each may emphasize one over the other 

in a living cell, this is 

because of the particular role they play within this 

system, part of the process of 

differentiating particularization which arises when the 

meta-level determines that 

some aspects within a system will emphasize some aspects of 



their constitution over 

others within a systematic whole. 

 

All entities are in fact like this, depending on the lens 

or perspective one uses to view 

them. The world can be seen as an economy, with its own 

attempts to learn and 

evolve, just as much as an interplay of matters which give 

rise to change and potential 

within them, or a set of dynamic systems which use 

potential and matter to produce 

themselves. What these all share in common is difference, 

difference that takes the 

particular forms which we have described by means of the 

notions of relation, 

complexity, and emergence. 

 

In this manner we begin to see how it is that a logic of 

processes becomes possible. 

For if matter, systems, and economies can be seen as 

aspects of process, of the 

emergence of complexity from itself via relation, then we 

can begin to understand 

how it is that mediation is always differing from itself in 

a manner which produces the 

complex world that we experience. And it is to emergence 

that we will now turn. 

 

 



 

If economies of potential describe the manner in which 

matter becomes different from 

itself by means of function within such systems, we see how 

the three sides of matter, 

namely, form, meaning, and value, allow for matter to 

become that which it is not, to 

emerge from itself. And this is what is meant by 

complexity. Complexity describes the 

manner in which emergence emerges from itself by means of 

meta-stably syncing with 

its own forms of self-differing. 

 

Thus, if there are in a sense three horizontal aspects of 

complexity, namely, 

variability, meta-stability, and sync, then we see here the 

three vertical aspects, in a 

sense, those which cross levels, which are form, function, 

and value. It is by means of 

potential, mobilized as value, that systems come about 

which recode forms as 

functions in systems which sync that which has 

differentiated into different forms. And 

this happens at multiple levels of scale, not only in terms 

of physical levels of scale, 

but in terms of aspects of a process. For what is a system 

at one level may be the form 

at another, combinatories within combinatories, systems 

within systems, producing 

new potentials, new forms of complexity, of which our world 

is the result. The 

production of the new, creation, is the result of this sort 

of non-orientable spiralling, 

intertwined and intertwining with itself in the form of 

networks within networks, 

nested within each other in massive differentiating and 

intertwining productivity. 

 

Growth. Ultimately such a world must, of course, have a 

general source of 

power, something that starts everything going, an ur-fold, 

so to speak, whether this be 



Aristotle’s uncaused cause, or the Big Bang. For the 

networkological project, we can 

say that it seems that there must be some sort of originary 

potential which gets 

everything started, though due to the network paradox in 

its many formations, we 

could not know this without infinite regress of some form 

or another. 

 

However potential originated, there are many ways in which 

it can be spent. It can 

simply be dissipated in the fastest way possible. Or it can 

be intertwined back within 

itself to give rise to ever more intricate differentiated 

sub-formations which then 

come, by means of meta-stable evolution, to sync with 

themselves in ever more 

complex formulations. 

 

The difference between pure expenditure, pure growth, and 

complexity is ultimately 

profound. Cancerous systems, for example, desire to expend 

everything around them 

for the sake of their own growth. Systems which value 

pleasure in the moment will 

 

 



 

liquidate all in the service of that pleasure, because 

pleasure and enjoyment of what a 

currency provides always destroys its potential for 

reinvestment. Complexity walks a 

path between these. It is neither soley for its own 

perpetuation and feedback, nor 

completely for pleasure and dissipation. It is for 

investment, but indirect investment 

in the self, by means of a circuit of difference beyond 

itself. Only by means of 

investing in others, in other words, is it possible for 

oneself to grow, and this applies 

to individuals, social systems, etc. The many impliciations 

of this will be pursued in 

future works on network ethics. 

 

In its many forms, emergence emerges from itself as 

complexity, and what makes 

complexity what it is its potential to emerge from itself 

as the potential to exceed 

itself. Emergence and complexity are the sides of relation 

which intertwine with each 

other in a manner which link all process together, thereby 

tying form, meaning, and 

value together in the networked webs that compose the world 

we live in. It is now to 

the structure of the relation between emergence and its 

various processes to which we 

will now turn. 

 

Combinatorics. As we bring our examination of combination 

to a close 

with out examination of mediation, we have begun to overlap 

with processes which 

show the presence of the logic of process within the logic 

of ground. 

 

Interpretation, coding, valuation, learning, evolution, 

these are all processes. In this 

manner we have now come full circle. We have described how 

it is that representation 



comes to be via its three poles, how it intensifies and 

becomes more complex, and 

how it leads to meaning by means of interpretation. From 

physical systems to 

economic systems, we have sketched out the various ways in 

which representation 

forms. The specifics of how these issues apply to systems 

in our world will be 

described in greater detail in the volume on matrixology, 

but for now, we see the 

diagrammatical descriptions of the general form of these 

that the networkological 

project makes available to us. From here, however, we will 

now move to issues of 

process, leveling, and emergence itself. 

 

 



 

 [4. complexifications: processes 

of emergence] 

Manifestation. We have now reached the point at which we 

can discuss 

precisely that from which all else emerges, which is 

emergence itself, which we have 

called the oneand. To attempt to grasp the oneand directly 

produces paradox, and the 

network paradox in particular, for no network can grasp its 

own grounds and levels 

without changing, dissolving, or falling into paradox. 

Thus, to attempt to describe the 

oneand in language will result in twisting language against 

itself in ways that reach the 

limits of sense. The oneand is in everything yet is none of 

these things. It is 

everything, but also that which exceeds it. It is the 

process of that exceeding, and 

that which binds all to all, etc. As we have said, to 

attempt to grasp the oneand 

directly is likely to verge on non-sense. However, it is 

possible by employing the 

threeand to possible to grasp it in its many aspects, and 

trace, or diagram, its outline 

dynamically and processurally in this manner. The approach 

to this must be 

parallaxical, however, in that it must approach the oneand 

from many sides which 

make a whole which is incompossible in our own forms of 

understanding, for it is that 

which, in their grounding in the threeand, exceeds them in 

a variety of ways. At this 

point, we have traced a variety of the aspects of 

emergence, other than the 

processural. Before we proceed to an attempt to describe 

process, however, a few 

words, at the risk of non-sense, about the oneand as 

emergence itself. 

 

Emergence is closely related to the concept of relation 

itself, for emergence is 



relation under the aspect of emergence. Emergence It 

contains itself, because it 

emerges from itself, and therefore contains itself as the 

potential, and the potential 

to emerge as specific for potentials by means of 

differentiation. While it is possible 

that emergence contains itself infinitely, we could not 

know this. However, when 

emergence contains itself more intensely in the form of 

complexity, by means of 

differentiations which intertwine and recontain each other, 

emergence is able to 

emerge more intensely, for its self-containing is how it 

self-potentiates. 

 

This is the paradox, that emergence emerges and hence 

uncontains itself, and yet it 

gains the potential for doing so by recontaining itself, 

yet with a multiple, possibly 

 

 



 

infinite twist, of multiple and possibly infinite degrees, 

and in a manner which is 

nested within itself at multiple, possibly infinite levels 

of scale, is precisely what 

makes emergence so difficult to grasp, for emergence 

violates our common 

conceptions of time and space. However, as modern 

mathematics has shown us, it is 

quite possible to construct a wide variety of surfaces in 

many dimensions which are 

non-orientable in three dimensions, and these non-

orientable surfaces can help us 

develop useful analogies for describing emergence. 

 

There are threeand primary logics whereby the oneand 

appears in the threeand as 

relation in the process of emergence. We have already 

encountered these logics, for 

these are the logic of the node, link, ground, and 

network/level. These are the ways 

in which the oneand grasps itself as it articulates itself 

as the threeand, such that the 

threeand is that which emerges from the oneand, thereby 

demonstrating its –andic 

nature. These threeand modes or logics, which can be called 

logics of emergence, 

give rise to threeand types of emergence, which pertain to 

the threeand, and these 

are entities, relations, contexts, and processes. There are 

then threeand primary 

qualities which pertain to these, known as qualities of 

emergence, which are 

acuality, location, relation, and potential. 

 

Such an approach to emergence reifies it into distinct 

types, and the result is that 

which is described in the paragraph above, which is the 

parameters of emergence. 

However, when the logics, types, and qualities of emerence 

intertwine, not in the 

form of distinct parameters, but rather, as combinatorial 



poles, they give rise to the 

final level we need to investigate, which is processes of 

emergence. Just as 

parametric analyses of emergence divide it up into distinct 

parameters of individual 

networks, and combinatorical analysis divides it into 

processes with distinct yet 

intertwined and often self-potentiating poles, processual 

analysis describes the 

manner in which aspects of emergence emerge as aspects 

in/as/and/with emergence 

itself. 

 

Processes of Emergence. There are threeand primary aspects 

of 

the process of emergence. These are differentiation, 

eventalization, negotiation, and 

complexification. We have encountered the first and last of 

these previously, which is 

a factor of the quiltitecture, or quilting form and 

structure, of the networkological 

project. For aspects of emergence extend down into the 

other forms, as that which 

propels it forward in its emergence from itself, and from 

these projections, the entire 

 

 



 

structure of the threeand emerges from itself. 

 

All of these aspects of emergence are network aspects, as 

they apply to all networks 

which are processes. The manner in which a network can be 

thought of as a process, 

and a process as network, will be described shortly. 

However, let us first sketch the 

form of this section in miniature. 

 

Differentiation is the simplest manner in which emergence 

occurs. All processes are 

differentiations which have not completed themselves. These 

differentiations may 

occur at the level of entities (ie: the production of more 

identical copies of 

something), relations (the production of more types of 

entities), contexts (the 

production of more contexts which could determine types and 

entities), or processes 

(the production of more types of processes which could 

determine contexts, types, 

and entities). All that we have encountered so far in this 

work, and in the world itself, 

is the result of emergence as differentiation, if to 

differing degrees of actualization, 

and differing degrees of complexity. 

 

Eventalization describes the manner in which 

differentiation occurs when the relations 

which link an entity to other entities, relations which are 

known as forces, shift in a 

manner which creates an imablance in potentials at the site 

of an entity, which is then 

known as an event. An event is an entity which has also 

become a process, due to a 

shift in its relations, which manifest shifts in the 

contexts and processes around it. As 

a result, the entity will differ from what it initially 

was, giving rise to differentiation 

at various levels of intensity, perhaps also of type, 



logic, or process. Such 

differentiations can come about by means of rearranging its 

sub-entities, asborbing 

aspects of its environment, its environment absorbing 

aspects of it, or by 

transformations which exceed any or all of these by means 

of potentials which exceed 

these boundaries. We will discuss the source of these, in 

relation to what we will call 

the quandary of originary potential, in the volume on 

matrixology. 

 

For now, however, it is worth noting that differentiation 

and eventalization are not 

fundamentally distinct phenomenon, but rather, two aspects 

of the same, the first 

viewed through the logic of the node, the second through 

the logic of the link. Each 

are aspects of the whole of emergence, which exceeds them 

yet it also that of which 

they are both aspects. 

 

 



 

The third primary aspect of emergence is negotiation. 

Negotiation describes the 

manner in which contexts intertwine the decisions made by 

events distributed in 

various contexts so as to produce the decision which brings 

about an eventualization in 

a given location. 

 

The final aspect of all processes is potential. No process 

could occur without it, and it 

is that which is all aspects of emergence, in the mode of 

complexity, as well as one of 

the possible ends of all processes in the form of self-

potentiation, or complexification. 

Potential is more than potential to be this or that, it is 

potential as such. The concept 

of potential is an abstraction from all specific 

potentials, and potential itself is that 

from which all particular potentials emerge. In this sense, 

potential is the self- 

containing of pure difference within that which has the 

potential to differ from itself. 

It is in this sense that within complexity which allows it 

to be complex, and able to 

emerge from itself and complexify itself under proper 

circumstances. 

 

Complexity and complexification have been described in 

detail in the preceding 

section. And complexity is an aspect of all processes via 

potential, for potential is 

complexity, and the source of complexity, via the specific 

process of complexification. 

Complexity describes the manner in which processes exceed 

themselves, and as such, 

it can be thought of as the –andic side of potential, an 

additional quasi-aspect of all 

processes, if via potential. And we can see the manner in 

which there is a 

multiplicitous twist here, characteristic of emergence, in 

which potential is precisely 



that which produces differentiation, returning us to where 

we began, if with 

difference between them. 

 

Differentiation, eventualization, negotiation, and 

potential describe the four aspects 

of emergence which are are part of any and all processes, 

such that emergence as 

concept is an abstraction from all of these, just as 

emergence in the world is that 

from which all processes emerge. 

 

We have already described in earlier sections the first and 

last of these aspects. 

However, we have not described how these notions are 

aspects of processes in their 

multi-aspectual refraction of the other two aspects of 

process. In their threeandic 

refraction, processes may be thought of as four-dimensional 

crystals of emergence, 

with each of the three primary aspects of emergence as one 

of the dimensions of 

crystalization. 

 

 



 

Thus, if representation can be thought of as a crystal of 

variance, which can then be 

abstracted so as to be understood into three poles, which 

are that of a perfect crystal, 

anti-crystal, and frozen crystal, we can then think of 

emergence as a process of the 

formation of that which forms crystals of variance, which 

are refractions of difference 

and sameness within themselves. We can therefore think of 

processes as crystalizings 

of variance, and complexification as a hypercrystalizings 

of variance. 

Differentiation, eventalization, negotiation, and potential 

are four aspects common to 

both, if differently, and it is to the description of the 

manner in which these 

intertwine in processes that we will now turn. We will 

start from potential, which is 

the end as well as the germ from which all process emerges. 

 

Potential. Potential has many aspects relevant to it. There 

are threeand 

aspects of the process of actualizing, which is potential 

in the mode of emergence, 

and these aspects are possibility, probability, tendency, 

and freeom. There are also 

threeand poles of potential when viewed as a set of 

intertwined contextual logics or 

modes of manifestation, and these are actuality, 

actualizing, virtuality, and potential. 

There are also threeand types of potentials in the world, 

which are sub-potentials, 

relational potentials, network potentials, and originary 

potential. And lastly, there are 

threeand qualities which pertain to potentials, which are 

matter, form, mind, and 

structure. These last four will not be discussed in this 

volume, but rather, form the 

bridge to the next volume, that on matrixology, for matter, 

form, mind, and structure 

indicate the four primary aspects of matrix, the fundmanet 



of the physical and mental 

world, and the subject matter of the next volume. 

 

Each of the rest of these aspects of potential will be 

described, in relation to 

emergence as process, but not necessarily in turn, for 

process is not something which 

lends itself to linear presentation. While many may think 

of process as something that 

proceeds linearly forward, as we will see, it is anything 

but. The presentation of this 

section will therefore follow a processural logic. If the 

preceding section presented 

poles which were often parameters, precondition, result, 

the aspects of a process are 

this, but in a manner which feeds into itself as a process 

proceeds, and nested at 

multiple levels of scale. For this reason, much of 

description of process in the section 

that follows will trace a similar motion to a process 

itself. 

 

For this reason, section markers will only approximate to 

sections of the presentation. 

 

 



 

This presentation will not be linear, but will attempt to 

trace an approximate 

movement from potential to differentiation to 

eventalization to negotiation, and from 

here to possible potentiation and complexification, via the 

logic of the node to link, 

ground, and network/level. Section markers should therefore 

be seen more as 

guideposts than anything else, for they will now 

necessarily have a semi-disjunctive 

relation to the complexly multi-determined nature of what 

is described beneath them. 

 

Process. Let us start with a question to guide us. What 

could it mean to treat a 

process as a network? This section will take much of its 

inspiration from Bergson’s 

approach to questions of process and change, as described 

in works such as Time and 

Free Will (1889). In this text Bergson introduces many of 

the key concerns that will 

direct his approach in subsequent works, such as duration, 

difference in degree, and 

difference in kind. While we will use different terms more 

suited to the 

networkological enterprise, Bergson’s approach remains a 

strong influence. 

 

When an entity changes, aspects of it remain the same while 

others change, and this is 

what Bergson calls duration, and which we, following 

contemporary process theory, 

call process. Process is that which endures, that which 

changes while also remaining 

the same. That said, processes should not be thought of a 

series of states through 

which a change proceeds as if through a line. Such an 

approach to change models it 

upon what Bergson calls “clock time,” which he decribes as 

the notion that time is a 

set of pearls or beads on a string, one moment following 



after the next. While clocks 

may work like this, processes, and duration, do not. For 

Bergson, a duration is similar 

to a strand of rope, composed of many smaller strands of 

rope wound together. Some 

of the strands composing this rope are thicker or longer or 

stronger or more flexible 

than others, some contain others still within them. The 

whole strand, however, is 

nothing more than the intertwining of the strands of which 

it is composed. Rather than 

beads on a string, processes are like strands of rope. 

 

But they are like strands of rope that are growing, and not 

merely in one direction or 

dimension, but as many as there might be relevant to the 

process in question. If we 

think of extension or growth here as a dimension here not 

of space but rather of time, 

then extension in this sense describes the temporal 

stretching inherent to process as 

such (and in fact, in many contemporary graphs designed to 

explain four-dimensional, 

Einsteinian style space-time, graphs that represent the 

passage of time as the 

extension of a line in space are quite common). Ultimately, 

a strand is a spatial 

 

 



 

metaphor, and while it has some use, it does not fully do 

justice to how processes 

work. However, it does describe crucial differences between 

a Bergsonian notion of 

change and that described by atomized clock-time models. 

 

One of the ways in which the rope strand example is still 

insufficient, though clearly 

better than the beads on a string model, is that it fails 

to explain precisely what it is 

that makes an entity extend, and how this happens. As we 

will see, this is a 

particularly complex notion to describe, in all senses of 

the word. 

 

Possibility. Let us therefore describe this problem first 

via an example. 

Let’s say that a young child shows great facility with 

their hands while playing with 

blocks in the crib. The parents encourage this manual 

dexterity, and the child grows 

up seeing this as one of its distinguishing skills, and 

eventually, in what may be a case 

of at least a partial feed-forward mechanism or ‘self-

fulfilling prophecy,’ she chooses 

to become a surgeon. Let us say that our child was born 

with enough social privilege 

that becoming a surgeon was a reasonable possibility 

(which, due to the massive 

inequalities in our world today, is simply not the case for 

huge swaths of the world’s 

population). In this sense, it is reasonably possible that 

this child could become a 

surgeon. But we have no reason to say that manual dexterity 

is necessarily the 

potential to become a surgeon which only needed to be 

developed. Such a 

determination can only be made in hindsight. Thus, it would 

not be unreasonable for 

the surgeon, in hindsight, to say something like, “while I 

couldn’t have known it at the 



time, my manual dexterity as shown at a young age was a 

potential which I then 

developed into a career in surgery.” And yet, our child 

could’ve turned this precocious 

manual dexterity into a career in music, and then made a 

similar claim for music. That 

is, precocious manual dexterity is a potential for both 

surgery and music and many 

other careers which could benefit from this skill. It is 

also possible that this skill will 

lead not to a career, but a hobby, or may remain an 

unfulfilled potential. 

 

As we can see from this example, potential is necessarily 

indeterminate, it is that 

which can give rise to processes by means of actualizing 

itself, and it does this by 

differentiating. Differentiating describes the manner in 

which possibility is reduced by 

means of the transformation of potential in general into a 

specific potential in the 

process of a specific actualization. 

 

The process of the transformation of potential and 

possibility to actualiy and 

 

 



 

differentiated specificity can be halted at any point from 

the start to end of this 

process, either physically, or by means of observation at a 

given moment. Examined in 

this manner under the logic of the node, we see an entity 

which is also an event. Such 

an entity-event has a total intensity of potential relevant 

to it, as well as a network of 

specific possibilities. We cannot know whether or not 

possibilities are infinite, but for 

practical purposes they may as well be. Potentials, 

however, are not, and each entity 

at any given moment divides up its potentials to its many 

aspects, including to itself as 

a whole as one of its aspects, according to its form. No 

aspect exists in isolation, for it 

only can determine its potentials in relation to its 

contexts. Potential is always in 

relation, for it is in fact an aspect of emergence. Each 

aspect of a given entity-event 

is itself an entity-event, with its own potentials-in-

relation, which grade its 

possibilities. 

 

Here we see what a process looks like when frozen into a 

static network when grasped 

via the logic of the node. An entity is in fact nothing 

more than the network of 

potentials of which it is composed, as its aspects are the 

manner in which potentials 

congeal when a process is reified and grasped via the logic 

of the node. The only 

reason why it is possible to grasp entities this way is 

that processes often balance each 

other out, and create symmetries which determine relatively 

reified entities. Given 

enough time, however, every entity is ultimately simply a 

moment of a larger process 

of which it is a part, and any reification of it in the 

manner described above is as much 

an one sided view as we have made seem in this description. 



 

Sub-potentials. Let us now return to our example. We freeze 

the life of 

our infant at a particular moment in time, we see that the 

child is good playing with 

blocks. There is no way we can know if this will lead to a 

career in surgery, music, a 

hobby, or nothing in particular. There is a total potential 

here, and while this is 

related to the energy that the child has, a child is much 

more than just its energy, 

either at any given moment, or the sum total of energy that 

it will use over the period 

of its life. For the child is a complex entity, and hence, 

will complexify this energy, 

not merely give it off as heat, but transform it into 

things like surgery or music or 

hobbies or whatever. Complexity is a potential amplifier, 

it turns potential into more 

potential when combined with more complexity under 

complexifying circumstances, 

such as those explained in preceding sections. 

 

There are also specific potentials here. Manual dexterity, 

due to the form of the 

 

 



 

systems which allow it to develop, depends upon finger 

muscles, relevant motor 

sections in the brain, parts of the brain that work to 

coordinate this with the eye, and 

all the support systems that make living and development 

possible, such as the 

respiratory system, digestive system, etc. The potential 

for manual dexterity to turn 

into a career in surgery, which is literally the potential 

to do surgery professionally, is 

dependent upon all these sub-potential, namely, the 

potential of the fingers to 

develop in skill, brain areas in coordination, digestive 

systems to keep feeding the 

whole, etc. The potential within this manual dexterity is 

composed of that of its sub- 

potentials, and yet, it may also exceed them, for each 

entity also has potential as a 

whole. Complexity is what occurs when the potential of the 

whole exceeds that of the 

sum of the parts, for reasons that we have partially 

described, and will describe 

further later in this section. 

 

There is also the fact that all entities seem as if they 

have some sort of primordial 

potential in and beyond the specific potentials relevant to 

it. We have not ceased to 

be surprised by what aspects of the world can do. Much more 

will be said about the 

possibility that there is some sort of originary potential 

within each entity in the 

volume on matrixology. 

 

Returning to each sub-potential, we see how it is itself 

the complex intersection of its 

relevant potentials as well. For the potential of any given 

entity is a complex 

conjunction of its aspectual sub-potentials, originary 

potential, and the potential 

of the whole, or network potential. Each of these is a 



relational network of 

potentials which grade a series of possibilities. 

 

But potentials are not the same as possibilites nor 

probabilities. Considered in 

abstraction as mere possibility, all is strictly 

possibility. Situated possibility is always 

relative, graded, and related to the manner in which 

general potential is actualizing 

into actualizings of specific potentials, which are 

determined by the nature and form 

of the entities and relations relevant to them. The result 

is the grading of possibilities 

which converts them into probabilities in regard to their 

relational context. 

 

Do potentials exist, or are they phantoms of some sort? And 

if they exist, what sort of 

existance is this? Let us examine what happens when an 

entity makes a decision. For 

example, I spill a sample of liquid water on an inclined 

surface. I watch it form into 

streams, break into little separate flows. Each of these 

breaks is an event, a point of 

 

 



 

decision, come about by the network of forces at work 

within the sample of water and 

its contexts. The sample makes a decision to split at each 

point, and yet, this decision 

is itself an aggregate decision composed by the myriad of 

sub-decisions made by subsamples 

of the water, nested within each other are many levels of 

scale, going from 

the entire sample down to individual molecules, down to 

their sub-atomic particles. 

 

Freedom. When the entity in question is an intricate, there 

is a relatively 

additive, linear, and predictable relation between the 

decisions made at macro- and 

micro-levels, such that it is relatively easy to predict 

macro decisions based on sums 

of micro-decisions. Such systems of decisions are said to 

be relatively unfree. Those 

systems known as complexes, in which there is a relatively 

non-additive, non-linear 

composition of decisions from micro-to macro level, such 

that there are chains of 

feedback across and between levels, such that it becomes 

difficult to predict how 

micro-level decisions will aggregate into macro-level 

decisions, are said to be 

relatively complex and free. It should be stressed here 

that freedom in this sense is 

never abstract, but always determined relationally in 

regard to the relevant contexts. 

 

Tendency. Events occur when there is a shift between an 

entity and a given 

context, which is itself cause by a shift between the 

context in question and its 

contexts. When this occurs, the entity and context in 

question negotiate between 

them, as proxies for their macro and micro-contexts, 

precisely which of the relational 

potential(s) they share will be actualized. The processes 



shared by entity and context 

are reified by the moment of decision forced on each by all 

and all by each. When this 

happens, the network of potentials within the relational 

conjuncture of entity and 

context is reduced as potential actualizes. In the process, 

some possibilities become 

more or less probable. This process iterates with each 

decision, and is nested across 

many levels of scale. 

 

For example, I am forced to choose a major in college. In 

doing so, I choose to develop 

some potentials over others. If I choose to major in 

philosophy, I devote time and 

energy to the study of this, and my potential to do 

philosopy grows, while my 

potential to do woodworking decreases. Becoming a carpenter 

is always a possibility, 

but one for which I am increasingly ill-suited, because my 

stores of potential, such as 

knowledge and degrees and abilities, produce in me a 

tendency to devote my 

energies, themselves potentials, to building more 

potentials in philosophy. For 

potential is that which, in circumstances which allow it to 

intertwine complexly with 

 

 



 

the world, is able to give rise to complexity which further 

potentiates the original 

complexity. Thus, if my potential in philosophy is nurtured 

in a way that is diverse, 

meta-stable, and is to some extent symmetrical/in sync with 

my potentials in this 

area, my potential will develop further complexity in me, 

in the form of knowledge, 

degrees, contacts, skills, and all the other aspects which 

produce yet further potential 

in philosophy. Potential is always a snowball that picks up 

more snow and rolls down 

hill faster, so long as there is a hill to roll down and 

snow on its ground. 

 

Potential is always a tendency, a pull or push, depending 

on how this is looked at, in a 

given situation as localized in a particular entity. We 

cannot know what this tendency 

is a tendency towards except retroactively. For in fact, 

potential is always 

pushing/pulling in many directions at once, in fact, 

minimally to the extent to which 

its originary potential and potential of the whole is 

indeterminate, and in the direction 

of any of its sub-potentials, as mediated by the 

complexifying influence of the 

potential of the whole and originary potential, and with 

each sub-potential being a 

complex composite in turn. And now we see precisely what 

possibility is: possibility is 

the path towards which a potential has a tendency. 

 

Eventalization. In relation to its potentials, 

possibilities, and 

probabilities, each event can therefore be seen as a 

network. It occurs when a 

conjuncture, that is, a network composed of an entity and a 

given context, shifts due 

to shifts within the relevant micro- and/or macro-contexts, 

such that there is an 



imbalance which leads to the development of one or more 

potentials present within 

the conjuncture. When a conjuncture reaches a point of 

imbalance, it is known as a 

critical conjuncture. When it has made a decision, it is 

known as a static 

conjuncture, while during the process of decision-making 

and changing, it is known as 

an evental conjuncture. 

 

It should be stressed that at the moment of decision, 

potentials are shared between 

the entity and its context. However, with each decision, 

each potential splits, divided 

between the entity and context, and that which pertains to 

the context is then further 

split between aspects of that context. When the entity 

reaches its next conjuncture, it 

then combines its potentials with aspects of its context 

which further potentiate each. 

Thus there are three types of potentials at work here, 

known as conjunctional 

potentials, entity potentials, and contextual potentials. 

The determination of how 

conjunctional potentials divide and recompose as entity 

potentials and contextual 

 

 



 

potentials with each shift between conjunctures, is 

determined by the events of 

relevant sub- and supra-entites and micro-and macro-levels 

of scale. 

 

Virtuality. Only conjunctional potentials can actualize, 

and it is for this 

reason that conjunctional potentials are also known as 

possibilities which pertain to 

that conjuncture. Here we see precisely what a possibility 

is. While strictly speaking 

we could not know if anything were truly impossible, we 

generally call possibilities 

those things which have a non-zero intensity of potential 

in a given situation. Due to 

the limits of knowledge, it is usually worth distinguishing 

possiblity and potential, such 

that we can say that an entity has infinite possibilities, 

and limited potentials, but 

whether or not this is truly the case is something which 

cannot be known. 

 

Unlike Gilles Deleuze, the networkological project does not 

use the term “virtual” to 

describe potential. For Deleuze, “the virtual” refers both 

to that which is present 

indirectly in something, and what we have called potential, 

and is strictly 

distinguished from the notion of possibility, which is 

strictly a logical issue. For the 

networkological project, we call virtual anything which is 

indirectly present in 

another, but we differentiate this from potential, which is 

only one form of this, and 

both of these are distinguished from possibility. The 

reason for this break with Deleuze 

is to avoid confusion between the indirect presence of 

something in another, which we 

have described with the notion of mediation, and potential, 

which is sometimes the 

same, yet sometimes different. 



 

This distinction aslo helps us to answer the question as to 

whether or not potentials 

exist. For example, when we say that an acorn possesses the 

potential to become a 

tree, this sounds like something magical and otherworldly. 

And for Deleuze, the notion 

of the virtual flirts with the otherworldly, and whether or 

not it truly is remains a 

point of contention between Deleuze’s defenders and critics 

that we will not get into 

here. However, by separating the virtual from the potential 

we can describe the 

manner in which potential is actual, if virtually, in an 

entity. For example, in the right 

circumstances, an acorn has the potential to turn into a 

tree. For its form is structured 

such that it will be able to draw energy from its 

environment under the right 

circumstances to execute its DNA to produce a tree. There 

is nothing absolute about 

this, but in the right circumstances, we can say that in 

hindsight, as a tree, that this 

was one of the potentials of its relational configuration 

with its environment in the 

past. Retroactively, it certainly had this potential. But 

if we go back to the tree in its 

 

 



 

acorn stage, it has many possibilities, it may become dust 

or soil, fire or whatever 

else, though its form is structured such that becoming a 

tree is that which would allow 

it to maximize its complexity in relation to the contexts 

of its formation. 

 

We can now say that potential is that which tends towards 

the maximization of 

complexity in relation to the contexts of an entity’s 

formation and conjuncture, and 

hence, is something which is fully determined only from a 

perspective which goes 

beyond a linear approach to time. For it shows the ways in 

which the future is able to 

alter the meaning of the past. For example, a person learns 

a skill just for fun, which 

due to a strange set of circumstances, ends up becoming 

essential for them getting a 

promotion at work. One could not have anticipated such a 

thing, and yet, in hindsight, 

we could say that the skill in question held within it the 

potential to lead to a new 

job, even though none could forsee this. Potential is 

nothing more than this strange 

non-linearity of time, the ability of the future to release 

from the past that which we 

did not know existed within it. While the skill in question 

had more potential to 

become a hobby than a new path to a job, it nevertheless 

actualized one of its less 

potent yet existent potentials. That is, it is not 

impossible that the skill in question 

could lead to a job, just unlikely. 

 

And it is here that we see that those entities which have 

the greatest total degree of 

potential are those which are most likely to be able to 

lead to the most different types 

of things. This is because potential is increased by 

complexity, and manifests 



complexity, and leads to further complexity. The most 

complex entities are those 

which can lead to the most different futures. So, a complex 

entity like the human 

brain, when combined with a complexly flexible entity such 

as the human body, leads 

to an infinitely more complex entity called a human being, 

which is the most complex 

entity we known on the planet. Such an entity has a great 

total potential because it 

has great depth and breadth of individual potentials, each 

of which are continually 

shifting as a person keeps changing circumstances, and yet, 

which also exhibit a 

degree of continuity, or endurance, in and within these 

changes. 

 

Potential is only one form of virtuality, for there are 

many ways in which mediation 

can occur. The complex mediation of past, future, and 

present with complexity is 

potential, and while it is clearly a virtual formation, 

there are also other, less complex 

virtual formations. For example, when I look across my 

room, I see my window, and 

the image of that window reflects on my retina. We can say 

that the window is 

 

 



 

virtually present on my retina, but in a manner which is 

much less complex than that 

described by potential. While the virtual image may also 

have potential, it is 

important to keep these aspects distinct, at least 

according to th eneeds of the 

networkological project. 

 

We are now in a position to describe what occurs when a 

process differs from itself, 

and hence, endures as process. A conjuncture becomes an 

event, and in doing so, its 

various potentials become possible actualizings. Various 

macro and micro negotiations 

occur within its contexts, casting the event-in-process 

localized at an entity outside of 

itself, until one or one set of potentials begins to 

actualize. As this happens, the entity 

begins to emerge from itself. We can concieve of this as a 

linear network of events 

which link the entity at one state to that in the next, but 

this is only one way to 

concieve of this, which employs the logic of the node. It 

is also possible to see such a 

shift as a differentiation between one state and another, 

one which has both sides and 

itself as poles of this process. From the perspective of 

the logic of the ground, even 

this is simply a node within virtual networks of possible 

potentials, such that the 

emergence is simply a localization of a much more 

intertwined series of shifts within 

the contexts within contexts which continually transform, 

giving rise to what is. And 

finally, under the logic of the network/level, it is 

possible to see these as all sides of 

the same process of the emergence of emergence from itself. 

 

Negotiation. And yet, how does negotiation between micro 

and macro 

contexts in a moment of decision occur? That is, while we 



have already described the 

macro-structure of emergence, what is its micro-structure? 

 

Let us elucidate this by means of an example, in this case, 

a vortex in a sample of 

liquid. Vortexes are complex physical systems, and in this 

they can give us insight into 

a wide variety of systems in the world. Intricates are much 

easier to understand, for 

they negotiate and make decisions according to a hierarchy 

which is imposed on them 

from without. My computer, for example, generally 

negotiates the decisions it makes 

based on a plan programmed into the hardware in the 

factory, then micro-managed by 

software. While intricates may the be the rule in relation 

to what humans have 

produced, such as computers or machines, they are the 

exception in the natural 

world. And it is negotiation of the complex sort which 

needs to be elucidated, for 

intricate negotiation is necessarily that which is already 

explained according to a 

predetermined plan. Complex negotiation is not. 

 

 



 

Vortexes are efficient, which is to say, they channel 

matter, and dissipate energy, 

more quickly than otherwise. The result is a meta-stable, 

complex form which 

develops between the molecules of the liquid, in this case, 

let’s say a vortex of water. 

But how and why does this happen? What makes a sample of 

liquid decide to drain in 

the form of a vortex, and seemingly spontaneously, without 

the hierarchical decision- 

making structure programmed into intricates by humans? 

 

That is, how can large-scale organization emerge without 

being imposed from without? 

Each water molecule in a sample is ‘dumb’, in the sense 

that it only reacts to what is 

immediately around it. Each water molecule sums up the 

total influences upon it at 

any given instant, and makes a ‘decision’ in relation 

thereto. Aside from the 

occasional push from some miniscule quantum fluctuations, 

water molecules tend to 

react, at least in relation to those other water molecules 

they touch, in a pretty 

predictable manner. While each molecule is made of 

complexity, it is not structured in 

a manner which is highly complex, and in this sense, may be 

thought of as the natural 

analogue of an intricate. It is more complex than most 

human-made machines, but not 

dramatically so in the manner of, for example, a vortex. 

 

In standard circumstances, then, a water molecule tends to 

generally sum up the 

influences on it, and with negligible freedom, does what 

its influences vote upon. 

These influences range from the large-scale (other water 

molecules) to the very 

minute (the pull of gravity from a distant star). When the 

macro-influences upon it 

push strongly in one way or another, the decision is very 



clear, and the water 

molecule will move in the general direction which it’s 

surroundings push upon it. And 

this is what happens in non-meta-stable conditions. 

 

But what about when the influences in its immediate 

surroundings are nearly in 

balance? When you lay a pencil down flat on an inclined 

surface, it tends to fall in one 

direction, that of the incline. But try to balance it on 

your nose, and the tiniest 

movements can make it fall one way or the other. When it is 

balanced, the situation is 

meta-stable, and that’s when minute fluctuations can tip 

the balance in one direction 

or another. 

 

Returning to our water molecule, it’s when all other 

influences are approximately in 

balance that, at just the right moment, a very minor 

influence upon it could tip the 

 

 



 

balance and make a decision go in one direction or another, 

even one which is 

generally unlikely for it. Thus, if all other influences 

are equal, the pull of gravity 

from a distant star could be the tiny push that puts that 

water molecule over the edge 

in one direction or another. And such influences might not 

only be external, they can 

also be internal to the water molecule, perhaps the slight 

push of one its quarks which 

is momentarily out of balance with the others in a given 

component of the water 

molecule. The closer a system is to balance, the more 

minute are the influences that 

can push in one way or another, and the more difficult, for 

extremely practical 

reasons, it becomes to know precisely what tipped the scale 

in a given direction. As 

we will see, this is an important part of what makes the 

vortex form as such. 

 

Power. Before a vortex starts, there is a pull downwards, 

but molecules in a 

sample of water, even at rest, generally have some minor 

movements going on, due to 

energy present in the liquid and exhibited as its 

temperature, or average kinetic or 

movement energy, which is distinct, in a chemical sense, 

from a molecule’s potential 

energies. This combines with other influences, such as the 

various polarities and 

attractice and repulsive forces at work between molecules 

such that each molecule, if 

pulled down, would generally not want to go straight 

towards the drain, but in 

negotiation with those molecules around it, might do so at 

an angle, with a twist, curl, 

swerve, etc. Each molecule ‘decides’ on this based on the 

‘votes’, so to speak, of its 

various relationally determined potentials, mediated by its 

network and originary 



potential. So long as there’s no coherent pull, like a 

drain, the orientation of most 

molecules will be pretty random yet balanced out, a ‘high 

entropy’ state in which the 

sample of water tends not to move much on the aggregate, 

despite minor shifts on the 

micro-scale, because they all cancel each other out. 

 

But open a drain underneath them, and the different 

positions, attractions, repulsions, 

etc., all put their own spin on the downward movement. And 

downward movement 

and compreses the molecules together towards a small hole. 

The problem is, at first, 

everyone goes in different directions. But as molecules 

approach the drain, they start 

getting squished together and moving at higher speeds. A 

difference of intensity 

emerges, such that those near the drain have more twist, 

those at the top less, and 

this feeds back into the pressure to spin. With the 

increasing pressure and speed, 

molecules that aren’t organized are increasingly forced by 

their neighbors to make 

choices, and choices that line up more with their 

neighbors. At low pressures and 

speeds, there’s imply less pressure to choose, and many 

molecules will go their own. 

 

 



 

But with the squishing, it’s time to choose. Water 

molecules are in this sense much 

like people – in periods of low stress, diversity of 

opinion is generally tolerated, but in 

times of high stress, people are often force to choose 

sides in the conflicts that 

inevitably divide people on how to deal with the stress at 

hand. 

 

Returning to our water sample, the result of opening the 

drain is that blocks of 

sameness get larger and larger. At first there are many of 

these blocks of sameness, or 

currents, but as pressure and speed increase, the larger 

block start pressuring the 

smaller ones to choose to join them, and so many blocks 

flip orientation. But what 

makes a given block flip? If things are unbalanced, and 

there’s a clear winner as it 

polls its local environment, a molecule or current will 

generally go where the majority 

vote rules. But in close ties, micro influences, or 

originary potential, makes the call. 

And at some point, the last microbloc is swallowed, and the 

entire vortex has chosen a 

side, and the spiral takes on it’s characteristic shape. It 

has emerged as a distinct 

level, a form different from that of its individual sub-

elements. 

 

But who then got to decide which way the vortex turns? 

Well, for each bloc, it 

could’ve been its macro-context, or, if things were close, 

its micro-context (exterior 

or interior). But as a whole, the decision was likely 

distributed to many mini-decisions, 

all piling up. It’s everywhere, and nowhere, because 

ultimately, there’s many 

microdecisions that add up to one direction over another. 

Once the vortex starts, 

however, we have another situation entirely. Now there’s a 



macro-level to take into 

account. And this is nothing magical, for once its chosen a 

direction, it will continue as 

the relatively simple aggregate of all the micro-influences 

which, now coordinated, 

are flowing in a direction, say, clockwise. 

 

Choice. But let us now perturb this system. Let’s open up 

another drain. Is it’s 

pull strong enough to pull the vortex apart, into two 

halves, or just move it to the 

side? Obviously those molecules in the vortex closer to the 

side with the second drain 

will feel the pull to that direction, many molecules will 

be on the cusp, so the 

question is how strong is the pull on any particular 

molecule? Once again, the context 

of any water molecule ‘votes’, graded according to issues 

such as proximity and the 

types of forces involved, etc. As each molecule votes, new 

currents form, and the 

vortex will either shift to one side to compensate for this 

new drain or, depending on 

its placement and size, it will split the vortex into two. 

 

 



 

But what if the balance is really close? Then we keep 

taking votes until we have a 

decision that sticks. Sometimes a local decision will be 

made, a current will form, only 

to be wiped out by another current. Sometimes a system will 

oscillate between a few 

alternatives, and if this state persists between a set of 

relatively coherent poles, we 

then can call this an oscillatory or periodic system. But 

if things are really close 

between alternatives, sometimes just a few but other times 

many, depending upon 

the balance of currents at any given moment, any particular 

water molecule could end 

up at just the right place at the right time to be the 

deciding vote, for in situation 

which is balanced in its instability, or as we have 

described previously, meta-stable, 

the tiniest of micro-influences can have macro-

consequences, such that one tiny 

‘vote’, so to speak, since all else is balanced out, ends 

up deciding for the system as a 

whole. Of course, one could never predict beforehand which 

molecule would be at the 

right place at the right time, or which micro-influence 

upon it, from inside or out, 

would push it one way or the next, for that is distributed 

to the system as a whole. For 

while the vote is cast by the one particular tiny 

influence, in that one moment, it has 

been delegated the power of the whole by means of its 

relational position within that 

whole. 

 

Democracy. In many senses, what we have just described, 

which is the 

emergence of complexity within meta-stable conditions, can 

be thought of as a sort of 

democracy of matter. Just like in a democratic election, if 

all else comes out equal, 

and all votes have been counted, and if this happens, all 



may hang on one county, this 

time in Florida, next time in Ohio, so it is with matter. 

The whole depends on each 

and every part, because each and every part gets a vote. Of 

course, we shouldn’t 

think that in matter each entity gets the same vote, for in 

fact, there are many, many 

entities, forces, levels, etc.., to consider. But all these 

various influences vote, each 

in their own way, and if the conditions are meta-stable, we 

won’t know in advance 

which aspect of the whole will cast it’s vote from the 

structural position of the ‘point 

of balance’ of the system as a whole. In truly democratic 

systems, that point is never 

occupied by the same entity for longer than a micro-

instant, for the system keeps 

changing its point of equilibrium even as it maintains that 

equilibirum, thereby 

producing the dynamic equilibirum which is metastability 

itself. Meta-stability is the 

name for the sort of dynamic system in which every vote 

always counts, because 

ballots are not secret but they are continuous and mutually 

self-influencing in a 

system which is always on the cusp of decision as a whole. 

In such a system, it is 

always possible that at the moment in which everything will 

be decided, the vote 

 

 



 

could be yours. 

 

Of course, it is difficult to maintain a meta-stable 

situation for too long. Add two 

strong drains too close to each other, and the result may 

be neither the leaning of the 

vortex or a splitting of some sort, but rather, 

incoherence, the destruction of all 

order. Meta-stability is a constant difficult balancing 

act. Organisms evolve in 

environments that have many different levels of meta-

stability in them, so that as 

they evolve to one level, they then move to another meta-

stable level, until they can 

internalize this by maintaining their own metabolisms. 

Humans thrive best when they 

are in continually slowsly increasingly levels of meta-

stable conditions. These sorts of 

conditions are optimal for slow but steady growth. These 

are conditions which 

privilege the democracy of all one’s matters. 

 

In rigged systems, on the contrary, one entity always gets 

to decide for the whole. 

Such systems are intricate but not complex. And so just as 

Deleuze and Guatarri 

described differences between paranoid and non-paranoid 

social systems, so we can 

with nature. Complex, emergent systems are those in which 

the ability to decide for 

the whole is continually moving, depending on the balance 

of the constituencies 

within the whole. Any micro entity can shift the balance 

between voting blocs, and 

truly creative, maximally emergent systems are those which 

are able to keep in 

balance in systems of great diversity, so much so that the 

tiniest of levels and the 

greatest of scales interpenetrate in a massively diverse 

democratic conversation of 

great speed and subtlety. 



 

The model for such a massive democracy is the human brain. 

As many neuroscientists 

have argued, the brain talks mostly to itself. It is 

continually predicting what sensory 

inputs will come next, completes images and sounds, ‘fills-

in’ all it can’t fully see, 

continually guesses at the future, and in doing so, 

maintains a relatively meta-stable 

inner state. Only when something doesn’t fit its 

predictions does it take note, and if 

this continues at ever higher levels of scale, only then 

does something come to the 

attention of the whole. An anomaly! What could it mean? The 

brain associates 

radically, it sends out feelers at every possible level of 

scale in its vast, 

interconnected vortex in a vortex in a vortex like balance-

machine. And just like the 

votex in a sample of water, only at massively intertwined 

levels of scale, each region 

and level of the brain that has been consulted take ‘votes’ 

of its influences, which in 

the brain may be from right next door or projected from far 

across the brain, 

 

 



 

depending upon the complex wiring patterns the brain has 

created for itself in 

response to its environment. Within all these layers of 

feedback, local collectives 

nevertheless form, sides tip, swallow each other, join each 

other’s side, until several 

voices speak of possibilities for the whole. The anomaly 

detected earlier, a perception 

that didn’t match predictions, perhaps it’s a bird, a 

stone, a bit of dirt? And just like 

in a vortex of water, in a moment of indecision, the 

balance of the vote can come 

down to the response of a single nerve cell, but we can 

never know in advance which 

one, because that depends upon how all the other votes have 

been cast. Which neuron 

is the last undecided one? In a system as complex as the 

brain, likely it almost never 

gets down to this level of scale, usually decisions are 

most likely made at very high 

levels of scale. But the brain is radically democratic 

because at any moment, it is 

POSSIBLE that ANY neuron (and any part of a neuron, if it 

comes to that) can be the 

deciding vote. The most complex systems are those which 

support the maximum 

amount of diversity with the maximum amount of 

interdependence at the same time. 

How better to describe the human brain, the most complex 

dynamic system in the 

universe, that is, aside from the universe itself? 

 

The brain continually keeps itself at a state of meta-

stability, at the maximum number 

of levels of scale, precisely because this is the way to 

keep it sensitive to the most 

minute micro-votes. This is why complexity theorists 

continually speak of complexity 

occuring at the ‘edge of chaos.’ Too much diversity, and no 

voting blocs congeal, too 

little, and it’s always the big blocs, never the 



individuals, that end up determining the 

decisions of the whole. But what if you knew that at any 

given moment, the whole of 

the society you lived in might be split 50/50, and it would 

all come down to you, one 

vote, that mattered for the whole? 

 

Oddly enough, this is quite similar to a reworked version 

of Laclau’s theory of radical 

democracy, as described in his work New Thoughts on a 

Revolution for our Time, if in 

a manner which is applied to matter. Counterhegemonic blocs 

are those which 

produce ‘empty signifiers’ which serve as ‘surfaces of 

inscription’ for ‘imaginary 

horizons’ in times of ‘organic crisis,’ and do so in a 

manner which is increasingly open 

to contestation depending on how democratic they are. The 

more democratic, the 

more likely it is that your signifier comes to represent 

the whole, at given moment, so 

long as this keeps moving, rotating, depending on the 

situational context. Democracy 

is the radical distribution of decision by means of an 

ability to shift and amplify the 

micro to the macro on the fly, such that the system as a 

whole can rapidly respond to 

 

 



 

shifts in the balance of internal and external forces in a 

way which serves the majority 

of each and all to the greatest extent possible. 

 

Inequality. But are brains more democratic than vortexes? 

Certainly they are 

more complex, and the question is getting at precisely what 

this distinction means. As 

we will see, brains are political actors from which we have 

much to learn, in relation 

to democracy, ethics, and equality within a dangerous 

world. 

 

In a vortex of water molecules, all the molecules that 

compose the vortex are exactly 

the same. That is, while there’s macro and micro levels, 

beyond this, there’s no long 

term structure. And this is why as soon as metastable 

energetic conditions vanish, the 

vortex collapses. 

 

Brains, on the other hand, make sure that they have a 

continually meta-stable supply 

of energy, by means of the support structure commonly 

called a body, which eats 

food, etc. But this means that the brain must also support 

the body in question, brains 

don’t just exist ‘in vats’, so to speak. Unlike vortexes, 

bodies are specialized for the 

environments in which they were evolved. And brains are 

full of specializations as 

well, and specialization implies differentiation and 

limitation. And what brains 

specialize doing is adapt, and they maintain this 

specialization in adaptability by 

skirting right between specialization and flexibility, by 

means of a higher levels of 

democracy. For in the type of democracty we see in brains, 

it is not so much that 

everyone votes in terms of which direction the whole should 

go, but rather, which 



particular cluster of brain cells gets to determine the 

decision made by the whole. 

This would be similar in a population of humans taking a 

vote to decide whether a 

crisis should be handled by a democractially deciding 

subgroup of economists, 

psychologists, or engineers. And of course, this happens at 

many levels of scale, and 

this is what is so wonderful about emergence, the fact that 

it opens up many quasi- 

levels of scale in between the macro in the process of 

emerging and the micro-levelss 

from which it is composed. Each cascades up and down until 

equilibrium is 

reestablished. 

 

This is what deep, complex democracy looks like, and the 

brain is the model. The 

brain develops deep specializations. Difference is 

encouraged in every possible 

manner, such that there are multiple, slightly different 

copies of most pathways in the 

brain, allowing for the maximum potential for divergence. 

But when the brain 

 

 



 

eventually decides, it chooses specifically which set of 

hyperspecialized clusters 

decide for the whole. This is what democracy, difference, 

differentiation, and 

specialization look like when combined together. This is 

what is known as complexity. 

And complexity that combines the dynamic with the static so 

as to maximize 

potential. Dynamic complexity is the intertwining of 

electro-chemical and chemical 

flows within the brain, as well as the chains of actions 

and perceptions flowing into 

and out of it via the body. And relatively static 

complexity is the concretized 

complexity of the body itself, of which the brain is simply 

one part amongst many, for 

mind and body are like two sides of each other. The brain 

is the cutting edge of the 

body into the mind, just like form is the cutting edge of 

structure into an entity’s 

matter. Much more will be said about the notion of embodied 

cognition in the preface 

to this work, The Networked Mind: Artificial Intelligence, 

Soft-Computing, and Post- 

Structuralist Philosophy. 

 

But let us return to the specific at issue here. How does 

the brain vote? Unlike a 

vortex, in which each molecule is simply and physically 

connected to its neighbors, 

each of which votes equally, the brain is nowhere near as 

simple and straightforward. 

There is massive division of labor. But the brain has 

massive feedback between parts 

and levels to compensate. This communication takes the form 

of the continual 

attempt by parts of the brain to predict what the others 

will do next, even as those 

which are connected to extensions in the body try to 

predict what these will do next, 

just as the sensory parts of the brain try to figure out 



what the sense organs will relay 

to them next. If the predictions from various parts of the 

brain agree, then there is 

equilibrium, as in a vortex. But when some of them disagree 

with their continual 

prediction processes, this creates a conflict, a 

disequilibrium, and in order to resolve 

this, the issue is sent higher up the hierarchy of the 

brain towards its central control 

centers. 

 

For example, I scan my eyes across my room. If everything 

in my room looks as it 

always has, then my sensory cortexes will predict well 

enough what my eyes see 

before they see it. Sometimes this will even lead to me 

seeing what I expect to be 

there rather than what is there, because the brain’s 

predictive processes are doing 

their job too well (via a process known as ‘filling in’). 

But let us say that there is 

something rather noticeably out of place when I scan my 

eyes across my room. When 

that happens, my sensory cortexes will percieve something 

different from what the 

other parts of my brain, such as those with memory of what 

my room normally looks 

 

 



 

like, predict. When this happens, the disagreement itself 

becomes an issue to be 

worked on, and the brain tries to come up with possible 

solutions. Did we see things 

correctly? Should we go over and investigate and get more 

information? Do I remember 

things correctly? Am I dreaming? Eventually, the brain 

either comes to a conclusion, or 

sends the body to investigate to get more data, until 

everyone can agree again. 

 

As Jeff Hawkins describes it, the brain’s cortexes function 

as one huge, intertwined, 

feedback mechanism which works by ‘memory-prediction.’ 

Remember and predict is 

what brains do, or at least, what cortexes do. And if you 

wire them together right, you 

get the most democratic body on the planet, namely, the 

‘thinking’ parts of the brain. 

And beyond this, there’s even a mechnism to alter the 

extent of this democracy, 

based on the degree to which it serves the needs of the 

entire organism. This is 

accomplished by means of a giant, global modulatory system 

called the limbic system. 

In times of crisis, global functioning is kept focused by 

the limbic system, while during 

times when ‘outside the box’ thinking is needed, the brain 

naturally seeks out more 

diverse opinions on matters. We all know we think 

differently when someone goes to 

hit us and we have to duck, and when in a state of deep 

reverie, we let our brain jump 

from topic to topic. Jumping between more and less 

democratic, the brain gives us the 

maximum stable diversity possible for the task at hand, 

namely, surviving, and in a 

manner in which complexity as a whole can increase as 

sustainably as possible. 

 

That said, the brain isn’t perhaps the most strictly 



democratic entity on the planet, if 

we take democracy to mean equality. Surely the visual and 

auditory cortexes are 

generally kept out of the loop of decision making, though 

they do their part in 

deciding how to recognize what we see. But they don’t 

decide what we will eat, say, 

do, etc. Does this mean that democracy relies on a form of 

inequality here? 

 

Yes, it does. Likewise, while the brain gets to decide, the 

feet that walk don’t, they 

just do what they are told. And the evolutionary population 

as a whole gets to decide 

the general form the body takes, not even the individual 

organism itself. What can we 

learn from this? If vortexes show us complete equality in 

democracy in matter, the 

thinking sections of our brains show us the maximum level 

of development of 

sustainable, meta-stable democracy and diversity, or 

complexity, in matter. They do 

this, however, on the backs of radical inequality outside 

of them, relying on the rest 

of the body to do its will, provide it with resources, etc. 

And brains aren’t even fully 

democratic within themselves either. 

 

 



 

Does this mean that democracy rides on the back of crime, 

oppression, and inequality? 

Even the most democratic and fair societies for humans on 

the planet still eat animals 

and plants. Still steal their energy. And that of the 

earth. Humans are energy leeches, 

we drain resources for the development of our own 

complexity. And we do so because 

we rationalize that since we are the most complex organisms 

on the planet, we can 

think and feel more deeply than other organisms, and this 

makes their sacrifice worth 

it. To the extent that we don’t always even think of this 

as a sacrifice. 

 

It seems that no matter how democratic human society, we 

will always be a tiny 

outpost of democracy within the sea of radical unfairness 

we perpetuate upon the 

world around us. We will always have to destroy the 

complexity of other entities in 

order to stay alive. But there are ways that we can do this 

that minimize the overall 

pain produced for the simpler entities, while maximizing 

the sustainability of our 

relationship with these so that it won’t be a sacrifice for 

naught. The goal should be to 

slowly and sustainbly extend democracy downward, to 

maximize the amount of 

sustainable democracy in the universe, in a manner which 

does not collapse our own. 

 

In this, the brain leads the way. For in fact, its form of 

decision-making is radically 

decentralized. Its central control system, the thalamus, is 

generally described by 

neuro-scientists as a ‘traffic cop’, hardly a president or 

king. Many scientists believe 

that consciousness itself is radically distributed to many 

parts of the brain, in a 

manner which is constantly changing. And at any given 



moment within this weighted 

set of vortexes within vortexes, anyone’s vote can cascade 

up the chain, if they end 

up a tie-breaker in a given vote. Thus, one single nerve 

cell can move the entire brain, 

so long as its in the right structural point at the right 

time. And this role is constantly 

shifting, just as in the ‘equal’ democracy as seen in a 

vortex. What we see here, I’d 

like to argue, is a highly complex, adaptive form of 

democracy. 

 

Transversality. It’s worth noting that when ‘executive’ 

parts of the 

brain do get involved, they don’t exclusively take over the 

process. Firstly, its much 

more likely that several populations of executives get 

involved, each slightly different, 

because in many senses the brain resembles evolutionary 

populations inside 

evolutionary populations, just like an evolutionary 

populations is full of variations on a 

theme, as diverse as the situatios will allow, but always 

with some outliers in case 

‘outside-the-box thinking’ were required. Secondly, when a 

set of executives take up 

 

 



 

a disagreement in mutual prediction, they don’t take it 

over completely. Rather, what 

they do is link the disagreeing parties with the parts of 

the brain they think have 

specializations that would be most helpful in mediating the 

dispute. The result is 

larger parts of the brain are now trying to guess what each 

other is doing, but the new 

additions aren’t random, they’re specialized. And the new 

executives added are more 

like way stations for all of this than ‘decision-makers’, 

while the original low level 

folks are never excluded fully from the chain. Everyone’s 

opinions are weighed, but 

no-one gets the last word. 

 

What we see here is not equality, as we see approximated in 

a vortex, where each 

molecule gets one vote. But it’s also not hierarchy, nor 

democracy like we know it in 

our political organizations. Then again, what we have in a 

country like the United 

States is hardly democracy. Each person gets one vote in 

political elections. But 

people have radically different financial resources, and 

the political game is decided 

as much by money as votes. 

 

None of this is quite like what we see in the brain. What 

would a society based on the 

brain’s decision-making model look like? For example, let’s 

say there’s an 

underperforming school. A committee would then be composed 

to figure out why and 

change the way things are done. But rather than have this 

committee be composed 

only of executives, it would have a student, a janitor, a 

cafeteria worker, an outside 

specialist on school problems, a teacher from a shool 

that’s performing great, a 

parent, etc. There would be a diverse committee which, to 



use a term developed by 

Felix Guatarri, is tranverse, for draws diagnally for its 

members from across levels and 

groups. 

 

This is something that organizational psychologists, 

evolutionary theorists, and 

complex systems economists all agree upon. If you want to 

problem-solve in the most 

robust way, you need to cut across hierarchies so as to get 

out of ruts that hold the 

system back from adapting. The best way to do this isn’t to 

create vertical chains of 

decision-making, which work best in times of crisis, nor 

wide horizontal chains of 

decision making, which is closest to democracy, but 

radically inefficient. Rather, 

create diagnol linkages that cross horizontal and vertical 

levels. The brain is one of 

the most radical experiments in this ever created. And one 

of the most sucessful. We 

have much to learn, as political, ethical, and social 

actors, from the brain. 

 

 



 

Robustness. What was explained above, about the fundamental 

link 

between complexity and diverse, sustainable democracy, is 

one strong reason why, 

according to network ethics, the primary value is the 

promotion of robustness, that is, 

sustainable complexity. 

 

Pure democracy can often lead to collapse, and vortexes in 

fact collapse as soon as 

they run out of steam. But organisms, and their brains, 

their evolutionary populations 

and the cultures they build, are the closest things to 

democracy and diversity in 

matter. And evolution, when it works, takes this to greater 

heights. Our goal then, 

according to (the fundamental maxim of) network ethics: 

“let all your networks 

operate at maximum robustness.” And I use ‘let’ here as in 

the widest sense of 

‘foster, help, assist, allow,’ and ‘your’ to mean all those 

you are connected to, which 

means all, but differently. Understanding how to apply the 

maxim to particular 

circumstances, well that can be addressed another time. But 

it seems to me that the 

task is at least clear. Can we evolve? What would it means 

for us, as a species, to 

evolve, to evolve biologically, culturally? To me, it 

seems, increase in curiosity and 

decrease in paranoia, at multiple levels of scale, are key, 

at least in relation to where 

we are in our evolutionary development. 

 

As will be argued in much greater detail in The Networked 

Mind and the volume on 

network ethics, the brain and the process of evolution have 

much to tell us about 

politics, ethics, and society, and with the help of the 

perspective made available by 

the networkological project, in often surprising ways. 



 

Aspects. Now that we have filled in the terms which had yet 

to be described, 

let us now weave together the various threads of emergence 

to describe how it 

intertwines and comes to emerge from itself in its many 

forms. 

 

Emergence occurs when emergence emerges from relation, 

giving rise to a shift within 

relation which is emergence itself. Emergence is only 

itself when it is actually 

emerging from itself, and yet, it is also that from which 

emergence emerges. Relation 

is the aspect of emergence which is not emerging as 

intensely from itself as the most 

emergent aspect, which is emergence itself. In this manner 

we see how emergence 

emerges from itself by differentiating itself into 

emergence and relation, and in the 

process, it transforms relation into another relation, for 

relation is that which emerges 

emerges from and into, even as these are simply as many 

aspects of itself. 

 

 



 

Emergence is that which contains itself, and it may do so 

infinitely, though we could 

not know this. Emergence contains itself as potential, that 

which unfurls itself as 

potentials as it actualizes itself. However, in the process 

of emergence from itself, it 

also re-intertwines with itself. When it re-intertwines 

with itself in its most intense 

forms of emergence, namely, those which are actively 

differentiating themselves from 

it from it, this increases its potential to emerge even 

more fully, and in the process, 

to be and become different form itself. 

 

As that which differs from itself, emergence give rise to 

relation as that which differs 

less from itself, even as it itself is that which differs 

more intensely from itself. Thus, 

emergence gives rise to a difference of intensity within 

itself. Relation describes those 

aspects of emergence which are less actively 

differentiating, while emergence is those 

which are more actively and intensly differentiating. 

However, both are different from 

each other, if differently. Relation is that aspect of 

emergence which manifests the 

logic of the node, of differentiated things. Emergence is 

the aspect which describes 

the primary difference within differentiating relation 

itself, and in this sense 

manifests the logic of the link. The context of them both, 

which is potential 

emergence, manifests the logic of the ground, while the 

process they are engaged in 

as emergence emerges from itself manifests the logic of the 

network/level. 

 

Relation gives rise to differentiations which come to then 

grasp each other under the 

logic of the node, link, ground, and network/level. The 

result is the four primary 



network types. Differentiations grasped under the logic of 

the node describe entities, 

which when grasped under the logic of the four logics lead 

to qualities, types, logics, 

and processes. Differentiations grasped under the logic of 

the link describe events, 

which are intertwinings of entities, relations, forces, and 

potential. Differentiations 

grasped under the logic of the ground are transformations, 

which have as their three 

poles localization, mediation, and actualizing. Finally, 

differentiations grasped under 

the logic of the network/level are processes, which whose 

aspects are differentiation, 

relation, complexity, and emergence. 

 

Logics of Process. We have now described the processes, 

qualities, 

and types of processes. It is time to bring this section 

and work to a close by 

describing the logics of process. However, we have already 

encountered these 

throughout this work, namely, the logic of the node, link, 

ground, and process. That 

 

 



 

is, processes come to carve themselves up in four primary 

ways, each corresponding to 

one of these logics. When emergence grasps processes via 

the logic of the node, 

entities result. When it grasps itself via the logic of the 

link, relations result. When it 

grasps itself via the logic of the ground, contexts and 

rules result. 

 

And when it grasps itself via the logic of process? The 

logic of process is that of the 

network/level, of the whole which levels itself, of 

emergence as such. The manner in 

which emergence grasps itself as emergence would be to 

describe the manner in which 

it emerges from itself as such, and we have described these 

as the aspects of process, 

namely, differentiation, eventalization, negotiation, and 

complexification. But we 

have yet to describe how it is that emergence itself 

differentiates itself from itself, 

eventalizes itself, negotiates with itself, and 

complexifies itself. 

 

What we are asking here is in fact how is it that emergence 

processes itself? How does 

it process its own process? How does it meta-evolve itself 

in and through its own 

emergence from itself? 

 

Time. What is being asked here has been treated, at least 

in the history of 

philosophy, as the question of time. We have already 

discussed how Bergsonian notions 

of duration as process go beyond clock time, and there are 

other thinkers who have 

attempted to think time beyond traditional human 

conceptions thereof. In particular, 

the retroversive model of time in psychoanalysis, the 

structure of the Concept, or das 

Begriff (perhaps best translated as ‘the grasping’) in 



Hegel, and Aion in Deleuze 

present the three most sustained attempts to think time in 

a sense which goes beyond 

traditional formations, and which approaches the time which 

pertains to the time of 

emergence as such. 

 

Let us say then that there are four aspects of the way in 

which emergence emerges in 

and as time. In the first model, the time of the node, we 

see distinct differentiations 

within a durational strand, each following the next, 

tapping out a beat of 

differentiations. The relational time which these tap out 

is the foundation upon which 

clock time is based. 

 

The time of the link, however, is what happens within any 

particular emergence as it 

emerges from itself, whether as differentiation or as 

intensification. The time of the 

link is the tearing within spacetime itself which is the 

fundament of change. The time 

 

 



 

of the link is the germ from which the time of the node 

grows. 

 

The time of the ground describes the manner in which that 

which the time of the link 

constitutively excludes as context and logic provides the 

context out of which the time 

of the link grows. This is the manner in which entities 

seem to include each other 

temporally in ways that violate the seeming progressive 

flow of time which comes 

from the intertwining of the first two. For as the time of 

the link continues to split, it 

produces differentiations, producing the movement of time 

which, in our universe at 

least, goes in one direction. That said, entities virtually 

contain each other as 

potential or anticipation. A tree can be retroactively 

thought of as contained in the 

acorn that produced it, if as potential, yet that potential 

can only come to be if the 

future of the tree’s environment pulls that future out of 

the acorn in question. Time is 

paradoxical, retroactive, this is the rule and logic of its 

perverse passage. The future 

always reworks the meaning of the past, and the past is 

reworked from the future to 

give birth to the future’s reworkings of its pasts. The 

past, present, and future 

become multiple in this play of paradoxes and containments, 

which is precisely the 

basis which is nevertheless excluded from each particular 

actualization within time. 

 

The time of emergence, of course, is all of these, yet is 

also beyond these. This is 

what is described in quantum physics as the time state of 

quantum particles, that 

which is before and after time, that which can dip in and 

out of time, that from which 

time emerges when it begins to actualize, the time of pure 



potential, etc. Because of 

the warpages of the universe, it is likely that this is the 

time of the universe as a 

whole, or rather, of the ends and beginnings of the 

universe, which likely like in black 

holes. Many scientists have speculated whether or not our 

sense of time as developing 

is not some sort of unspooling of a more fundamentally 

spatialized, superposed 

quantum crystalline state. This notion of time is strongly 

similar to that described by 

Hegel as related to das Begriff in its full development, 

and by Deleuze as the time of 

Aion. This time is within all the other times, and they are 

within it. To follow another 

of Deleuze’s metaphors, this is the time of the crystal, so 

long as we think of this 

crystal as refractive. 

 

The time of emergence is the emergence of time, for it is 

that which emergence had 

to emerge from to emerge in time as we know it, that is, 

the time of the node, link, 

and ground. And yet, there is every reason to believe in 

many senses that this is also 

the time of the whole. Much more will be said on the 

relation of this to contemporary 

 

 



 

quantum theory in future works on matrixology. 

 

Presentation. We are now in a position to describe the form 

which our 

presentation has taken up until now, and the reasons for 

it. In the section on 

diagrammatics, we saw that the examination of each network 

element and its relative 

sub-elements proceeded in a manner in which, after careful 

examination of a given 

element or sub-element, we discovered how this opened on to 

that which followed it, 

even as those before it in the sequence did the same. 

Likewise, shifts in level ‘eat 

each other’s tails’, if at higher levels of scale. The 

reason for this is because this 

section was an attempt to explore a continue, if one that 

multipliciously contains 

itself as well. The reason for this is because the concepts 

presented in this section 

represent the manner in which the networkological project 

has worked to slice or 

carve the emergently disjunct oneand by means of the 

threeand of the network 

diagram. Moving in a given direction between the terms, the 

closer we get to a given 

distinction, we see it multiply fractally into a threeand, 

in a manner which blurs an 

initial distinction, while maintaining the overall pull of 

the directionality between the 

original terms due to the imbalance within the structure 

created by the distribution of 

the –andic within these. 

 

The section on parametrics works a bit differently. Here 

see not only the fractal 

nesting of terms within each other at differing levels of 

conceptual scale, but also the 

manner in which the entire structure folds, in a sense, 

into itself. That is, we 

described the manner in which parameters of process, the 



world’s verbs, which are 

increasingly reified to produce parameters of intensity, or 

the world’s adjectives, 

serve to ground the former, even as the latter serve to 

help make aspects of the 

former intelligible. As we have argued, all parameters of 

intensity (ie: adjectives) are 

ultimately verbs (ie: all intensities of green can be seen 

as intensity of greening), but 

not all parameters of process (ie: verbs) are parameters of 

intensity (ie: running 

cannot really be seen as an intensity of ‘run’, whatever 

that would mean). Thus, while 

there is an dual movement of abstraction and grounding 

implicit within the conceptual 

structure of diagrammatics, this becomes much explicit from 

the perspective provided 

by the parametric form of inquiry. For it is only in the 

most abstract sense that we see 

dually opposed motion of abstraction and grounding in 

relation to the terms present 

within the diagrammatic conceptual apparatus, but it 

understanding this dual 

movement is essential to understanding precisely what is at 

stake with parameters as 

such. That is, a parameter of intensity (ie: green) is 

clearly an abstraction from a 

 

 



 

particular parameter of process (ie: greening), even as the 

latter provides its ground, 

and this is necessary to understand the difference between 

these two types of 

parameters, in a way it is not in order to understand the 

difference between node and 

network, which are ultimately exchangeable depending on the 

level of scale, in a 

manner in which greening and greenness are not. Here we see 

the difference between 

abstraction and concretion, manifested in the notion of 

grounding. This should not, 

however, be seen as a merely linguistic game, as becomes 

evident as we begin to look 

at physical examples. For there are continua of wavelengths 

of frequencies of light 

which produce specific physiological effects, some of which 

our bodies have carved 

into a series of primary colors, which are then 

subsequently carved by our language. 

The term ‘green’ is an overtype of a series of undertypes, 

each united by action and 

experience at each level of scale, such that with each leap 

in mediation from one to 

the other, there is a necessary gap which can only be 

bridged, and only ever 

asymptotically and partially, by the degree of sync between 

overtype and undertypes 

in the continual interplay between actions and experience. 

For the division between 

undertype, overtype, and their interplay repeats fractally, 

at all levels of scale. In this 

sense, while there may be quite a difference between 

“green” (the word, an 

abstraction from the world) and green (a philosophical 

shorthand for that which 

grounds and is described thereby), these are not 

interchangeable. 

 

Thus, despite and including these linguistics issues, for 

which the notion of ‘green’ 



serves as a shorthand, we can nevertheless say that there 

are symmetries in the 

world, some of which can be described by notions such as 

green. 

 

Throughout the section on parametrics, we have seen the 

explicit interplay of 

abstraction, grounding, and concept, and this mutual 

enfolding around a concept 

manifests fractally down to the level of sub-concepts as 

well. As we saw with the 

investigation of diagrammatics, the first sub-concept 

presented in the examination of 

a concept generally is that which is closest to concept in 

question, while the last is 

that which opens onto the next, for it is that which pulls 

closer to the –andic and away 

from the nodal side of the conceptual structure. The 

primary difference in form then 

between diagrammatic and parametric sections is the 

transformation of the 

impliciteness of the bi-polar movement of this in relation 

to the concepts (which round 

this into a threeand), to the explicteness of this as 

abstraction and grounding. For in 

diagrammatics, we cannot really say that the network/level 

grounds the node, or that 

the node is an abstraction from the network/level, merely 

that there is a dual 

 

 



 

movement of abstraction and complication between them. But 

each term stands 

relatively distinct on its own, for without any of them, 

the concept of the network 

would be fundamentally different. There is therefore a 

conceptual unity to the whole 

which depends upon the distincteness of its parts. This 

manifests the prevalance of 

the logic of the node at the level of the concepts. While 

the meaning of each network 

element (node, link, ground, level) mutates when put in 

relation to the others within 

the conceptual whole of the network diagram, these are 

notions which nevertheless 

also have a sense to them independently, a sense which does 

not rely on that of 

abstraction and grounding. They are distinct, and then are 

brought into relation. 

However, because the section on parametrics is more 

dependent upon the logic of the 

link, the relationatl interdependence between the terms is 

more explicit, and this 

manfests via the notions of grounding and abstraction. 

Intensity, Type, Context, and 

Process ground and abstract from each other in a more 

related, tripartitely –andic 

process. 

 

However, when we examined the notion of complexity, there 

was a shift in the 

structure of interrelation between the concepts in 

question. The three primary sub- 

parameters of complexity, namely, symmetry, diversity, and 

meta-stability, have a 

different relation. To increase the symmetry of a system 

without diversity or metastability 

would not necessarily lead to an increase in complexity, 

for it is only by 

means of the synergy between these, the complex 

intertwining of its aspects, that 

complexity increases, for complexity is nothing but this 



synergistic going beyond of its 

three terms. In this sense, it becomes yet more senseless 

to describe one aspect of 

this set of terms without the others than we saw in the 

section on parametrics. 

 

That is, in the section on diagrammatics, we could describe 

the notion of node, link, 

ground, and level as if these were relatively distinct 

concepts, which were only then 

combined to produce a network. Moving further from the 

logic of the node, the 

section on parametrics is displays more intertwining 

interdependence between its 

terms. As we get to the end of this section, that on 

complexity, we see that the three 

parameters of complexity, which are symmetry, diversity, 

and meta-stability, are 

really three sides of complexity itself, a threeand in 

every sense of this. Within this, 

symmetry is the most nodal of these concepts, and hence, 

the most reifiable, while 

meta-stability opening onto complexity demonstrate the more 

–andic side of this. It is 

for this reason that more than distinct aspects, the 

parameters of complexity need to 

be seen as poles within an intertwined interdependence 

between these. Increasing any 

 

 



 

one of these does not increase the degree of complexity as 

a whole, for there is truly 

an interdependence between these in which the whole is 

greater than than the sum of 

its parts. This is precisely, in fact, what is meant by 

complexity. 

 

In this, complexity provides a bridge between the section 

on parametrics and that on 

combinatorics. For as we will see, this formal set-up will 

be the norm for this 

upcoming section. Rather than describe a concept and its 

three subconcepts linked by 

a dual movement which articulates into these, we will see 

threeand sub-poles, which 

are linked complexly with each other as well as with a dual 

movement of abstraction 

and grounding which articulates into these. Complexity 

represents the presence of 

emergence within parametrics, it is the most –andic part of 

this section, for while 

parameters of emergence describe emergence parametrically, 

parameters of 

complexity describe emergence via a form which is much 

closer to that of emergence 

itself, namely, nearly combinatorically. 

 

It is for this reason that we will see that the form of the 

interrelation between 

concepts in the section on combinatorics will be similar 

that introduced in our analysis 

of complexity. Each set of three sub-concepts will function 

as poles which are difficult 

to describe but as aspects of the intertwined whole they 

articulate. In addition, the 

progression between sections of combinatorics itself will 

seem less like a shift to 

different and distinct realms, but rather, to an 

examination of many sides of the same 

complex intertwining, in which each move from each concept 

to the next seems less 



like the movement along the rungs of a ladder, and more 

like seeing the same thing 

from a different angle or through a different lens. That 

is, the complex intertwining 

we see happen within each level of sub-concepts also being 

to happen between levels 

of the concepts themselves. In this, we move one step 

closer to the structure of 

emergence, namely, that which emerges from within itself, 

if in massively multiple, 

self-containing, self-differentiating fashion. 

 

While the parameters of complexity are presented in the 

section on parametrics, 

complexity itself belongs, in a non-parametric fashion, to 

emergence itself, as one of 

its sub-aspects. Thus, we will see complexity return in the 

final section. For 

complexity describes the manner in which emergence emerges 

from itself 

parametrically, just as relation describe the manner in 

which it does so 

combinatorically, and the network diagram itself how it 

does so diagrammatically, 

giving us therefore the four primary ways in which 

emergence emerges from itself as 

 

 



 

description. 

 

The argument we have used here may seem to some to be a 

game played with 

language. And yet, philosophy has never been anything but. 

However, it is a game that 

is intertwined with a wide variety of things which are not 

language, and so how one 

plays the game of philosophy can have a wide number of 

potential effects. These 

issues will be addressed at length in the volume on network 

ethics. 

 

As we move through this text then, we move from logic of 

node to process, from 

reification to its internal shattering. we see the concept 

of the network diagram in its 

uses, then extended to a lens for all that is, then 

relieved of its necessity. In the 

process, we see a particular carving of the oneand by the 

threeand in a manner that 

names the oneand as oneand as its own leftover. The 

entirety of what we have 

produced remains descriptive, and hence, sees itself as 

'the view of all, yet from here'. 

It does have a time within it, one in which retroactivity 

plays a key role, but also more 

crystalline forms in its quiltitecture. The key notions of 

node, link, ground, process, 

these are its concepts, which structure it, and determine 

its form. And from here, we 

need to ask, why this form? what does it produce, allow us 

to see? Is this the world we 

want to see, is this the worldview that will help us 

conceive of ourselves, our 

contexts, our potentials for action, in ways that sync with 

what we desire to become? 

 

Such questions take us into the realm of ethics, of our 

values. But they also take us to 

questions of what it means to understand and know aspects 



of our world. Here we see 

the necessity of addressing matrixology and network ethics 

if we are to fully grasp the 

meaning of this volume in relation to the work in the world 

that remains to be done, 

so that we and it can become better than we are. 
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It is often said that debt is a kind of servitude. Those who borrow are at the mercy of those who loan 

them money until the debt is repaid. And since those who already have money and power are those who 

tend to be able to make loans, debt becomes one more means whereby the powerful extend their control 

throughout society. In today's ever more interconnected world, it seems that ever greater swaths of the 

globe are in ever deeper forms of debt. New forms of debt are intertwined by means of complex 

financial mechanisms with ever more aspects of the global economy. International finance capital, a 

nameless, shapeless set of creditors, siphon off money from all around the world for the benefit of a 

small set of beneficiaries who remain out of sight. In the process, populations, governments, 

economies, and individuals manage themselves, all to make payments, or achieve partial relief by 

giving away control of how they live their lives, so as to make it easier for the powerful to control them 

further still by financial or other means. The payments must flow.  

 

And yet, debt need not be servitude. It can also be a weapon. For this system's very ubiquity and 

increase in its brutal effectiveness is also, perhaps paradoxically, its true weakness. For in fact, debt 

today can be one of the most powerful means whereby to bring the entire system whereby international 

finance capital dominates so much of the world today to its knees. What is more, it can be the means 

whereby to put power in the hands of those who deserve it, namely, the oppressed majority in this 

world whose effort and hard work make everything function. In fact, in a world which increasing 

revolves around varying forms of intertwined debt, debt becomes potentially one of the most powerful 

levers of power today, and in fact, a radical tool to produce massive social change for the better. What 

is needed is simply a change of perspective.  

 

 

1. 

 

Debt rules so much of our world today. Even in the so-called richest country in the world, the United 

States, increasing swaths of the country seem ever more defined by debt. We take jobs we do not want 

to pay off loans for schooling we can never afford, which we agreed to in the first place only to get the 

sort of job which could pay off this sort of debt in the first place. Taking out loans more from necessity 

than choice, today's student borrowers are like sharecroppers, forced into debt and kept at the brink of 

financial disaster in a manner which makes any long term mobility or change of the situation largely 

impossible. The alternative, however, is willfully barring oneself from a chance, smaller each day, of 

getting an entry ticket into the so-called middle classes. We are told that everyone must have a college 

education today, even as costs balloon to seemingly unimaginable rates, such that a choice that is 

hardly a choice tends to reach most of us while we are young enough to not be able to truly 

comprehend what we are getting ourselves into.  

 



And so we strive to finally be able to use a hard earned credit score to "buy" a debt to "buy" a home, 

which is payed off as slowly as we pay off our schooling, or the car we drive, because car and home are 

necessary to work at the job we don't want to be in, but which pays more so it will help us get out of 

debt, even as we use our current payments towards this debt in the hopes that we get more credit to 

increase our debt, in hopes of living a little in between payments. We are so burned out from all of this 

that we get some relief by buying things or brief vacations on credit cards, putting us further in debt, 

but we feel we have earned this at least, just a breather before working to pay more debt that seems it 

was there before we were. And before we know it we are saving up for our children's college or our 

retirement, accruing future debt to avoid even more debt. It is, as we all know, a vicious cycle. A cycle 

which seems to increasingly start ever younger, and which seems to continue on into old age and even 

after we die, like original sin.  

 

Failure to comply with the system is catastrophic. If our credit score dips, we are cut off, not from 

money, which is always flowing through us but is never enough, but further access to incrementally 

larger credit. With each increase in our credit limit, our sense of relative freedom seems to increase, but 

only ever in line with the parameters the debtors desire for us. We are disciplined and molded, and 

slowly the very parameters of the possible are remade underneath us. Our wheels spin ever faster, but 

we only ever get a few handful of leftover scraps and shiny things to make us feel it was worth it. But 

at least we all have smart phones, which is how we remind ourselves that we are still alive, even if the 

monthly payments and the data sold from our user habits are sold by others to feed the very machines 

which keep us indebted and in our places.  

 

And of course we know something is wrong. We feel rage against our disempowerment, the clash 

between how the movies told us life would be, and the daily fear and drudgery. But at least we have 

more carefully sculpted fictions to watch at night to channel and modulate all this, therapists and 

medications to get us back to work, or more dangerously, politicians to channel our rage against 

perpetually imagined threats from within and without who can steal our security. And yet, our security 

has always already been stolen. Terrorists seems all around, and yet we live in a state of constant terror 

of wondering where our monthly paycheck went. But if we can destroy things in the virtual realm of 

video-games and film, it all feels better for a little bit.  

 

This is what has become of the so-called “American dream,” even as so many from around the world, 

in countries deep in debt to bankers in America and beyond, simply yearn to be US citizens so they too 

can at least rise to a higher state of indebtedness. Such is the dire state of so much of the world today, 

not only for student borrowers, but entire nations and economies. Many nations around the world, most 

in the most impoverished of countries, pay more of their national yearly income to debt than social 

services. Central banks lend credit to underdeveloped nations, mostly former colonies in the global 

south, in the name of development up to the level which resource extraction during the colonial period 

made possible. As such, the profits from theft are then loaned back at interest to those from which the 

goods were stolen, adding insult to injury. Rather than reparations, there is further enslavement, but 

through new, more sly means. The global poor are given cheap credit to help become more like their 

former overlords who stole from them, in the hopes that the loans will be difficult to be repaid, each 

infraction providing an excuse to those in power to jack up the rates of interest to make it impossible to 

repay the debt, often offering the burning salve of loans to pay off the loans to give the illusion of 

giving when the real purpose is to further disempower the very people to whom the loan is made.  

 

And yet, interest seems to displace premium, terms get longer, debt relief becomes further debt trap, 

and people work ever harder but with ever less to show for it. While in many parts of the world overt 

colonialism and occupying armies have left, you would never know it. Everyone lusts after neo-



colonialist products and media, half of the families live overseas to work as migrants without legal 

protections to send money back home, even as the entire country is told to work harder to pay off a 

debt for premiums often far smaller than interest, for benefits someone ran somewhere ran away with. 

If this is a post-colonial age of supposed freedom, it has a strange way of looking like debt peonage, the 

single condition which seems to be swallowing the world whole, at least, with the exception of a 

privileged few.   

 

The result is that entire countries are forced to surrender control of their budget to international banking 

organizations, such as the IMF, World Bank, or European Central Bank, which inevitably recommend 

their gospel of austerity measures which privatize the entire economy. Once social safety nets are 

removed, once the government is reduced to a shell and capital can flow freely, unhindered by any sort 

of protections for nations or individuals from its cancerous embrace, then these very same banks or 

their clients come in and offer the services that were once provided by the government, with radically 

higher costs and loans to make it possible for what used to be free to now allow the system to enslave 

ever more people through debt.  

 

The system is a pump, it pumps control up to the very top where it vanishes from sight, financializing 

all its path in order to create a domain of a pure fluid of numbers which allow the accountants to 

maximize profit abstractly, from distant domains, immune to those who are killed, maimed, deserted, or 

enslaved by the process not only of "death by spreadsheet," but enslavement and addiction by 

spreadsheet. Rather than manage colonies, external and internal, with military force, debt is the means 

whereby the system has taught us to manage ourselves for them, and the media system which is a part 

of this keeps us docile and subservient, making sure our fantasies and thoughts never stray far from 

what is right in front of us. Preventing us from seeing the bigger picture and connect the dots which 

lead us to follow the trails of numbers, we are presented only ever with fragments: our tribe, our plot of 

rented land, our rapidly disintegrating trinkets, our credit scores, our numbers. Racial hatreds are stoked 

so they can be blamed for the disenfranchisement of the many by the ever richer elites who engage in 

charities to salve their guilty consciences. Divide, disperse, distract, and conquer, that is how the 

system maintains its hold.  

 

But credit is made cheap, and predatory lending works to make sure that those who will never be able 

to pay the ballooning interest costs are seduced into a system which multiplies fees for minor 

infraction, all with one goal in mind: to get everyone addicted to the system of indebtendess. Once this 

happens, continual small payments must flow to the banks to pay them back or the "right" to live in a 

house they loaned your for rates one could never afford since the entire system is rigged in the first 

place, in that the banks which own the houses and educational loans are the same as those who led 

consumer credit.  

 

For debt is one of the most important thing produced by the contemporary economy. Where labor once 

produced things, the economy shifted to a consumerist one in the wake of World War II. Consumption 

drove the economy, and as a result, reproducing consumers became more important than reproducing 

laborers, because producing consumers was the way you kept laborers laboring by managing 

themselves, becoming their own bosses, no longer needing supervision by anything but the media they 

consumed seemingly of their own free will. And yet, as the most important thing we produce comes to 

be our own selves by means of our consumption patterns, there is the danger that we might start to 

produce ourselves and consume our production differently. And so society needs to addict us to 

something beyond the media we all know is simply a diversion anyway. What can society addict us to 

that is more powerful than media? The opiate of the masses, as religion was famously described by 

Marx, is no longer religion, or even the media. Today the opiate of the masses, that to which we are all 



addicting, and addicting each other to more by the day, is debt.  

 

We produce debt as we used to produce products. We consume debt to gain entrance to a debt based 

society. We sign away our future to gain the possibility of a better one, and in the process, we reproduce 

the system. Whereas at one time capitalists needed to provide the bare minimum needed for workers to 

reproduce their own labor, in the form of food and lodging, today society needs only produce media 

and debt. We consume and produce on command, because we want the images and symbols the media 

sells, with the promises of a self which is beautiful or desireable or successful. So we indebt ourselves, 

and the system takes us in from there.  

 

And in consumer driven economies such as ours, the most important thing that is produced is our 

desires. As Maurizio Lazzarato argues, our subjectivity is the primary thing the economy produces, 

because if we are produced properly, we will direct our entire lives around the process of sculpting 

ourselves through ever more products. We are produced to consume, and this drives production. If early 

consumer capitalism taught us to buy products to add to ourselves, late consumer capitalism teaches us 

to produce ourselves as the ultimate commodity that we sell back to the world in exchange for 

products. Where once we were the agents of consumption, we now are consumed as the ultimate 

products. In a strange sense we are producers again, only in and through consumption, in which we 

produce and consume ourselves, and pay a very high price for our virtual reality illusions, fostered by 

the social media lives we wished we lived, but which are a far cry from the drudgery of our daily 

realities.  

 

The goal is to keep everyone working as hard as possible to make the greatest payments into the system 

as possible. Surplus is then reinvested in producing diversional escaptist entertainment to semi-

compensatorily fill the void for the dreams of freedom stolen by the very system which provides such 

trinkets, manufactured for quick obsolescence and perpetual profitable motion. Government provides a 

sideshow of disempowerment masquerading as a spectacle of freedom, displaying in the process the 

lack thereof. The only choice given is between buying whatever is chosen by the system to sell to the 

greatest number, and choosing the politicians already vetted by the system which seeks only to 

perpetuate itself and deepen its tendrils of extraction of resources, life, fantasy, hope, and potential for 

change at all cost, transforming everything it touches into raw materials for its cancerous reproduction 

of the same. In the process, all life and value is reduced the sheer quantity, the unending drive to always 

produce more. But for what?  

 

We are told it is moral to repay what we owe, and that those who do not repay are like a friend to whom 

we loan money who fails to repay us. And yet, this is a false analogy. A better analogy is one in which 

you are born into a society in which you are told that since you were fed, clothed, and sheltered as a 

child by your parents, you will be forced to work the rest of your life to pay your parents back, with 

interest, for that food, shelter, and clothing. This is clearly immoral, though we can trace a chain of 

reasoning through it, even if the reasoning is based on false premises. So it is with the current system of 

indebtedness. It is like trying to sell us the air we breathe back at a profit. For we are sold, as Marx 

would argue, our alienated labor back to ourselves for the profit of others. We are sold the work of our 

own hands, and yet we produce our own oppression, funding the very system which makes our 

enslavement possible. We work all day for dollars which can only be spent at the company store. We 

are told education is a privilege, made to take out massive loans for it, indoctrinated to work within the 

system in the process of being "educated," and then forced to work in jobs which are designed only to 

support this. We learn complex math that few use, all to weed out those who can't afford tutoring in 

these arcane arts to make sure there is someone to do the manual labor in a system that keeps feeding 

inequality back to itself. And just try to vote in politicians who would change any of this, the system is 



rigged, only those beholden to the very system can raise enough money from the system to buy enough 

advertising time from the same system in order to be molded enough by it to get to enter into it.  

 

The powerful few use their surpluses to lure the powerless into thinking there is a way out, even as the 

borrowers quickly find that small loans quickly get larger when difficult circumstances, often created 

by those very same institutions which loaned them money, make it hard to make payments on time. 

Before the borrower seems to know what's happening, they are indebted for the foreseeable future, and 

are reduced to a form of servitude through debt. This narrative is all too common today. For the banks 

and stock brokers have threaded debt through the entire economy and bet on debt like a series of highly 

enmeshed, mathematically complex casinos. Debt is threaded into everything, and like a casino, the 

house always wins.   

 

All of this may make it seem like there is no outside. But there is an outside to everything. Nothing is 

more intimate than an outside, it is always the lining of what is within. It is the paradox at the heart of 

any system, and while we may imagine that an outside is distant, it tends to always be right before our 

eyes, in plain sight. 

 

 

2. 

 

We need to begin to see debt as power, the power to change the world, for through debt today the 

global masses today have the power to remake the world and its societies. And yet, this is not the story 

the creditors want you to hear. We are always told by those in power that debt is a prison, debt is our 

chains, our moral failing, and so much more. Austerity doctrines and rhetorics, national debt crises like 

those seen in Greece, the sub-prime mortgage and student loan crises in the United States, these are all 

illustrations of missed opportunities in which the indebted have been sold a bill of goods, and missed 

the fact that they have the power to change everything, not despite their debt, but precisely because of 

it. While the past is done, the future remains open to possibility that debtors could realize that they have 

the power to change the world, and potentially place its control for the first time perhaps in history in 

the hands of those who actually do the work.  

 

An illustration, perhaps not accidentally drawn from science fiction, can help explain how this could be 

the case. In Frank Herbert's 1965 novel Dune, Paul Atriedes is a renegade noble who leads a group of 

freedom fighters against an oppressive Empire and its thugs. While there are many problems with this 

novel (not the least of which is the way in which Atreides, an off-world noble depicted as potentially 

descending from the Ancient Greeks, comes as a “white savior” to liberate an oppressed tribal 

population), the strategy for wresting control away from the Empire's monopoly on control can provide 

a powerful example for our current moment. In the book, the Empire's power rests on its ability to 

produce and control the distribution of the most valuable commodity known, called spice. Spice can 

only be found in one location in the known universe, the desert planet Arrakis, a harsh world inhabited 

solely by spice miners and the scattered desert tribes, the Fremen, who are the planets original 

inhabitants. Spice is depicted as an addictive drug which is able to prolong the lives of the wealthy few 

who can afford it for personal use, as well as provide a few desert mystics able to tame its powers with 

visions of the future. It is also that which makes possible all long-distance space travel upon which 

intergalatic trade depends.  

 

Many readers have seen the way spice functions in this text as an allegory for oil, and considering 

when it was written, this makes sense, and in this sense, the novel is as much about our world as a 

fictional one. What the protagonist Atreides realizes when he finds himself stranded among the desert 



peoples, is that the very monopoly the Empire has on on the spice is its true weakness. And so, Atreides 

unites the desert tribes, and through guerilla action, they bring spice production to dangerously low 

levels. This creates a crisis amongst the great powers, not only the Emperor, but also the true power 

behind the throne, the trade guilds. The Emperor at first sends his thugs to make sure things return to 

normal, for as is said so many times in the novel, “the spice must flow.” When the thugs fail to make 

this happen, the Emperor himself is drawn out from his security amongst his home world and goes to 

Arrakis itself to deal with the problem. With the Emperor on the planet, Atreides and the Fremen have 

the full attention of those who really control things, and they turn the Emperor into their messenger to 

the guilds behind the scenes. The renegades threaten to destroy all spice production on Arrakis by 

unleashing the massive stockpiles of water the Fremen have slowly gathered on the planet, killing the 

worms which produce the spice deep underground, and which despite various attempts, seem unable to 

adapt to living in other environments. Such a radical action would kill all those addicted to the spice, of 

course, from the lowliest Fremen tribesperson who takes it in at a low level from the air they breathe, 

as well as the upper classes who are addicted to it, including Atreides, the Emperor, and the trade guild 

members themselves. What is more, without the spice to faciliate space travel, all intergalactic trade 

would cease, and the known universe would return to planetary fragmentation and feudalism.  

 

What Atreides and his Fremen do is as powerful as it is unexpected. They threaten to commit suicide in 

a way which would destroy the system as a whole, taking it down with them. They are clearly serious 

about it. And so, the great powers debate amongst themselves, and decide it would be far better to 

adjust to being, for the first time in history, lesser powers, rather than lose all power and die. And so, 

the trade guilds depose the original Emperor, Atreides marries his daughter and ascends to the throne as 

the new Emperor, and the Fremen become his chieftans. The continual threat of the destruction of the 

spice keeps the old powers at bay, the former servants becoming masters, and as such, the Fremen no 

longer allow their natural resources to be plundered for surplus extraction by offworlders, as the 

bankers and traders now have to listen to the Fremen's demands as they control the resource which 

makes everything work.  

 

It is easy to see this tale as one of a colonized people, most likely desert Arabic tribes, throwing off the 

megacorporations like Exxon and Shell who mine their oil and use it to fund international trade, and to 

support corrupt local elites who, in the name of “the people,” do the bidding of those who keep the 

system going. But this story can also function as an allegory for our world today, n relation to  the 

contemporary forms of debt servitude which are quickly reducing ever more of our world to a state of 

perpetual bondage. All those who have debt continually pay into the current system of finance capital, 

increasingly run by a small group of international investment banks. As we all pay into this system, we 

provide it the raw material it needs, the resource which makes the entire system function. But 

ultimately, we are the resource the system needs, for the goal is to not only take our payments, but to 

control us to create the type of world which puts payments to these investment banks, and the freedom 

these banks have to dictate policy and modes of life, as the most important aspects of our world. We 

begin to live in a finance-ocracy. But there is power to turn this around, to take the strategy provided by 

Dune, and use it, to use debt as a tool to change the world. For without their payments, the investment 

banks have no power. If in Dune, the mantra is that “the spice must flow,” in today's world, it is the 

payments that must flow.  

 

But the monopoly of control these banks have can be their true weakness. The oldest stragegy of the 

powerful is divide and conquer. Keep all those who are less powerful at each other's throats, and they 

will not come after the powerful, who will rule things then with ease. Each knows they cannot take on 

the powerful by themselves, so they look for those they can assault, and try to take out their anger on 

them, namely, the weaker ones around them. Only together can the great powers of our world today be 



taken down, and made to listen to the terms of the many. But this requires that debtors begin to work 

together. And as every person who owes money to these banks knows, defy them and they will bring a 

world of pain down upon you. The great financial institutions can ruin your life, and even kill you. 

They can make the lives of entire nations hardly sustainable. And in fear of this situation, we become 

the slaves of these banks. But if the indebted work together, and collectively threaten the lifeblood of 

these banks, the payments, the tables all of a sudden would be turned. The real power is with those who 

pay, but only if they come together. Otherwise, the old strategy of divide and conquer will once again 

take the day.   

 

What then can be done? One very simple thing. Those in debt simply need to realize that debt is not a 

liability, but a radical power to change the world. For all those who owe are like stockholders, which is 

to say, investors in the current system. Every time you make a payment, you maintain the system, and 

give it the resources it needs to reproduce its dominance. Any individual who refuses is punished 

swiftly and powerfully. Cut off from access to further credit needed to repay past debts, it becomes 

swiftly impossible to pay for one's home, transportation, education, or “right” to work, and one quickly 

comes to lose one or more of these things. Today no-one owns anything. We are all renters, the true 

owners are the banks. Home ownership, car ownership, these are pleasant fictions. We rent our lives. If 

we stop paying rent, we lose the ability to move up even the tiniest rung in the ladder of our 

enslavement. And each who chooses to participate and ride is encouraged by that very system to keep it 

the same. For why make it easy for anyone to jump ahead when you had to struggle so much, why 

should anyone else have a free ride? And so, we are all trained to desire the enslavement of everyone 

but ourselves, as we try to make sure no-one can get one rung higher on this ladder than we do.  

 

And we are trained to think this way because the system owns the media, so many spectacles produce 

to distract us from the real problems of our lives. But what stories do they sell us? Superheros who 

have magic powers, rogue policemen who break the rules and are violent when no-one is looking “for 

the greater good,” and tales of an oppressed individual who magically comes to power and now is a 

new master of the universe, simply because they are chosen by some divine fate, can fight better than 

anyone else, can dodge bullets, or are otherwise somehow exceptional. We are taught to imagine 

ourselves as superhumanly unique. And then we go back to our drudgery. But we keep playing the 

lottery, the giant casino game in which a tiny few are able to become free, keeping the dream alive so 

that the rest of us continue to support the system in which we are each taught to imagine we will be an 

exception.  

 

The system needs the presence of spectacular exceptions, reality television stars who are “ordinary 

people” who become famous just for being uniquely them, or singing competitions in which ordinary 

people” compete for a dream of luxury. The exceptions, those made famous and wealthy largely by 

chance, are the illusion which steals the real possibility of creating a different world from us, and 

replaces this with one of what statistically is unlikely to ever be us. The true winners, those who 

inherited their, who are able to buy their way out of the systems limitations, spend their lives investing 

that money to better enslave others, even as they convince themselves that they worked for their 

positions. No corporate banker works harder than the everyday janitor or fast food cook, the nurses 

who take care of the elderly, the undocumented workers who work far more hours a week than 

permitted by law, and yet, for their leisurely work, the masters of the world are massively compensated. 

Those who work hardest at the least desirable jobs are paid the least, and those who inherited their 

money are paid the most. The system, clearly, does not reward work, but luck or birth. The myth of the 

small businessperson who starts their own business from nothing and grows rich, particularly in a 

world dominated by mega-corporations which can squash any such business or buy it out before its 



originators see any benefits, is no longer a real possibility. The system is clearly rigged by the powerful 

to benefit them.   

 

And we support this system, support it with our continual payments. Debt payments are payments into 

a system which sells you your own enslavement. For we alone are the collective producers of our 

world. The creditors tell us, of course, that this not the case, and that it is money which “makes the 

world go around.” But this is a fiction, which is to say, money is a fiction. World currencies no longer 

even maintain the illusion of something like a gold standard, and even then, gold was only valuable 

because people gave it that value, and because it was a commodity well suited to store our value, for it 

is durable, rare, etc. But value is something we individuals give something. We labor, we create, we 

discover, we invent, we change things. Money simply represents this power that all humans have, but 

in an abstract form. And in a hoard-able form. Money simply circulates and accumulates, it is an 

abstract representative of the world's potential creativity. We become entranced with money, its 

seemingly magical ability to do things we can't or won't do. Its ability to move people and things. And 

yet, it is just a symbol, a sign for the power which only we really possess.  

 

But those few who, through industry or luck, are able to accumulate money, this is where the problem 

starts. There needs to be laws against inheritance, for this is the source of so many of the world's 

problems. For those who inherit money can transform it in to the labor of others who create and do 

things so that the wealthy do not have to. This allows the wealthy and the laborer alike to forget that the 

creative power of the person who actually does the work is the real source of value. When we forget 

this, we give the power away for others to take our creativity and productivity and steal it from us, and 

sell the work of our own hands back to us for a profit. All this because of the illusory power of money. 

And yet, money is simply dead creativity, our labor turned into abstract object, turned into stone, so as 

to turn us into its image. Bankers use this, for credit simply takes this to a new level. Credit is a fantasy 

of a fantasy. None of which is to say that money does not have uses, for it does allow a common 

standard whereby to convert and exchange one person's creativity for another. A farmer can exchange 

crops for farming tools easily because of money. But when money accumulates and is hoarded, 

inherited and passed down, when it is used to buy or steal that which common creativity has lead to 

come to be, when we become convinced that it produces value, then money shifts from productive 

fantasy to addictive nightmare. For money has never built a house or taught someone to read, it has 

never nurtured a child or sailed an ocean, it has never been the raw materials used to make anything, 

from a meal to table to a computer to a film.  

 

Money has always been a virtual reality which was only ever there to help us coordinate ourselves and 

our potentials in relation to those of the world in which we find ourselves. The power of the crops, the 

power of the wind and seas, the power of the sun and animals, the power of creativity, labor, 

production, and most important, the power to produce more who are able to remake the world better 

than us. The only value worth valuing is that which values not money, but the potential for creation. 

The potential within the sun, plants, life, animals, humans. Not dead paper or cold gold, nor the 

numbers that have no replaced them, and which flow between financial institutions. We are the value, 

even if they have convinced us otherwise.  

 

What is needed is a sort of symbolic suicide to the self which had once lived within the system. The 

dream of a cubicle of one's own and an hour of shows a night while distracted by memes on social 

media may have to go. But if enough people die to this useless dream, and if we were to all stop paying 

the system, all at once, we could tell it what to dream, and not the other way. If we all stopped paying 

our cable bill tomorrow, we could tell the cable companies what programs to make. If we all stopped 

paying the cell phone companies tomorrow, we could collectively bargain for better rates. And if 



everyone stopped paying their student loan or home or car payments tomorrow, the entire financial 

industry, which is the transnational shadow government of the world, would be forced to renegotiate. 

Renegotiate a whole new society.  

 

And if all those in debt would realize this, the world would lose its chains. Those in debt know that 

individually, the system will destroy them. But collectively, it needs them. And so, all that is needed to 

stop the system is to unionize. In days prior, when labor and production ran the world economy, labor 

unions were the means whereby groups of labors were able to withhold their labor from the system, a 

system which enslaved them but needed their complicity to do so. Individually the system could 

destroy any person who resisted it, but with enough numbers, labor unions changed the system. Child 

labor laws, limited work weeks, minimum wages, these were the start. Government programs such as 

unemployment insurance, social security programs allowing for retirement from the system, basic 

healthcare and public education, these were advances which only came about once labor unions flexed 

their collective muscles. The system was forced to recalibrate, even if it has never been forced to give 

these protections to only those on the margins. Continually playing each against the other, margin 

against center, cheaper labor against more expensive, the system has used nationalism to divide those 

who labor, and while labor unions gained ground against the system in particular nations, this was 

never extended to others. Labor costs therefore remained cheaper where there were no protections, and 

the system was able to play groups of laborers against each other. The classic strategy of divide and 

conquer.  

 

And now the system has found new means to mutate around so many of the prior gains and old 

inequalities. Credit is as old as money, and yet, international banking, fueled by massively fast 

communication and growing computing power, is now able to manipulate numbers in ways never 

before possible. Global elites have hired economists and accountants to develop new formulas, new 

virtual reality fantasies as seductively unreal as the money upon which it is based, to convince us that 

there is no other way than to pay into the system, and pay for your own enslavement. In the process, the 

global economy has mutated from one which runs on production and labor, to one which at first was 

consumption based, but which now runs on debt. This is a massively important new development, one 

which needs to be understood if we are to respond to the challenges we face today.  

 

In the production based economies which dominated most of the globe until recently, people produce 

things to survive, and as such, the link between labor and survival is clear and all can see how value is 

produced. One sows crops, or makes tools, and people use these things to survive. But the world 

became a globe for the first time, certainly in the modern sense, during the twentieth century. In little 

more than a mere hundred years, our planet went from it taking months and traversing great dangers to 

send a message across the globe, to the near instantaneous flow and hyper-rapid exchange of data 

which today criss-crosses our planet with lightening speed. During this time, and at a crucial turning 

point in this period, the United States emerged after the end of the Second World War as the most 

developed nation on earth to, largely due to its geography, escape devastation on its own soil. As such, 

the US quickly became the world's most powerful consumer, as it was effortlessly able to switch its 

factories from manufacturing weapons to consumer products. Women went back into the home, and 

families were raised, but soon they were saturated with all their immediate needs taken care of. For the 

first time in human history, perhaps, the majority of the immediate needs of an entire society were 

largely met (at least, if one was a white, heterosexual male citizen in this country, and less if one was 

not). This situation was quickly expanded to the rest of the wealthy countries, largely those victorious 

in that war, or invested in by those who were victorious so as to capitalize on their already present 

industrialization for future growth.  

 



Once all the basic needs of survival were satisfied in the wealthy countries, however, the profits were 

too great to simply halt production. New markets were needed to keep selling products. And yet, it was 

needed to keep the less wealthy part of the world less wealthy, so that would always be sources of 

cheap raw materials and labor. And so, to keep the system of profits at the highest margins for the 

investors making a fortune, the economies of the wealthiest countries, first the United States and then 

the other largely European capitalist countries, began to develop advertising systems which rivaled and 

were often directly inspired by the most powerful propaganda machines during the war. For once the 

Western world had been rebuilt, people had to be convinced to keep consuming for the factories to keep 

running. Productivity and growth had to outpace the Soviets, and this meant people had to be kept 

buying, building an economy which could outflank the Soviet planned sphere, and support a military 

machine which could eclipse and ultimately bankrupt the Soviet project.  

 

In hindsight, of course, it is clear now how the Cold War was won, namely, through economics. The 

Soviets were made to overspend in an arms race they simply could not win. And to want Reebok and 

Nikes and Levis. Madison Avenue, which learned most of its techniques from repurposed propaganda 

techniques anyway, was the key to make sure that Westerners bought enough products to bankroll 

perpetual growth at all costs, even as Western “freedom to buy” became precisely what so many in the 

Soviet sphere began to desire. It was consumer capitalism which brought down the Soviets and lead to 

the seemingly peaceful absorption of the Soviet sphere in the capitalist, and which has converted the 

Chinese in all but name. With the fall of the Berlin Wall, we are all aspects of a capitalist world in 

which the engine is not production, but consumption which drives any and all production. And with the 

subsumption of the world by consumer capitalism in the wake of the fall of the Berlin Wall, a symbol 

of a process long already underway, consumer capitalism became global.  

 

The goal and result was to create markets for products which were not needed, but fostering desires 

beyond the needs of people to survive. New desires for new products. And this kept everyone working 

far more than was necessary to survive and thrive. All potentials were thereby channeled into growth at 

all costs, and laws were rewritten to make this possible, even as media depicted a world in which this 

was the best of all possible worlds, and the only way possible. Providing the US consumers, and 

eventually Western European consumer, with ever more unnecessary goods became the engine which 

kept the poor inside these countries, and ever more parts of the poorer former colonies around the 

world working. Cheaper versions of these products were sold back to these very workers, and credit 

made possible to addict these workers into this system. Political laws were rewritten to prioritize "free 

trade," and incentives provided to politicians and workers to make this happen. As has always 

happened in the past, these newer forms simply perpetuated the fact that the rich have the means, 

provided by their riches, to get richer, even if creative power is the only real source of wealth, and 

money and credit are only ever fantasies of this, mirrors of the creative power of the world which can 

quickly become enslaving illusions, the collective nightmare of our contemporary oppression. And so 

the aristocracies of old were able to transform, with a few new additions, into the aristocracies of the 

present, those who inherit money instead of title, even if the bigger picture has changed superficially, 

leaving the general disempowerment of the majority, those who actually create the world, the same.  

 

For while the wealthy often tell the poor that they are leeches on their generosity, the opposite is in fact 

true. It is rather the financiers, not the indebted, who are the leeches on society. For if people and their 

creativity and labor are what make what is of value, and money is simply an entrancing symbol of this, 

then those who should be valued most are those who labor to help create the most creative future 

laborers. The highest paid people then should not be those who play with numbers all day and kill 

people from afar with their spreadsheets and budgets. Rather, they should be those in what are 

generally called the “helping professions.” People who create people, and people who can thrive, 



should be the highest paid members of our society, not those who make life worse for the most, such as 

those who run insurance companies which define success as providing the least healthcare for the 

dollaor, or corporations which are bound to serve only stockholders, not even consumers. It is the 

helping professions which truly create the greatest value, for they create people and help them to be 

become the most creative. The educators and doctors, those who raise children, the therapists and social 

workers, those who nurture people create the most value in society. Those who create mute things only 

create value secondarily, even if some things, such as food or ideas, are worth more than others. But 

those who simply move around money, that necessary evil and seductive mirror which, like a opiate 

can, has its uses but which can quickly become a cancerous and addictive end in itself, the bankers and 

financiers only produce value for society at a third remove, for they neither produce things nor people, 

but rather, turn people into things.  

 

And yet, it is the investment bankers who rule our planet. Today, the most elite universities in the 

United States produce more investment bankers than any other professions. These are the masters of 

our world, who tell those who actually produce the world that they are leeches, when it is the other way 

around. It is the indebted who do all the labor. The indebted have nothing to lose but their chains, they 

are the productive members of society, not those priests of finance who tell them that the heaven of 

financial bliss will come about when they pay off loans that are designed to be nearly impossible to 

repay. These priests will always invent a new formula to show it is not possible, even if the formulas 

cannot be anything other than smoke and mirrors, because they are based on the fundamental illusion 

that money makes money which leads to more wealth, when in fact, the creative power of the world 

and the people within it is the only thing capable of creating anything of value, including that strange 

cancerous fiction, money. Money is the means whereby our creative power is captured. At times this is 

useful to society, but it is a dangerous weapon, one which can be used to control. And so, we need 

always remind ourselves that the only real vale which is the foundation of all others is creative power, 

the power to create new and different types of creation, the type of creative power seen in the sun, the 

earth, life, plants, animals, and humans. Money is a pale shadow of us, and credit turned into debt an 

even more pale phantom.  

 

As such, we can never be in debt except for when we have been caught in an illusion. We are value in 

our very ability to create by means of our labor, and as such, it is us who are the source of any real 

social value, far in excess of any slip of paper or metal coin. The system works to convince us 

otherwise. to delude us into thinking we can be in debt, and that the paper and coins and numbers are 

worth something. And yet, this can all be turned around.  

 

For if our economy was once production based, and then consumption based, the world now functions 

as a primarily debt based economy. Small, fractional yet consistent payments keep the system going, as 

we merely rent what we think we own, from our homes to our means of transportation, our television 

shows, music, media, education, and seemingly our very lives. The megacorporations have enclosed 

the world into bits and sell it back to us for renters fees. They justify this by telling us we owe them for 

it, because they have numbers in their magic bank accounts. And we have fallen for their lies. It does 

not help, however, if only one person wakes up from this slumber. They will destroy the individual who 

resists. But these debt payments, provided in a trickle by each of us, keeping us in our place and 

following the dictates of our financial overlords, these payments go back out into the world, the finance 

things. Those who control the payments control how that world is created. The bankers and financiers 

who convince us we need them, they are the middle-men, the people in between us and the world we 

could be creating. They are blocking the way to true control over the production of the world we really 

want to see. They use their illusions to convince us to remake the world in their financialized image, so 



that only they will profit. The time has come to take that power back, to take back the payments, and 

with it, control of how we want the world to be.  

 

But if in an age of production, it was unions of laborers which were able to wrest control, at least in 

part, from those who controlled the numbers and hypervalued slips of paper and bits of metal, today, in 

our debt run world, it is debtors who have all the power. But only if they unionize. It is individual 

payments which keep the system going as it is. Together, in unions, it is possible, like the labor unions 

of old, to bring the system to its knees.  

 

But how? As collectives, debtors have the ability to threaten a collective cessation of payment. This is 

true power, because the system relies on each individual seeing themselves as an isolated invidual, 

powerless in themselves, in order to maintain control. But if individuals work together, groups which 

stop payment together can bring the entire world economy to a halt. Each time the excesses of financial 

gambling, such as the various mortgage scandals and exploits with derivatives have shown, and there is 

a credit crunch, we all see the full panic of the financiers, the lengths to which they will go to convince 

governments that their banks need to be bailed out because otherwise, the entire world economy will 

stop in its tracks. But what would this mean? Merely that the fictions of credit have stopped working. 

That we have all woken up. That we realize that we all only go to work because we believe we will 

gain something by it. That the whole thing is based on trust, and faith. But when one side continually 

breaks trust and shows bad faith, the other parties have a right to renegotiate. And if that fails, to back 

out of the deal, to take back power into their own hands. And in fact, to take the world back from those 

which have sold us a pale shadow of what it, and we are truly capable of helping it to become.  

 

It if not only necessary for debtors to realize they have a common problem, certainly if it is only certain 

groups of debtors which unionize. Even massive unions of student debtors, or home debtors, will only 

be able to change their small sector of society. Only when home mortgage debt, student debt, auto debt, 

international debt, only when all these forms of debt are seen as one and the same, will all debtors, 

which is ultimately almost everyone, realize that by threatening to cease payment to the banks until 

they change how things are run, that they will continue to have terms dictated to them. Only when the 

banks are made to listen to those who really control things, namely, those who labor and pay, will the 

banks start to work for the people, and not be their overlords.  

 

Debtors unions can, as a start, negotiate for better rates. But that is thinking small. Just as banks today 

enforce their view of proper government on entire nations, and ultimately, shape those governments 

into whatever form prioritizes the financialization of that entire nation in a form digestable to the maw 

of international finance, so now debtors, if they unionize, can make demands for structural changes in 

the banks and financial centers of the world. That is, the people can take the power away from those 

virtual reality dreamers who has sold us a financialize fantasy of the world, and we can remake the 

world how we want to see it. In unions, collectively. Individually, this is of course impossible. Only 

together can debt remake the world. The system which buys the media, politicians, and elections with 

ease, which sells us fictions of democracy and tells us the market is freedom, it will not go quietly. But 

the very Internet, Web, and social networking technologies which made them ever richer, and allowed 

them to consolidate their hold over the globe and our collective mindset, can easily be turned against 

them.  

 

Debtors unions, started on the Web, as free from international borders and restrictions as contemporary 

capital, could finally draw the banks out of their shadows and force them to agree to sets of terms. 

From those who owe on homes to those who owe for school, if all stopped paying, even just once, in a 

coordinated fashion, and delivered a message that this would happen again if there were not changes, 



we would finally see at that moment who really runs our world. We would see the governments quake 

with fear as the got the messages from the bankers behind the scenes to come to terms with the debtors 

unions. The dispersed power which currently pulls the strings from the shadows would finally emerge 

in plain sight, concentrated and congealed. The system would grow faces. We would hear the IMF and 

Worldbank, the EU and the US Federal Reserve, all ask for an audience, anything, because for them to 

survive in any form whatsoever, the payments must flow.  

 

And the debtors unions would then have all the power to destroy the system, or recreate it on their own 

terms. Rather than laborers who take control of the means of production as in times of old, today we 

need debtors who take control of the virtual realities used to manipulate. For what our world produces 

today, more than anything, is the virtual reality, the fantasy, of debt. But those in virtual reality prisons 

have nothing to lose but their chains. Put more simply, if debtors unionize, they have  nothing to lose 

but the impoverishment they currently rent, and have all the power to make a better world to gain. For 

if today debt is what makes the world go round, it is also debt which, in the hands of debtors unions, 

can grind everything to a halt. It is debt, and debtors unions, which can remake the world in their own 

image, an image freed from the inverted fantasies which the bankers not only sell but have also bought 

themselves. Debtors unions can free us, help us to see debt in its true light, which is to say, as frozen 

creative power.  

 

And it is creative power which the system wants to enslave, particularly collective creative power 

which sees itself as this, for this can in fact change the world. Collective creative power can bring about 

discussions on values, about the type of world we want to have, and how we could make that happen. 

Beyond the corrupt elections rigged by already owned and bought media, so many systems designed to 

provide the image of participation in governance. Debt is where the real power is today, and it is in 

collective unionization that debtors can realize that they are the true inheritors of the earth. For it is by 

means of debt that you can control the wealthy who would seek to control you. All you need to control 

all the wealth of the world is to learn to work with those around you who also creatively labor, and to 

see those around you as your natural allies rather than enemies, and instead, to see concentrated wealth 

as the problem, not the goal. This is, of course, incredibly difficult, especially in a world which sells us 

the image of the wealthy as the image of freedom.  

 

But in a world increasingly feudalized by wealth disparities, as governments fail to provide basic 

services because the wealthy don't want to pay for anything for those who labor, in which everything is 

privatized such that one is born in debt, and needs to buy the basics which allow one to labor so all 

one's profits can go to the investors, how can we believe that we are free, even if we defy all the odds 

and become one of the privileged few? In such a world, even the wealthy live in guilded cages, walled 

mansions with cameras and security against the impoverished masses who want what they have. When 

what is shared is impoverished, when public schools and roads crumble, when everything is privatized 

and used as a fee, the wealthy become feudal lords terrified of their serfs, even as they themselves 

become angry, paranoid, caged monstrosities, slaves to a horrific world created in their own image yet 

cancerously destroying themselves as well.  

 

If this is the best there is, they can have this. We need a world in which one is not born already in debt. 

In which public roads, schools, health services, all function for the benefit of the many, rather than 

barely function and only the few get anywhere near what should be seen as universal rights. Every 

person who has creative power, which is to say, any person, creates value in our world. Those who 

slave over a grill at a fast food restaurant, those who clean toilets, they work harder than all those 

CEOs. Those who clean the bodies of the elderly, who do the jobs that “no-one else wants or will do,” 

they are those who should inherit the earth. Those who teach and nurture children, those who heal the 



sick and hurting, those who help people to be the best forms of themselves they can be, individually 

and as a group, they are the ones we should reward. Those who play with numbers and things all day, 

they so easily forget, and convince others to forget, that the world is ultimately about what makes life 

worth living.  

 

For creative power that sees itself as what it is is the most powerful thing that exists, and more 

terrifying to this system than anything yet known. Not individualized debt but rather collective 

creativity to make a world which values creativity, which values the sun to plants to animals to human 

beings, a world which values creative power most of all, this is what terrifies this system most of all. 

All we need to do is see this as possibility, and everything can change, and debt can turn into surplus, 

not for the system which encloses and extracts for the few, but rather, which nurtures creative power 

and that which nurtures this in all its form. Only when we see this can our world be freed from the 

reign of money, finance, debt, property, and reduction to static things or mortifying phantasms. Only 

then can we be freed from quantity and begin to live once again in quality, and give rise to qualitatively 

new realities, diversity in all its manifestations, for the greatest good for the greatest number beyond 

any numeracy. This would be a world of true creativity, in which, for the first time in human history, 

the rich did not own the fantasies which allowed them to control what is created, but for once those 

who create learn to create our own dreams, and to learn how to save them from capture, and to make 

them realities.  

 

We need to take control of the virtual realities that enslave us, and create new ones which could help 

make better realities. It is no longer necessary to believe in virtual realities such as title or birth, 

property or nationality, money or credit, exception in relation to what we value, by our our labor, by our 

power to do and create. From the sun comes all creation on earth, from the earth all life which lives, 

from life all which labors and through this creates and recreates the world each day. Creative power is 

the source of all which values, can value, and in fact, is value in its ability to give rise to more and 

more creative forms of creative power. That which turns creativity into mere objects or cancerous 

fantoms is the opposite of creativity, and is in fact, that which ultimately destroys it. The fantasy that 

any thing is more valuable than the creativity that produced it, or that someone owns your own creative 

power or can control it, only together can we transform the systems which seem to ever capable of 

making these fantasies realities, and into one which values that which can make the world a place for 

anyone and everyone and not the privileged few.  

 

Debtors have nothing to lose but their enslaved dreams, at least, if they work together. If debtors form 

debtors unions, with so many types of debt linked together, and the world transformed. In that sense, no 

power today is more powerful than debt. In a debt based economy, debt is the power to change the 

world. And it is a radical opportunity. Now that the world is no longer on the gold standard, it is so 

much easier to see that money is an illusion, and debt an illusion of an illusion. The only thing which 

makes the world and remakes it, the only thing which creates value, is creative power itself. Debtors 

unions will only become possible for those who realize this, and debtors unions can remake not only 

society in part, but in fact, our entire world and reality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Indra’s Networks: Virtual Realities, Tibetan Buddhism, and the Futures of Philosophy in an 
Age of Networks  
 
 
1. Introduction: 
 
Imagine my surprise. I never would’ve imagined that a networked way of looking at the world, 
a philosophy of emergence full of virtual reality interfaces, might have been developed, nearly 
1,500 years before the notions of “networks” or “virtual reality” had even been invented, and 
halfway across the globe from the land which had gave rise to the Internet which had 
changed everything, and made everything seem radically, impossibly new. But there it was. 
And now I needed to figure out how this could have happened, and what it could mean.  
 
All of which is to say, I was not expecting at all to be writing on the philosophy of Buddhism. In 
fact, before starting work on this book, I had spent the last several years researching the 
science and mathematics of networks, studying at the Santa Fe Institute for Complex 
Systems Science, and pursuing my research to fields as diverse as econophysics, 
bioinformatics, quantum physics, category theory, genetic algorithms, and beyond. I’d taught 
myself to read differential equations to study non-linear dynamics, tensor calculus to 
understand the mathematics of relativity theory, and variety of other mathematical tools, from 
group theory to time series analysis, fuzzy systems to vector calculus, the science behind 
developments at the cutting edge of artificial intelligence and cognitive neuroscience, and the 
economics of game theory and bayesian statistics. The project that was driving me to all this 
was neither in science nor mathematics, however. Rather, it was to develop a new 
philosophical worldview, based on networks, which could imagine pathways beyond the 
impasses which had dominated philosophy and cultural theory in much of the twentieth 
century. With one foot in science and math, and the other philosophy and cultural theory, the 
aim was to develop a new philosophy of networks in sync with the needs of our uniquely 
hyperconnected, networked age.  
 
And then, by accident really, as I was preparing the first volume for publication, I came upon 
some of the writings of Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism, and from there, the Mahayana Buddhist 
philosophers. And I came to a startling realization. So much of what I’d been working, with all 
this math and science, artificial intelligence and computation, the study of the structure of the 
brain and so much more, so much of it was already there. Not in mathematical form, of 
course, and certainly not developed by means anything like that of Western science or 
philosophy.  
 
What I saw schocked me: so much of what I’d been working on was there, staring right back 
at me, if in some radically different, yet in many ways still recognizable form. A networked 
worldview. Fractal, holographic, relational, refractive, and emergent. A media theory full of 
virtual reality interfaces to help pry open the very programming of the interfaces themselves to 
imagine new grammars of liberation. A set of technologies, which were not, as I’d been told, to 
eliminate desire, but rather, liberate it, and life with it. A non-dual, non-binary worldview in 
sync with so many of the networked structures I’d found at the cutting edge of science, 
mathematics, technology, culture, and potentially philosophy as well, and with radical political 
and social implications. This might sound a bit over the top, but describing why and how this 
might be the case is part of what this book will set out to do.  
 



None of this, however, was anything like what I’d been taught about Buddhism or its 
philosophy in the past. Of course, I’d heard that the Dalai Lama liked quantum physics and 
relativity theory, and said Buddhism had a lot in common with this, but perhaps that was just 
hype. After all, he’s the first to admit that he’s not a scientist. But I’d been told repeatedly, and 
everyone I knew seemed to know, that Buddhism, philosophy or otherwise, was about 
eliminating desire and leaving the world, required believing in reincarnation and some other 
really unproveable, non-scientific sounding things, and was more of a psychology than 
anything else, despite the fact that some later forms degraded this into a religion and 
worshipped the Buddha. But certainly, nothing like what I’ve just described above.  
 
So I decided to see for myself. And I quickly came to realize that even the most casual 
reading of many of the classic Buddhist texts, particularly those of the Mahayana and 
Vajrayana traditions, showed that this was hardly the case. All of which is to say, everything 
I’d been taught about Buddhism up to that point, both in my High School history class, and my 
college level courses as well, was at best only partially true, and at worst, deeply and 
powerfully wrong. Buddhism wasn’t about getting rid of desire, but rather, transforming it, 
developing it, making it better and more powerful in relation to a radically reconfigured relation 
to the world. And its entire concept of the self, time, and, well, “virtual reality,” was so radically 
different than what I’d imagined.  
 
In fact, what I found had more in common with so many of the Western philosophers I was 
working with, such as Gilles Deleuze or Jacques Lacan, Alain Badiou or Henri Bergson, and 
yet, in ways they would’ve never imagined. And at least a thousand years prior, and in ways 
which harmonized with some of the most radical developments in quantum physics, category 
theory, complex systems science, and so, so much more. That said, while it might be obvious 
to first time readers that Buddhist philosophy was nothing like the cookie-cutter Buddhism I’d 
been taught about in school, many of the connections I was making to contemporary Western 
philosophy, mathematics, and science would hardly be obvious to many other people. This, 
on the contrary, would need to be explained.  
 
But what truly shocked me is that it seemed that no-one I knew working in contemporary 
Western philosophy had any idea that anything like this was lurking here, since, like myself, 
they had been trained only in Western philosophy. And those who are writing about these 
sorts of Buddhist philosophies, were largely trained and working in the fields of Buddhist 
studies, Religious Studies, or more specialized fields of Japanese Studies, Tibetan studies, 
Chinese studies, etc. While there are some departments and scholars working in 
“comparative philosophy,” this is a field that is relatively small, underdeveloped, and with any 
luck, in its infancy.  
 
All of which is to say, the reason why no-one had written about the potential ties between 
Buddhism, contemporary Western philosophy, the science and mathematics of networks, and 
the implications for contemporary society, is that these were usually seen as very separate 
fields. And yet, what I’d found was too powerful to ignore.  
 
And so, I began another massive research project, this time, to understand what I’d found, 
and why no-one had told me previously that this was here. In the process, I proposed, 
prepared, and taught a new course called “Introduction to Asian Philosophy and Religious 
Thought,” the first of its kind at my school, in addition to lecturing on my work in progress to 
my colleagues to get crucial feedback. And following this, I did fieldwork with the Tibetan 



Buddhist exile community at the Rangjung Yeshe Institute for Buddhist Studies, in 
Kathmandu, Nepal, in the Sumuer of 2013. This book is the result of what I found.  
 
 
 
 
 
About This Book 
 
This book is an introduction to the philosophies of Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhisms, with 
a view towards those interested in contemporary Western philosophy and media theory, but 
designed for any and all. The goal is to debunk many of the common misconceptions about 
various Buddhist philosophies and Buddhism in general, say something about how these 
misconceptions came to be, and describe the radical potential of these for philosophy in an 
age of networks. While I will say some things about my own philosophy of networks at the 
end, this will remain secondary to the task at hand, which is to describe these Buddhist 
philosophies, and the radical potentials they have for our networked age.  
 
I firmly believe that the philosophies developed in the Mahayana and Vajrayana schools of 
Buddhism are some of the most complex and powerful produced by the world to date, and 
that along with other Asian philosophies, in particular the incredible work of Sufi philosophers 
such as Ibn ‘Arabi, they deserve to be studied along with Western thinkers like Deleuze or 
Hegel, Descartes or Kant, Lacan or Wittgenstein, Plato or Spinoza. What’s more, because of 
the networked structure of many of these thinkers, many of their notions may be more timely 
now than ever.  
 
That said, many of those who study contemporary Western philosophy or cultural theory, 
media theory, or many of the other fields mentioned earlier tend to have a skeptical view of 
any philosophy which is tied to a devotional tradition such as Buddhism. This is only natural, 
of course, since Western philosophy and science developed largely by means of secularizing 
itself. However, just because a philosophy is tied to a devotional tradition, such as Buddhism, 
should hardly be a reason for discarding it. Rather, it should be investigated like any other 
worldview.  
 
But combined with all the myths about Buddhism, many of which this text will work to not only 
debunk, but also explain, I’ve found I tend to encounter a degree of skepticism when I 
mention something like Buddhist philosophy. While many Westerners may have heard that 
Buddhism “isn’t a religion” and doesn’t involve any notion of “god,” they may have also seen a 
lot of what looks like religion and worshipping of gods in Buddhist practices, and hence, 
written off the possibility of Buddhist philosophy. What’s more, those with a skeptical bent may 
have also learned about the role of karma and reincarnation in Buddhist beliefs, and come to 
the conclusion that there is no way that anyone with a skeptical, secular, scientific view on the 
world could take any philosophy that bears the name “Buddhist” seriously, no matter what the 
Dalai Lama says.  
 
And so it’s probably worth saying at the start what sort of book this will be. This book takes 
scientific, archaeological, and historical findings quite seriously, even if with a healthy 
skepticism about how these are produced, and sorts of agendas these may often serve.  
 



 
 I am a philosopher and a skeptic. I do not believe in what is generally thought of as “the 
supernatural,” and I find scientific, archaeological, and historical findings pretty convincing, so 
long as one is skeptical about how those are produced and the various agendas involved as 
well. I don’t trust organized religion at all, and generally see it as a way to control people. The 
track record of organized religions, in terms of its relation to violence and oppression, is 
abysmal indeed. Likewise, I find any notion of “spirituality” in the sense used in so many of the 
contemporary “New Age” movements to be hopelessly vague, at times exoticizing and 
fetishising non-Western cultures and beliefs in a way I find problematic, and with little in 
common with what I’ve come to think of as philosophy.  
 
Nevertheless, as a former therapist in training, I do think there are many ways to make 
meaning in the world and to act within it, and that science or philosophy are little more than 
that. And I don’t think, along with my hardcore atheist friends, that we should just view 
religion, the divine, or the devotional as simply superstitions to be cast away. These notions 
have been massively influential in human history, and continue to be, and understanding why 
and what this could mean can tell us much not only about ourselves but also the world. 
What’s more, when we speak of “god,” in some senses, perhaps we are simply talking about 
the largest possible context we can imagine, which is to say, that from which everything 
came. Scientists pursue the study of such notions, even if they often give it different names 
and use different methods to do so.  
 
I also see the only reason to study any of this, from philosophy to science to religion or 
anything else, as the process of trying to make life, society, and the world, in all senses of 
these words, a better place for any and all.  
This world has been run by the rich and powerful for too long, and I do not think that sitting 
around meditating, nor reading philosophy books and going to conferences, will necessarily 
do much to make the world a better place. Change needs to start here and now. However, I 
do think that new worldviews can help us see things differently, and that this can lead to 
radically new types of action. New worldviews without action, however, are ultimately quite 
limited.  
 
What follows will be a book by a skeptic and philosopher, with social justice orientation, who 
takes history, science, and mathematics quite seriously, but also human pain and suffering.  
 
 
What follows then, is a book of philosophy, and  
 
 
And so, this is a book about philosophy, Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhist philosophy in 
particular, and the manner in which these are ultimately networked philosophies which much 
to say that can be relevant to our hyperconnected, networked age. That said, this is also a 
book about the ways in which these philosophies came about, and hence, Buddhism in a 
wider sense, as well as some of the ways it has been interpreted and changed as it moved 
around and developed over time, all of which will be necessary to get a sense of the 
philosophies involved, and how they have come to be, I believe, so misunderstood in the 
contemporary West. I will also try to describe some of the ways in which the material 
conditions, such as monasteries and economics, kings and wars, colonialism and imperialism, 
have gotten tied up in all these, and what this could all mean for attempts to understand the 



potentials of these philosophies in our increasingly distributively globalized world today.  
 
It should be said at the start that I am also not necessarily interested in finding or reproducing 
any sort of purity. Every interpretation is always a reinterpretation, and every account of a 
complex field will always select certain areas for emphasis, take some positions on crucial 
matters over others, and overall, impact what they are describing. And so, were I to attempt to 
present the “truth” of Buddhism, or anything else, I think the only thing you could likely count 
on was that I was trying to hide my own agendas. The stakes of these issues are magnified, 
however, whenever dealing with cultures distant from your own, in either time or place on the 
globe, and particularly in relation to issues like the cultural or devotional tradition of another 
group of which one is not a part. And so, to simply play “fast and loose” with what one finds 
for one’s own purposes is as much an issue as to feign objectivity. My approach has been to 
try to find a middle ground, to compare as many different types of sources as possible, to 
shuttle between Western and non-Western, devotional and historical, philosophical and 
practical, and learn as much about the linguistic and social contexts involved as I can.  
 
And so, while I do believe it is possible to get some crucial things about Buddhism “wrong,” 
and I think it essential to deconstruct some of the dominant ways in Buddhism and its 
philosophies have been read in the West, as well as that it is near criminal that these powerful 
ways of looking at the world are not more extensively investigated in the West, I also think 
there are many ways to get these things right. Only time will tell what Buddhisma and their 
philosophies can turn into in the future, including possible synergies with various aspects of 
our networked futures, or even philosophies of networks and emergences themselves.  
 
While the dangers of “orientalizing” this material is great, this shouldn’t be seen as a reason to 
contribute to the continued passing over of such a rich tradition, but to try to do something 
about this very omission. Rather than an excuse to turn away, I see the danger of 
orientalization as a challenge, and I hope that I can be vigilant and honest about my own 
struggles to do some justice, beyond purity, to what I have found, in the best ways I know 
how.  
 
Buddhism and Networks: Beyond Reification 
 
This is not only a book about Buddhist philosophies, but also about the potential for these in 
our age of networks. My own work has been to develop a new philosophy of networks, and 
that is the subject of my other books which are in the process of being published. The reason 
why I felt it necessary to take a short break from working on those is that there is such a 
powerful resonance between what I am working on, and these philosophies, some of which 
are over 1,500 years old, and largely unknown in the world of English-language dominated 
philosophy today. And so, this book, while seemingly distinct from my primary project, is 
actually intimately related.  
 
What networks in the world, my philoosphy of networks, and Buddhist Mahayana and 
Vajrayana philosophies have in common can be summed up in one, simple notion: 
emergence beyond reification. “Reification” is a philosophical term which means, literally, 
“thing-fication” (from the Latin word res, for “thing”). Humans encounter a world filled with 
things, and we treat ourselves and each other and everything around us as things, when 
ultimately, the situation is much more complex. By dealing with the world in the mode of 
reification, however, we relate to aspects of the world in “thing”-ifying mode, and the result is 



often disastrous, particularly when “things” change. Our own selves and societies in particular 
change all the time. When we relate to the world as composed of things, rather than more 
complex formations, the results can be devastating.  
 
If we view everything in the world, however, as composed of networks, it all loosens up. From 
a networkological perspective, everything is a network, composed of networks, which is to 
say, parts linked to others, against grounds, and layered in levels, with all these aspects as 
networks in turn. While some degree of solidity is necessary if there is to be anything at all, 
“reification” describes the state of affairs when this tendency is taken to its extreme, and 
change becomes either impossible, or boils up underneath and become catastrophic. Reifying 
systems tend to try to contain change, at any cost, often with disastrous results in the long 
term, and violence in the short term.  
 
Buddhist Mahayana philosophies, of which Vajrayana philosophies are a part, are 
fundamentally about a critique of reification, and about emergence from within an overly 
reifying worldview and way of life. What’s more, the way this is done has an enourmous 
amount in common with the networked worldview described above. And in its Vajrayana 
formations, it makes extensive use of virtual reality in ways which have powerful potentials for 
helping us to understand our world today, and to imagine ways beyond some of our 
contemporary forms of reification. The irony, of course, is that Buddhist social formations 
throughout history have often been highly rigid and reifying, despite the fundamentally 
dereifying aspects of its philosophies. Certaintly Buddhist monasticism has in many ways 
been highly conservative, and tends to support existing social hierarchies and stop new 
formations from arising. Attempting to understand why this might be, and what this could 
mean in regard to the radically dereifying aspects of its philosophies, will be essential then to 
trying to understand the potential implications for these philosophies in regard to the 
possibilities of our networked age.  
 
Outline of Chapters 
 
The first chapter of this book, Everything Most Westerners Think They Know About Buddhism 
is Likely Wrong, will describe some of the major misconceptions which people have about 
Buddhism in general. It will address issues of whether or not Buddhism is a religion, whether 
there is a “god” in Buddhism, the highly controversial role of desire in Buddhism, the relation 
of Buddhism to science, all in relation to the various texts and contexts relevant to Buddhism 
and its many misconstruals in the West. Much of this will have to do with the ways in which 
people tend to want to see their own desires, hopes, and fears reflected back at them when 
they deal with the unfamiliar, and the ways in which early Western attempts to understand 
Buddhism often did so through the distorting lenses of various forms of Western Christianity, 
with Therevada Buddhism being read through a largely Protestant lens, and Mahayana 
through a largely Catholic one.  
 
The second chapter, Early Buddhism Beyond the Self, will provide a sketch of early Buddhist 
notions, as articulted in the Pali canon, along with some of the social and historical factors 
related to these. I’ll go through just how difficult it is to get a sense of what “the Buddha 
actually said,” and what the implications are for this, as well as why that might not fully be the 
most important issue here. This chapter will also describe the ways in which the development 
of early Buddhism can be seen as a reaction to its environment as much as anything else, 
and so, this chapter will outline some of the non-Buddhist, proto-Hindu religious beliefs that 



can help provide some context for these early notions. In the process, this chapter will 
describe how the critique of obsession, craving, and addiction, rather than desire, when linked 
to the notions of “non-self” and “dependent origination,” can be used to get a sense of early 
Buddhist concerns better than the notio of “getting rid of desire.” This chapter will also indicate 
why it is that Western readings of Buddhism have tended to emphasize this early period as 
the key to Buddhism, and the ultimately much more philosophically sophisticated Mahayana 
and Varjayana theories as decadent devitations and degradations of the Buddha’s “original 
message.”  
 
The third chapter, The Mahayana Revolution and the Rise of Non-Dualism, will describe the 
ways in which Buddhism radically transformed itself, giving rise to many of the doctrines and 
social forms seen today. Emphasizing the sutra literature, particularly the early “Perfection of 
Wisdom” Literature (including the famed Heart and Diamond Sutras), the Triple Lotus Sutra, 
and the Vimalakiriti Sutra, along with the classic manual for training aspiring monks, 
Shantideva’s Bodhicharayavatara, this chapter will describe the foundational notions of what’s 
to come, as well as the socio-historical issues surrounding these, along with how this relates 
to the rise of monasticism as an institution, and the spread of Buddhism to China and beyond. 
This chapter will also describe what it means to be “non-dual,” and how this notion began to 
structure Buddhist philosophy from this point forwards.   
 
From here, the fourth chapter, Mahayana Philosophical Schools – From Deconstruction to the 
Embryo, will emphasize the three primary philosophical schools which came to dominate the 
Mahayana period. Starting with the deconstructionist skepticism of Narajuna, a figure so 
important that many have called him the most important Buddhist in history aside from the 
Buddha, this chapter will then go on to examine the Yogchara school which views everything 
in the world as aspects of “mind,” the Tagathagarbha, or “Buddha-Embryo” school, which 
sees the embryo-womb of emergence as the fabric of everything, and the Huayen, or “Flower-
Garland” school, which sees everything as fractally and holographically networked, like a 
garland of flowers.  
 
The next chapter, Buddhist Tantra and Beyond, will describe how all of this changed as 
Buddhism entered the tantric period. Many of the different philosophical schools described 
above were synthesized with a wide variety of cultural formations beyond the now highly 
established Buddhist universities and monasteries. The mixing of these popular cultural 
formations and the highly abstract philosophies of the universities, often seen as a 
degradation of Buddhist thought, will instead be shown as similar in many ways to the 
postmodern situation of our contemporary world. This chapter will describe also how 
Buddhism migrated from China to Tibet, Japan, and Korea, and how this gave rise to a variety 
of additional schools.  
 
The sixth chapter, A Excursion into Non-Dual Sufism, will examine some of the powerful 
synergies between the Buddhist philosophies examined so far and some of the key 
philosophers of Sufism, with particular emphasis upon Ibn ‘Arabi. While Sufism is certainly not 
a Buddhist tradition, many of the centers of Sufism were connected to the Buddhist world by 
the Silk Road, and exhibit enormous similarities to many aspects of the philosophical 
worldviews described up until now. Sufi thought will provide a foil to help frame many of the 
developments in Vajrayana Buddhism to come.  
 
The seventh chapter, Everything Zen, will describe the emergence of the Cha’an school in 



China, with particular emphasis on the doctrines described in the Platform Sutra. From here, 
excerpts of the Japanese Zen scools which emerged from this, including traditional writers 
such as Dogen, or more contemporary authors, such as D.T. Suzuki, will be examined. 
Analyzing the more extreme manifestations of non-dualism presented in Zen, particuarly in 
regard to issues of irrationalism and violence, will present a foreshadowing of the more 
political themes to come later in the book.  
 
The eighth chapter, the Vajra World, will describe the ways in which Vajrayana Buddhism 
takes a synthesis of the primary Mahayana philosophies as their foundation, and produces a 
set of highly developed tantric technologies for doing virtual reality combat with the reifications 
of the world. Emphasizing the Tibetan tradition, this chapter will describe how the interplay 
between the deconstruction of reifications and the reconstruction of these in the form of virtual 
realities for meditation produced one of the most advanced syntheses of Buddhist theories 
and practices, even as it gave rise to a highly regimented monastic society.  
 
The ninth chapter, Buddhist Modernisms?, will address some of the ways in which the 
encounter with the West has impacted the ways in which Buddhism and its philosophies have 
been described. It will describe some of the ways in which Buddhisms encounters with the 
West have not only results in new novel hybrids in the West, but in Asian contexts as well. It 
will also address the ways in which movements such as Critical Buddhist studies and Activist 
Buddhism are changing some of the ways Asian Buddhists relate to Buddhism from within. In 
relation to this, this chapter will also address how this book sees its own endeavor in relation 
to the ways in which Buddhisms and Buddhist philosophies are reworking in the increasingly 
transnational contexts of our globalized capitalist hypernetworks.  
 
The final chapter, Virtual Emergences and Activist Buddhisms, will then work to describe the 
potential implications of these notions for philosophy and practice in our age of networks, and 
in relation to the philosophy of networks which is my primary endeavor.  
 
I believe that the potential for anything we’ve ever imagined or dreamed is right here and now, 
in the very fabric of the world of our experience. We can unleash this potential and help the 
world emerge from its reifications, but in order to do this, we need to see the potentials 
beneath the reifications, and study the ways in which the world grows and develops, not 
merely quantitatively but qualitatively, by means of networking. Examining how physical, 
biological, human, and cultural networks grow to give rise to the greatest degrees of diversity 
and robust sustainable complexity, we can apply these insights back to the ways in which we 
act in the worlds in which we find ourselves. This sort of attempt at thinking emergence is 
what the philosophy of networks is about.  
 
I believe that philosophy can matter today, and that the Buddhist philosophies presented in 
this book have much to offer the world. That said, I also think that the liberatory potential of 
these philosophies have often been themselves reified, as so much of the world has, even if 
these were originally devised as tools for liberation, with powerful potential ramifications for 
our networked futures. Buddhism is largely a set of tools to free the mind, and yet, the mind is 
only ever created by the world of which it is a part, for as Marx showed, by changing the 
world, we also change our minds. That said, we are unlikely to do so, or be able to imagine 
ways to do so, unless we free our minds, and so, it seems to me that changing both the world 
and our mind, if not seeing each as aspects of the world of experience, is needed.  
 



Our world has never cease being brutal to the large majority, and even the privileged 
minorities suffer from this. To whatever extent Buddhism, or any other philosophy can help 
make the world a less violent, more egalitarian place for any and all, the more I think they are 
worth studying, adapting, and learning to grow with.  
 
 
 
 
 
The rest of the book should be rewritten to match the style and tone of the preceding section, 
switching away from the original less-than-ideal title. 
 
 
 
In what follows, I'll examine a list of half-truths and provocative statements about 
Buddhism in an effort to get at both the grain of truth and the bigger picture, in an effort 
to break down some of the myths and half-truths which have made it so difficult to 
understand the multifaceted phenomenon which is Buddhist thought and practice. 
 
It's worth saying at the outset what motivates this, and my own personal relation to this. I 
believe Buddhism can have a massive impact for the good on our world today. But if it is to 
do so, it will not only have to change certain aspects to sync with the needs of the times, 
something it has always done in the past (see the discussion of upaya below), but also get 
beyond some beyond some of the myths that hide what it really has to offer. That's where 
this essay comes in. 
 
As for my own relation to these issues, I can clearly remember learning about Buddhism in 
both high school global studies class, and a college course on the history of Chinese 
thought. Perhaps you had similar experiences. In neither setting did Buddhism make much 
of an impression on me. In fact, both of these settings provided me with the “myth of 
Buddhism” that is the primary target of critique of this essay. While the college version was 
more nuanced, the content was largely the same. The high school version of this myth was 
part of the state curriculum for global studies, and is likely taught, in similar fashion, in 
schools and to a lesser extent universities across the country and world. The reason why it 
is so pervasive is that this myth began with the interpretations of Buddhism produced 
during the colonial period, when the Euro-American powers were coming to dominate the 
globe REF. These myths settled in, and became the standard story about Buddhism, a story 
which only began to lose it's hold after the Dalai Lama began his publicity campaign to free 
Tibet in the latter part of the twentieth century. 
 
This story is worth examining so that it can be taken apart. It goes like this. The Buddha 
was a Hindu who came up with his own revelation when he became enlightened while 
meditating under the Bodhi tree. He then began to teach the Four Noble Truths. These were  
1) life is suffering, called cyclic existence or samsara, 2) suffering is caused by desire, 3) 
there is a way beyond desire and suffering, called nirvana, and 4) the way to get there is 
the eightfold path (of right intention, livelihood, speech, action, mindfulnessetc FIX). The 
Buddha believed in meditation as the primary method to get beyond desire, and he 
exhorted his followers to leave the world behind and become monks and nuns. Centuries 



after the Buddha died Buddhism split into the Therevada school, which kept to the Buddha's 
original teachings, and the much more user-friendly Mahayana school, which emphasized 
teachings on compassion and the path of the layperson. A new ideal came about, rather 
than nirvana, one should strive to be a figure of compassion, or Bodhisattva, who delayed 
entry into nirvana in order to teach beings about the path beyond suffering, while 
remaining in samsara. What is more, seemingly inexplicably samsara now is nirvana. 
 
This is the story of Buddhism as I remember it being taught to me in high school. I 
remember it not painting to attractive a picture of Buddhism, at least in the opinion of me 
and my friends, and countless others I have heard echo the same sentiment. It's a nice 
story, but any movement or belief that against desire likely doesn't have much to offer me.  
After all, aren't we raised, at least in America, to view desire as the most important thing 
in our lives, something to be cared for and fretted over, as that which makes life worth 
living, our most precious inner being? Being against desire might be good for a few boring 
types, but it can't be in sync with the needs of today's modern world. 
 
I remember feeling the same way about Buddhism myself, and friends of mine usually say 
these things right away when I first mention Buddhism. This shows the power and 
pervasiveness of the myths that need to be debunked. For Buddhism is not against desire. 
Likewise, there are many other aspects of the standard story of Buddhism that are 
incomplete at best, if not outright wrong. 
 
To explain how and why this is the case, however, is a more involved task. Each section of 
what follows will present an at times provocative statement about Buddhism, often a half-
truth or myth, always a radical oversimplification, sometimes in pairs. It will then proceed 
to deconstruct each of these in order to produce a fuller picture of what Buddhism has 
been, is, and can be. While I admit that the problem with some of the statements provided 
might be obvious, the answers provided will likely not be for most readers. Particularly if 
you learned the traditional story about Buddhism I described above when you were in 
school. And even if you were raised in a traditional Buddhist country, or are a hard-core 
secularist, you might find much of what follows surprising, if for differing reasons. 
 
It should be stated in advance, however, that nothing presented below is meant to criticize 
Buddhism, certainly not more than any other belief system. Rather, I believe Buddhism has 
much to offer our contemporary world. But it is good, I believe, to try to get a full picture. 
 
 

– We Know What the Buddha Said 

– Buddhism is a Religion 

– There are No Gods in Buddhism/There are Many Gods in Buddhism 

– Buddhism is Defined Against Hinduism/ Buddhism is Hinduism for Export 

– There is Only One Type of Real Buddhism 

– Buddhism is Against Desire 

– Buddhism Espouses Belief in Reincarnation of Souls 

– Buddhism Espouses Unscientific Beliefs in Karma 

– Mahayana Buddhism is About Compassion 



– Tantric Buddhism is About Sex 

– Buddhism is Non-Violent 

– There is No Self in Buddhism 

– Everything is Empty in Buddhism 

– Everything is One in Buddhism 

– Buddhism is in Sync With Contemporary Science 

– We Can Know Things About Buddhism 
 
 
 

– “We Know What the Buddha Said” 
 
We don't know what the Buddha said, and almost definitely never will. Like Jesus or 
Mohammed, the Buddha, was an oral teacher. Most researchers believe the Buddha was a 
real historical person, and that he was likely born CHECK around 450 B.C.E., although this 
date seems to change a few decades in either direction depending on the most recent 
discoveries in archaeology and textual analysis. 
 
Nevertheless, the Buddha himself was quite likely illiterate, and he is not said to have 
written anything down. Nor did his followers right down anything he said immediately. Just 
as the Gospels and the Qur'an were written down decades after the death of Jesus and 
Mohammed, respectively, the sayings of the Buddha were not written down, but until 
hundreds of years after his death. Rather, the Buddha's statements were memorized. While 
the memorized sayings of the Buddha were supposedly coordinated and standardized a few 
decades after the Buddha died by his disciples at the First Buddhist Council, there is no 
definite proof that this or the later Second Buddhist Council ever occurred. That is, they 
could be myths. More secure evidence, in the form of written records, exists of the Third 
Buddhist Council, which is supposed to have been called by the first Buddhist sovereign, 
Emperor Ashoka of the Mauryan dynasty CHECK, but some researchers also assert that this 
too is a myth. Either way, we know that at this time the Buddhas discourses were finally 
committed to writing CHECK, some nearly three hundred years after the Buddha's death 
CHECK. 
 
That said, there remained many forms of the Buddha's now written discouses, with many 
groups often having their own sets of scriptures. Unlike religions of the book (Judaism, 
Christianity, Islam), there is no single book which provides all the Buddhist scriptures, and 
disagreements continue to this day as to which of the volumes and volumes of scriptures 
are legitimate. Nevertheless, these early discourses, purported to have been said by the 
Buddha, and transmitted accurately over the centuries, were finally given a standard form 
by the monk Buddhaghosa in the fifth century, on the island of Sri Lanka, an entire sub-
continent away from the North East Indian terrain in which the Buddha originally lived. 
However, since Sri Lanka had in the intervening centuries become a haven for the most 
conservative forms of Buddhism, which had the most at stake in preserving the Buddhas 
original words, it makes sense that Buddhaghosa was from Sri Lanka. That said, it is worth 
noting that the Buddhas discourses were not written down until hundreds of years after he 
died, and were not standardized until nearly a thousand years.   
 



All of these years between the original speech of the Buddha and the writing and 
standardization of the texts meant there was a not only a lot of room for potential error to 
seep in, but also for people to change parts that they don't agree with or thought couldn't 
possibly be the words of the Buddha. In fact, one of the sayings of the Buddha in these 
discourses is that one should consider as legitimate buddhavacana, or buddha-word, which 
is to say, Buddhist doctrine, anything which is “well-said” and which accords with the basic 
Buddhist beliefs. Whether or not the Buddha actually said this we'll never know. What we 
do know, however, is that this would likely present a lot of leeway to the guardians of his 
legacy. What is present here is one of the most flexible criteria of religious doctine (if one 
considers Buddhism a religion), of any religion in the world, save its Indian cousin Hinduism. 
 
It is most likely that, as with the Hebrew Bible REF, there was constant editing and 
reediting of the discourses of the Buddha for centures after the Buddha died. Many of the 
lists of essential points vary in different discourses, and some are then combined in others. 
What presents itself when reading the oldest Buddhist scriptures, called the Pali canon, is a 
set of scriptures which have a family resemblance to each other, but which ultimately do 
not preach the same identical words throughout. 
 
What is more, language becomes an issue here as well. The earliest Buddhist scriptures are 
called the Pali canon because they are written in the language which has come to be called 
Pali. This is not, however, the language the Buddha spoke, nor was it the language that 
Buddhaghosa spoke as a primary language, for Pali was never a living language. Pali is a 
hybrid sacred language which evolved over time for the purpose of carrying the words of 
the Buddha. The historical Buddha, however, likely spoke an ancient form of Maghada REF, a 
North Indian language related to modern Bengali. Over the centuries, the Buddha's speech 
as memorized and written is believed to have drifted substantially from Maghada, with a 
strong influence from Sanskrit, which was to become the more universal language of 
learning in the Indian subcontinent in the following centuries. A conscious effort was made 
to preserve the Buddha's teachings in a non-Sanskrit language, one of the local prakrits or 
vernacular languages, and to translate the Buddhas speech rather than sanctify the original 
language, as was done with Vedic proto-Hindu Sanskrit. Nevertheless, Pali retained its 
prestige, and remains the language of liturgy of the most conservative school of Buddhism, 
the Theravada. And yet, even the name of Pali as a language is a hybrid, for it comes from 
a colonial misunderstanding REF. No matter what, whatever the Buddha actually said, we 
know it can't have been quite in Pali, though we know that Pali evolved from the Buddhas 
actual speech. If the language has evolved, then so perhaps the doctrine. 
 
What is more, many of the other sacred texts of Buddhism may not even be traceable back 
to the historical Buddha, the man who lived in North Indian and died CHECK around 450 
B.C.E.,  himself. Traditionally, the Pali canon is said to consist of three baskets or pitaka of 
scriptures. These include the suttapitaka, which are the discourses of the Buddha, the 
vinayapitaka, or the rules for monastic life, and the abhidhammapitaka (abhidharmapitaka 
Skt.), or the higher or auxilliary  teachings. Both the suttas (sutras in Skt.) and the vinaya 
are the purported words of the Buddha, taught by him in relation to particular situations, 
or requests by his students to answer questions. But no one, even the most staunch 
traditionalist, asserts that the Buddha taught the abhidhamma. Rather, these parts of the 
Pali canon were written by the Buddhas disciples, and work to systematize the otherwise 
scattered and often seemingly contradictory words of the Buddha in the suttas and vinaya.  



Nevertheless, the abhidhamma is also universally accepted as buddhavacana, despite the 
fact that the nobody claims the Buddha spoke this, but rather, that it was implied by his 
speech. All of which indicates a rather flexible notion of what gets to count as 
buddhavacana. 
 
Then there is the issue of the Mahayana (“greater vehicle”) scriptures. About four to five 
hundred years after the life of the Buddha, new scriptures, mostly written and in Sanskrit, 
began to emerge. These new scriptures were said to have been either said by the historical 
Buddha, and then hidden for centuries until the right time came for them to be found or 
revealed, or to have been dictated from the Buddha or various other heavenly beings in 
visions or dreams of the higher realms. These newer scriptures contained a wide variety of 
new doctrines, often quite different from that of the Buddhas original teachings. What is 
more, they are often set in some fantastic realms in the heavens, rather than in the very 
earthly domains of the Buddha's original speech. Many of these discourses do not even 
purport to be taught by the Buddha, but rather, by another Buddha, or a high ranking 
Bodhisattva, a being who postpones nirvana in order to help sentient beings, usually by 
teaching the Buddha's doctrines, known collectively as the dharma (dhamma Pali.). 
 
In most other religions, this movement might have been a minor offshoot, suffocated by the 
voices of orthodoxy. But for Buddhism, the Mahayana became by far the dominant tradition. 
What is more, since we only know when most Mahayana texts were likely written down, not 
when the ideas were first conceived, it is possible that some of the Mahayana ideas go back 
in oral form in ways which are older than their written texts. It has even been put forth 
that perhaps the Theravada were radical conservatives, seeking to repress Mahayana 
doctrines which had an older pedigree than would otherwise seem evident. Perhaps it is the 
Theravada who are revisionist, and the Mahayana are closer to the teachings of the actual 
Buddha REF. While unlikely, based on the state of current scholarship, the point is that we 
will never know. Either way, scholars now use the term Nikaya Buddhism to refer to the 
earliest forms of Buddhism (nikaya is one of the terms used for the collections of scriptures 
by different length and topic), reserving Theravada for the school which claims to have 
descended from this in the most conservative way. 
 
Nevertheless, the Mahayana scriptures were accepted as valid by the large majority of 
Buddhists, and this changed Buddhism and its criterion of evaluation themselves. The words 
of the original Buddha became much less important, as the Buddha himself, now often 
referred to as the Buddha Shakyamuni (Prince of the Shakyas, his clan), to distinguish him 
from the other Buddhas and Bodhisattvas whose words were now considered doctrine. And 
the words of the celestial Buddhas and bodhisattas was seen as taking precedence over the 
words of the earthly Buddha, as holding the higher and deeper truths. Certainly the new 
scriptures held new doctrines, many of which seemed to enrich Buddhism, but whether or 
not sees these as inspired or not depends on your beliefs and preferences. 
 
To this day, Buddhists from various schools still disagree about which words of the Buddha, 
and of which Buddha and which canon, are to be taken as foundational. The Mahayana 
continues to be the dominant school of Buddhism, describing the beliefs of most Eastern 
and Northern Buddhists (China, Japan, Korea, Tibet, Mongolia, Nepal, Vietnam), while the 
Theravada school dominates in Sri Lanka and South East Asia. To the Theravada, the 
Mahayana scriptures are not the real words of the Buddha, but in practice the two forms of 



Buddhism are more alike than different. The differences, while large in doctrine, tend to 
be small in practice. 
 
Either way, this means that the majority of the scriptures believed to be doctrine by the 
majority of Buddhists were not spoken by the original Buddha, nor is there any claim that 
they were. Rather, they were spoken by a Buddha in a celestial abode. What matters, 
however, is that they are in accord with the deepest sense of the dharma, or teachings. 
They are Buddhist not because they were spoken by Siddhartha Gotama, Shakyamuni 
Buddha, but rather, because they are in line with Buddhist doctrine. In fact, even the word 
Buddhist is a colonial creation, Buddhists didn't call themselves Buddhists until Westerners 
arrived and started to call “Buddha-worshippers” by this name. In the Tibetan tradition, for 
example, the word for Buddhist is simply nag-pa, or “insider. CHECK” 
 
Why then all the emphasis, at least in the West, on “what the Buddha actually said” REF? 
The first Westerners to encounter Buddhism in modern times were Jesuits, and later 
colonialists. Both groups saw Buddhism in light of Christianity. And so, Theravada Buddhism 
was commonly cast as the “Protestant” form of Buddhism, with an emphasis on an original 
text of the Buddhas speech, and Mahayana Buddhism was seen as the Catholic sort of 
Buddhism, particularly in its more ritualized Tibetan form, often simply and derogatorily 
labeled Lamaism (styled after the hated Papism fought by the early Protestants). Many of 
the misconceptions produced by the early Western moderns to encounter Buddhism 
continue to this day. And yet, unlike Protestantism, there is hardly a direct or personal 
relation with the deity, or with an original text, in Theravada. In fact, the first mass 
printing of the Theravada scriptures was undertaken by the Pali text society, largely the 
work of British protestants. Likewise, Mahayana Buddhism is only superficially similar to 
Catholicism, lacking anything other than more emphasis on ritual than the Theravada, and a 
more flexible approach to textual creation, hardly a Catholic trait, if one at times asserted 
by Protestants. 
 

– “The Buddha Was Just a Man. He Was Like a Psychologist, With Profound Teachings. 
He Taught That Desire Was the Cause of Suffering, and the Way Out, or Nirvana, is 
the Extinction of Desire.” 

 
This statement is partially true, like the others. The Buddha was a man, and his teachings 
can in many ways be seen as secular. When asked if it was wrong to sacrifice to the many 
gods of India at the time, the Buddhas said that one could do whatever one pleased, just 
don't expect those “wordly gods” to get one to enlightenment. In regard to that, they were 
powerless. One could, of course, ask them for favors, and they might do them for you, for 
as was widely understood at the time and place the Buddha lived, there were many gods, 
and they were very powerful. But they could not get one out of cyclic existence, or 
samsara. Only the Buddha's teachings could do that. 
 
The reason for this is that the Buddha's teachings were true, and in fact, the truth, or the 
dharma (Skt., dhamma Pali). This was not seen as the truth of religion, but simply the 
truth, as in, the way the world works, as much as the physics of gravity. The Buddha was 
only special, particularly in early Buddhism, simply because he figured out this set of truths 
hereafter called the dharma. 
 



What was this dharma? The Four Noble truths: 1) all is suffering, called cyclic existence or 
samsara, 2) its cause is trsna (Pali), or thirst, 3) there is a way out, called nirvana, 4) this 
can be achieved by the noble eighfold path (right living, etc. CHECK). Or as the Tibetans 
often systematize it, suffering and its cause, the solution and the path to that solution. 
Between the path of the Hindu ascetics which denied the body all pleasures, and the 
hedonism which was the obverse extreme, the Buddha proposed his famous “middle path.” 
 
Sounds simple enough, so long as one understands what is at stake with the terms samsara, 
trshna, and nirvana. This, however, has been the source of huge misunderstandings. To 
begin with, samsara is quite literally translated as cyclic existence. But what precisely 
cycles? Is it the entire world, our bad habits, or both? As will become clear shortly, the 
answer is both, because our bad habits give rise to, in one form or another, the way we see 
the world of problems we live within (for more see the section on karma). As for nirvana, 
this means quite literally extinguishment, with the classic example being a flame which is 
extinguished. The problem with this is, precisely what is extinguished, the person 
themselves, their cyclic existence, or the suffering? The classic answer is that it is the 
suffering of samsara that is extinguished. But what happens to the person themselves? Do 
they continue to exist? 
 
This question seems to have haunted early Buddhism, and the early Pali texts are equivocal. 
Does one simply cease to exist? Is that supposed to be a good thing, better than cycling 
around? What is evident is that it was clear that being reborn was a bad thing. According to 
the Buddhist worldview that developed and was systematized in the abhidhamma, one 
could be reborn as many different things (see the section on karma for more), but the one 
thing they all had in common is that they would all eventually cycle back to what would 
eventually be a low rebirth. Getting out of this cycle helped one avoid the terror of, as one 
scholar put it, “redeath” REF. 
 
Whether or not nirvana was blissful was a difficult question. Later Mahayana texts are 
unequivocal, nirvana is bliss, and bliss is beyond the cycle of happiness and sadness of 
samsara, because it is stable and eternal. But the early Nikaya sources are unclear on this 
point, and if one reads the discourses of the Pali canon, one generally finds the assertion 
that nirvana is inexpressible, and so, not much can be said on this issue. That said, there 
are often hints that nirvana is blissful, even though technically it is not supposed to be 
aything in particular, precisely because it is beyond. In fact, the most common term for the 
Buddha in all Buddhist texts, the Tathagatha, means “one who has thus gone (or 
come/arrived).”  The rest is left unspecified. And so, whether or not nirvana was something 
good in itself, or merely the relief of suffering, was often unclear from the earliest sources. 
As mentioned earlier, however, later sources did not leave in doubt the notion that, while 
ultimately inexpressible, from our perspective, nirvana was bliss.   
 
The source of the most confusion regarding the meaning of the four noble truths, however, 
is most certainly about the issue of precisely what constitutes trsna, or the cause of 
suffering. In Pali, the terms itself is unproblematic and even pedestrian, it means “thirst.” 
Since we all know drinking water is not the problem, most traditional translators of this 
term in English have used the word “desire” as a translation, and similar terms in other 
Western languages. However, this is itself more likely a result of the Puritan Protestantism 
of the early Western colonial expounders of Buddhism than Buddhism itself. Many more 



contemporary translators opt for “craving” instead of desire, and not without reason. And 
this changes the meaning of what is at stake with Buddhism itself. I must admit that once I 
understood this difference, I went from not being that interested in Buddhism to very much 
interested in Buddhism. 
 
Why “craving” over “desire”? Firstly, because there is another word in Sanskrit other than 
trsna which could be translated by the English word desire, and that is chanda (Skt./Pali), 
or “intention.” Intention is usually seen as being either good or bad, depending on what is 
aimed at. For example, one could intend to steal from someone, or give them a gift, the 
first being a bad intention, while the second is a good intention. One could easily say in 
English that I desire to steal or give a gift, and the meaning is essentially the same. But in 
Sanskrit, one has the intention (chanda) to achieve enlightenment, but one should not 
thirst (trsna) after it, for then it could in fact become an obstacle to attaining this very 
goal. That is, thirst after enlightenment, or craving for it, would undermine the very good 
intention to achieve it. And so, precisely what one needs to avoid, and hence what one 
needs to do, hinges completely on the difference between trsna and chanda, craving and 
intention, both of which could be translated as “desire” in English, hence why this term 
should be avoided, that is, to avoid confusion on this crucial issue. 
 
What then is the difference, and why are so many contemporary translators now using the 
term “craving” instead of “desire”? Because the “desire” to achieve enlightenment is not a 
bad thing, while the craving for it is, and there needs to be a difference between these to 
get at the meaning at stake. Craving occurs when a desire has captured us, become 
impulsive and compulsive, when we are a slave to it. Intention, on the other hand, occurs 
when there is a measured and sober decision about the best thing to do in a given situation. 
Craving is desperate and out of control, while intention is rational and clear-headed. This is 
not to say that intention is without emotion, for one can feel quite a lot when one intends 
to do something, but one is not blinded by these emotions. In this sense, we can say that 
one still feels emotion when one intends something, but does not feel these emotions as 
passions, in the sense of passivity which this implies. One is enriched by one's emotions, but 
not controlled by them. 
 
It is craving then, that compulsive drive to repeat, which propells us to cycle in our bad 
habits and all this brings about. And so desire is not the enemy. Buddhism can even then be 
thought of as the science of desire, as an attempt to help us to learn to desire better, by 
defusing our self-destructive thirsts or cravings, the desires which undermine our ability to 
achieve our desires, and those good intentions which can help us get closer to being free 
from such compulsive self-underminings. That is, samsara can hence be seen as the habits 
which get in the way of non-self-destructive desire, and nirvana as the state in which desire 
ceases to cycle unproductively. Good and bad in this context are hence relative to craving 
and release from it, not the other way around. What reveals itself is an ethics of life, lived 
better and more abundantly, not the Puritan life-hating image of desirelessness described 
by the melancholy Protestant interpreters of Buddhism of old. 
 
Such an approach surely helps Buddhism avoid the claim of nihilism, one which it has 
always been at pains to distance itself from. Friedrich Nietzsche famously believed that 
Buddhism was “life-hating” because it desired annihilation, which is to say, extinction. But 
if craving is the problem, rather than desire, then Nietzsche had it backwards. Buddhism 



can be an ethics of life quite close to that he worked on developing. It's not for nothing, 
after all, that Nagarjuna, often referred to by Mahayana Buddhists as “the second Buddha,” 
argued that nihilism was one of the two pitfalls that the “middle way” of the Buddha 
sought to avoid, along with the inverse extreme of eternalism. For Nagarjuna, nihilism, that 
is, the belief in nothing, came with the notion that nirvana was annihilation. But for him, 
nirvana was beyond existence and non-existence, both, and neither. It was simply beyond 
words, even if from our relative point of view, in light of the sufferings of samsara, it could 
be seen as bliss. 
 
Is this the “real” essence of Buddhism, or did the Puritans get it right? Clearly Nagarjuna 
seems to feel that nihilism is a major danger, and the majority of contemporary translators 
now go for “craving” as a translation of trsna. That said, early Buddhism is quite clearly 
down on life, and particularly the human body, as being disgusting and worth casting off. 
And even the Mahayana prefers the heavenly realms to this one. 
 
That said, the Mahayana does espouse the notion, as one of its new innovative 
doctrines,that samsara is nirvana. I clearly remember this one being a head-scratcher when 
I was first taught it in high school. Weren't these notions clearly opposite? Why then equate 
them? 
 
As many interpreters have argued, equating samsara and nirvana does not so much get rid 
of the difference, as it changes each of these into a point of view on existence. That is, 
samsara and nirvana are no longer even remotely to be seen as places, but rather, as 
states. One can be in samsara or nirvana depending on how one relates to this world. This 
certainly is the Mahayana perspective on these issues. One is either cycling in one's 
existence, or one is free. One cannot be fully free while still in this world, but full nirvana 
will come afterwards. But one can be partially and even mostly free, and be a bodhisattva. 
Since it would be selfish to simply want enlightenment for yourself, the Mahayana sees the 
bodhisattva stage of which any Budddhist, even if they originally started on the Theravada 
or shravaka (Skt., “hearer or disciple”) path, would eventually see the necessity. That is, 
one cannot become a real Buddha without first being a compassionate bodhisattva, 
delaying one's own final enlightenment until all others are also enlightened. From such a 
perspective, a bodhisattva sees samsara from the perspective of nirvana, continually 
working to free themselves and others from cyclic existence, with the goal of reaching 
stable bliss which is beyond the fleeting happiness which alternates with sadness. Beyond 
hope and fear, nirvana is the pleasure which does not fade. 
 
Does this mean that Buddhism truly is an ethic of life, or is it rather a life-hating 
asceticism? Ultimately, there is evidence that both is the case. The Theravada and Nikaya 
meditations on the disgustingness of the body are just as Buddhist as the notion that 
samsara is nirvana, and that a bodhisattva needs to stay part of this world to relieve the 
suffering of beings still in samsara. Still, the bodhisattva's ultimate goal is not to provide 
food and shelter, but the dharma, that which can save from samsara itself. 
 
No matter how one looks at it, Buddhism is both life-affirming and life-averse, and this is 
not only in a textual sense. I need to say that in practice, both in traditionally Buddhist 
countries and beyond, both of these aspects continue to be a thriving part of Buddhist 
practice. That said, it is my opinion that the life-affirming side is ultimately the dominant 



one, and I think that Buddhism's success and continued appeal to many in the world today 
hinge upon this. That is, if the life-affirming sides weren't ultimately stronger than the life-
denying sides, I don't think Buddhism would be anywhere near as popular as it is. But 
anyone who studies Buddhist practice in today's world will necessarily see both of these as 
poles within the Buddhist cosmos, with a given practice, practitioner, or doctine being 
somewhere on the spectrum between one side and the other. 
 
What appeals to me most, however, is that Buddhism can be the radical life-affirming 
approach to the world it has always had the potential to be and become. And since 
Buddhism has done nothing but change throughout its history, and in fact, this is part of 
what makes it what it is, at least according to the Mahayana notion of upaya, then there is 
no reason why this could not ultimately be seen as the deeper truth of Buddhism, as it is 
already one of its primary truths. This is, from what I can tell, one of the primary cores of a 
Buddhism which is radical and truly revolutionary in regard to our contemporary world. 
 

– “There is Ultimately Only One True Buddhism” 
 
According to the Theravada traditions of Buddhism, the most conservative of the branches, 
this statement is true. But according to the Mahayana, which is the dominant and largest 
branch, this is far from true. Rather, it is said that the Buddha taught 84,000 dharmas, or 
truths, for 84,000 different types of people. The key term here is the Buddhist doctrine of 
upaya, or skillfull means. 
 
When the Mahayana scriptures first emerged (see the section on “We Know What the 
Buddha Said”), the Mahayanists needed to find a way to explain why the Buddha would 
delay his most essential and powerful teachings for later, and explain only the provisional 
truths at first in the form of Shakyamuni Buddha. The result was the concept of skillful 
means. That is, the Buddha realized that his full teaching was so radical, it would blow the 
minds of those alive in the world at that time. Nevertheless, they could be started on a 
simpler and more selfish spiritual path, which the Mahayanists came to call the Hinayana 
(“lesser vehicle” to the Mahayana “greater vehicle”). And so the Buddha delayed his 
deepest teachings until later, hiding them as scriptures in caves to be found at the right 
time, or only revealing these deeper teachings in dreams and visions. The path of individual 
liberation was revealed first, and the more difficult path of universal liberation was 
revealed later. From such a perspective, the path of individual liberation was simply 
“skillfull means.” 
 
From this time on, the notion of skillfull means has remained an essential part of Mahayana 
Buddhism. It is thought that the Buddha in his samboghakaya, or virtual form, only teaches 
as pure light, and this refracts into colored light so that ultimately the right teaching for 
each being arrives at them at the right time and place, according to their own capacities. 
This is the miracle of what it means to be a Buddha, with the arrival of the physical Buddha 
on earth as only the start of this process (for more on the three bodies of a Buddha in the 
Mahayana, see the section “Buddhism is a Religion”). 
 
From such a perspective, there are as many dharmas as there are people. It is left unclear 
in the Mahayana scriptures whether or not this includes non-Buddhist dharmas as well, 
although many mention believers in these lesser traditions, and rarely in the form of 



anything resembling Western notions of evil, but rather, in terms of the universal Buddhist 
flaw, which is ignorance (avidya, Skt.), willfull or otherwise. Still, the reason why the Dalai 
Lama visits and participates to this day in religious ceremonies from all over the world and 
in every tradition, and why he says that one should not convert from one's dharma unless 
one really feels the need to, because all dharmas, and by this he means religions, 
ultimately lead to the same place, is because of the place of upaya in the Mahayana set of 
doctrines. 
 
When the time came ready for the Mahayana to change again, and give rise to the third 
vehicle of Buddhism, the Vajrayana, or tantric Buddhism, upaya was ready to help again 
(for more on Vajrayana, see the section on “Tantric Buddhism). Upaya is, and can be, there 
to help whenever Buddhism needs to change to suit the needs of the times. And in fact, it 
has never ceased to do so. First there was the abhidhamma of the Theravada during the 
first few hundred years after the Buddha's death (as well as whatever revisions there may 
have been to the Pali canon), then the Mahayana scriptures around five hundred years after 
the Buddha, then the Vajrayana when conditions changed in India around a thousand years 
after the Buddhas death. And the Vajrayana continued to evolve in Tibet until the late 
nineteenth century, long into Buddhism's encounter with the West. 
 
What if we discover that upaya is needed again, now that Buddhism has come into contact 
with the West? Certainly the encounter with the West is as monumental a change as those 
which brought about the rise of the Mahayana and Vajrayana. But if so, what might that 
mean? 
 

– “Buddhism is in Sync with Contemporary Science.” 
 
Many over the years have emphasized the commitment to rationality which is a deep part 
of what makes Buddhism unique. Albert Einstein famously said that “QUOTE.” And the Dalai 
Lama keeps meeting with quantum scientists who say that there is much in common with 
their beliefs. How might it be possible for what seems to be a religion to be in harmony 
with science? 
 
Such a notion comes down to what one defines as a religion. In the West, science defined 
itself against religion. But in many other contexts around the world, such as in Buddhist 
countries, this was not the case. And Buddhist notions of the cosmos are uncannily similar 
to that of many forms of contemporary science, particularly the quantum postulations at 
the extreme of experimental science. 
 
Quantum physics is bizarre indeed, and in fact, Niels Bohr famously argued that those who 
do not think it absolutely strange in relation to our everyday world simply do not 
understand it. And yet, as quantum physicists never tire of stating, no theory has been 
demonstrated with a higher degree of accuracy than quantum physics in the history of 
science. Today's computers, for example, would not function without quantum insights. 
 
Quantum physics shows how the tiniest parts of our world behave differently than the 
larger, macroscopic parts of our world. Quantum particles can do strange things, like 'smear' 
space and time. While this makes little sense in regard to the everyday reality of most 
humans, scientists are quite sure that when things get very small or very fast or dense, 



things change fundamentally. They know because of experiments made in the enormous 
particle accelarators where they take very tiny particles, smash them together at incredibly 
high speeds, and then examine the results. And the results have not ceased to confound the 
scientific imagination, even as they remained consistent and repeatable and hence, 
science. 
 
What is amazing is the extent to which Buddhist insights about the mind and the cosmos 
come close to those of the atheist scientists. Does this mean that Buddhism is in sync with 
contemporary science? Far from it. There are many ways in which most Buddhists believe in 
things which in the West would generally be categorized as something more akin to religion 
or superstition. For example, many Buddhists, including the Dalai Lama, believe in and use 
traditional forms of divination, without requiring these be put to scientific testing. Were 
the Dalai Lama a scientist, he'd be interested in this sort of thing, but so far, there's been 
no attempt to test the Mo system of divination by scientific means. 
 
This is not to dismiss the startling parallels between some of the aspects of Buddhism and 
that of science, nor Buddhism's commitment to something like Western notions of 
rationality in large portions of its practice. This form of rationality, a specifically Buddhist 
rationality, shows how rationality can be multiple, and is worth examining. 
 
Firstly, it is essential to note the famous moment when the Buddha says to the REF to “not 
believe because I say it, but because you experience it.” In the effort to show that 
Buddhism is in sync with science, this call for experiential, if subjective, justification is 
usually exhibit A. 
 
Then there is the Buddhist emphasis on logic and debate. Buddhist debate, based on 
traditional Indian logic which was developed into Buddhist logic, depends, as the above 
statement shows, on first hand experiential evidence. It does make provision for delusion 
and hallucination, as well as other forms of truth which are filtered and shaped by 
individual capacities in a variety of ways, which are what the West would call subjective 
biases. But there is no recourse ever made to anything like scientific “objectivity,” for it is 
not imagined that one could occupy a “God's eye view” of the world unless one were a 
Buddha, and then one would perceive fundamentally differently. Rather, interlocutors in a 
debate establish common ground just between themselves, and work from there, a sort of 
limited shared intersubjectivity rather than a dream of an impossible objectivity. 
 
This is one area where quantum physics, over more traditional science, agrees. For 
quantum physics, objectivity is a dream, for each observer necessarily warps whatever they 
observe in the act of observing. What's more, quantum physics believes that all that exists 
originally came from an entity “before” the Big Bang called the singularity. This notion is 
beyond space and time yet gave rise to it and is present in all spaces and times virtually as 
well in the present. This notion is quite similar to the Mahayana Buddhist notions that the 
deepest truths preceded the division of the world into nirvana and samsara, and in fact, 
any binaries altogether. Both quantum physics and Buddhist can be seen then to have a non-
dual view of the world (for more on this, see the section on “Emptiness”). The similarities 
between quantum physics and Buddhism are vast, and are examined at length in a book 
such as the excellent text The Quantum and the Lotus. 
 



What is more important for the present essay, however, is that these similarities exist. Does 
any of this make Buddhism a science, or is it rather religion that resembles science? Again, 
this depends on what you take these terms to mean. After all, what exactly is science, but 
the desire to test things off experience in a way which can be compared to that of others? 
From such a perspective, it does not seem unreasonable to imagine what many Buddhists 
call “contemplative science,” in which the results of meditation are compared, not from an 
external point of view, but for similarities in experiences across meditators. Many Western 
scientists see this as ridiculous, and assert that science is only science when one can 
compare things which occur from outside a person. The notion of contemplative science 
therefore seeks to be a science, even as its very existence deconstructs one of the primary 
reference points whereby contemporary science defines itself. 
 
In this sense, whether or not Buddhism actually is a science, as the Dalai Lama often says, 
the “science of mind,” depends strongly on what you mean by science. What is 
incontravertible, however, is that some Buddhist doctrines are similar to those of 
contemporary science. And then, what to make of this? Is this because meditators intuited 
something about the fabric of the physical cosmos? If so, how? 
 
It is worth remembering at this point that if Buddhism and quantum physics are ultimately 
nondual (see the section on “Emptiness”) in their worldviews, then perhaps this makes 
sense of what otherwise seems a conundrum. That is, Western science in its more 
traditional forms is highly dualistic, separating between matter and mind, mind and body, 
this and that. In quantum physics, nothing is ever not to some extent “entangled” REF with 
not only what is around it, but ultimately, to some degree the entire universe. This is the 
Buddhist notion of pratityasamutpada (Skt.), or “dependent origination” (see the section 
on “Emptiness”). From such a perspective, it makes sense that traditional science would 
find Buddhist notions as ridiculous as they would that of quantum physics. 
 
Nevertheless, just because Buddhism and quantum physics share one or two particular 
notions in common does not mean that Buddhism is justified by science. Perhaps it is better 
to say there is a certain “family resemblance” between certain of their aspects. What this 
means, in the bigger picture of things, is hard to say, and in many senses, depends on how 
quantum physics and/or Buddhism change in the future. 
  

– “Buddhism is a Religion. There Are Many Gods in Buddhism./ Buddhism is Not a 
Religion. There is No God in Buddhism.” 

 
Whether or not Buddhism can be considered a religion depends upon the meaning of the 
term “religion.” Certainly Buddhism, if it is a religion, is a strange one compared to other 
religions. Like Hinduism, there is no authoritative set of holy texts, but rather, volumes and 
volumes of them, and many of them are disputed by various sects of Buddhism. Unlike 
Hinduism and every other major religion, there is no “God” in Buddhism, leading Tibetan 
Buddhist teacher Chogyam Trungpa to call Buddhism a “non-theistic religion.” 
 
Certainly if by God one means a creator of heaven and earth, there is no God in Buddhism. 
It is in fact a standard Buddhist belief that we live in a world of endless samsara, or cyclic 
existence, and that this cycling has gone on since beginningless time. In fact, Buddhists will 
often gently (and not so gently) poke fun at what they see as the silliness of the view of a 



creator deity. For if there was a beginning of the universe, what was before that? The pre-
begining? To Buddhists raised in Buddhists countries, it often seems quite silly and even 
childish to imagine that the world could have a definite start or end. 
 
Likewise, the Buddha, hardly a deity in the Western sense, is not seen as all powerful. The 
Buddha or Buddhas cannot violate the laws of karma, which are how the universe functions.  
And so, a Buddha cannot bring anyone to enlightenment, they must do this themselves. 
While a Buddha can help, without the intention on the part of the individual, the Buddha is 
powerless to stop things running on their course. 
 
This is not to say that the Buddha and various other figures are not treated like a deity in 
the Western sense. There is a lot of worship, or puja, which occurs in Buddhist contexts. 
And in Mahayana schools of Buddhism, the Buddha is seen as omniscient, and even the 
fabric of the very world of experience itself, in the form of the complex notion of 
buddhanature (also translated at buddha-embryo, womb, or matrix, tathagathagarba Skt.). 
The various Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and deities are seen in many schools of Buddhism as 
having a wide variety of powers, and are seen as being able to use these powers, 
particularly after a puja, to help their followers. While some have asserted that this is not 
the case with the Theravada, the reality is that most Theravada Buddhists solicit favors 
from various spirits which are considered to exist alongside Buddhism, while in Mahayana 
Buddhism, these spirits are brought inside Buddhist practice. The point is that in few places 
in the Buddhist world, beyond the West at least, does Buddhism exist without the 
availability of powerful spirits that one can sollicit for help. 
 
Nevertheless, these spirits, Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, or deities, depending on the relevant 
tradition, are not seen as anything similar to Gods in a monotheistic sense. Many of these 
are more similar to the polytheism of the West's past. And yet, even this analogy only 
barely helps, because in both Buddhism and Hinduism, which is to say, the two most 
influential religions which emerged out of the Indian cultural world, there is the concept o 
emmanation or avatar (Skt). Particular deities or spirits are often seen as various aspects, 
faces, or manifestations of a more primordial deity or force. And so, in the Hindu pantheon, 
there are believed to be eleven incarnations of Vishnu, one of which is the Buddha! 
Likewise, many deities in Buddhism are seen as emanations or aspects of a deeper or more 
fundamental deity, which functions in a way similar yet crucially distinct from the Gods of 
the world's major monotheisms. 
 
It is for this reason that Buddhism, like Hinduism, is at times referred to as a 
kathenotheistic religion. Henotheism is the notion that there is one God with many faces, 
while kathenotheism is the form of religion in which there is one God with many faces, but 
the face that one gets at any moment is the full God, simply in the form that you need to 
see at that point. And so, it would be false, in both Buddhism and Hinduism, to call an 
avatar any less God, as if they were a poor copy of the original. Rather, God takes the form 
needed at a given moment, but is no less God for that. 
 
From such a perspective it might make sense to think of the primordial, cosmic or 
Adibuddha (Skt.) as the deeper level entity which any particular Buddha or Bodhisattva 
instantiates at a given moment. And in the Mahayana tradition, in which there are multiple 
Buddhas, one for each world, with Shakyamuni as the Buddha of this world and age, there 



do exist such primordial Buddhas. In many Mahayana traditions this is Variocana Buddha, 
while in some others, it is Samanthabadhra. These primodial Buddhas are seen as the 
origins of all that exists, and while this has always existed, so have these Buddhas. That 
said, the other Buddhas and Bodhisattvas are sometimes distinct beings, at other times 
emanations or avatars (emanation being the more common term in a Buddhist context, 
avatar in a Hindu context). Nevertheless, Theravada Buddhists believe in none of these, 
and believe that the Buddha Shakyamuni was the only Buddha, that he was a man, and that 
he simply showed the way to enlightenment, no magical powers included. This hardly stops 
most Theravada Buddhists, however, from supplicating what are often referred to as wordly 
deities. 
 
Returning to the Mahayana, there is definitely something of a pantheon of what can be 
thouht of as deities. In addition to the primordial Buddha Vairocana/Shamantabhadra, there 
is usually seen to be the Bodhisattva of Compassion, Avalokiteshvara, of whom the Dalai 
Lama is seen to be an emanation. There is also the Bodhisattva of Wisdom, Manjushri 
TILDA, the Bodhisattva of purification, Vajrasattva, and the Bodhisattva who is the Buddha 
to come for this world, named Maitreya. Most Mahayana Buddhists would recognize most of 
these quasi-deities, who can be supplicated for favors, but none of whom are seen to be 
omnipotent, although those who are Buddhas are said to be omniscient. 
 
What is curious, however, at least from a Western perspective, is that these deities are not 
seen as necessarily separate from beings. That is, Avalokiteshvara, for example, doesn't 
merely represent compassion, rather, he is compassion. And so, any being who is 
compassionate is at that moment incarnating the essence of Avalokiteshvara. This has lead 
some Westerners to argue that these deities are really more psychological sides of the 
human personality, and should not be seen as distinct from humans, but rather, as their 
aspects. There is a real degree of truth to this, and yet, it would be wrong to say that these 
deities are merely psychological, for they are seen by Buddhists around the world as quite 
real. 
 
What is not seen as real in most of the Buddhist and Hindu world, however, is the firm 
distinction between deity and human. In Western traditions, God is seen as transcendent, 
ultimately other than humans. For any human to desire to be or become God is blasphemy 
and/or abomination. The sin of Satan, after all, is often seen as desiring to take the place 
of God. In a Buddhist or Hindu context, however, God/gods are at least partially immanent. 
That is to say, whatever is divine in the world is present within us, but we often simply fail 
to realize this. And this is why we act in undivine ways. This is seen in the common 
everyday greeting in the Indian subcontinent, namaste, or “to the god in you.” Gods, or 
devas in Sanskrit, are powerful spirits whose essence pervades particular aspects of the 
cosmos. The more profound a deva, the more it pervades all the cosmos. And yet, since 
humans often fail to notice this, they fail to act as the deities whose essence they convey.  
The goal is to become one with the deity. And this is not seen as blasphemy, but rather, like 
the return of an errant part of the deity to its source. As is often stated in Hindu scriptures, 
why would a drop of water not want to become one with the ocean? Similarly, why would 
one not want to become one with (a) God? One loses one's individuality, of course, but also 
one's limitations. To become infinitely powerful, all one needs to do is realize, at a deep, 
not merely mental level, that one actually is this in ones deepest essence. 
  



While this is a particularly Hindu take on things, Buddhism developed in the context of 
Hinduism, and often borrowed from it just as Hinduism borrowed back. One matter in which 
there is not much difference is the attitude towards deities and deity-like figures, such as 
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. 
 
Much of this can be explained, in a Buddhist context, by means of the notion of the three 
bodies of a Buddha. This notion, developed in the Mahayana scriptures, has had a huge 
influence on how Mahayana Buddhists think of what it means to be a Buddha, with wide 
ranging ramifications. Buddha Shakyamuni, for example, the man Siddhartha Gotama, is 
seen as being a nirmanakaya (Skt.), or emanation body, of a deeper principle or idea who 
he incarnates. This deeper principle, idea, or power is known as the Buddha's dharmakaya 
(Skt.), or dharma body. Dharma in this context means truth, and it is this body which is the 
buddhas true body. The physical body is just an emanation. These two bodies, in similar 
form, exist in the Theravada tradition as well, which distinguish the Buddhas rupakaya 
(Pali), or form body, which is to say, his physical body, from his dhammakaya (Pali). The 
Mahayana, with its nirmanakaya and dharmakaya, however, adds a third body, the 
samboghakaya (Skt.), or the body of complete enjoyment. This is a virtual body which 
exists in the heavens. If the dharmakaya has no qualities, and is like a pure force for 
enlightenment, really the principle that the Buddha incarnates, then the samboghakaya is 
the picture we see drawn in Buddhist art of the Buddha in the heavens. This body is for our 
benefit, so that we don't have to imagine a Buddha without qualities. These qualities are 
there to help us and direct us towards enlightenment. In this sense, the samboghakaya is 
quite similar to the Hindu notion of the avatar. 
 
The trio of dharmakaya, samboghakaya, and nirmanakaya have had a huge influence on 
Mahayana thought. In fact, it isn't a far stretch to say that almost everything in Mahayana 
Buddhism can be seen as having these three aspects, and that all the trios in the Mahayana 
resonate with this structural trio. In nearly every aspect of the Mahayana, there is what 
exists at the level of ultimate truth, what exists at the relative level of samsara, and what 
exists in between, which is to say, the path of Buddhism itself. Between the ultimate and 
the mundane lies the way of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, which they teach to get us on 
the path. In the process, they use all sorts of skillfull means, or upaya (Skt) to accomplish 
this, and this is the province of the samboghakaya. If ultimately enlightenment is 
inconceivable until we get there, there needs to be a middle ground to help us image the 
path we should take. Between the inexpressibility of the dharmakaya and the wordly 
nirmanakaya, exists the virtual realm of skillfull means, the samboghakaya. 
 
It is for this reason that Buddhas and high-level Bodhisattvas such as Avalokiteshvara are 
shown inhabiting heavenly realms, known as buddhakshetra, often translated as 
buddhasverses or pure realms. These virtual reality cosmoses center on a Budddha or 
boddhisattva, who emits teachings, most often in the form of light, which purifies these 
realms and brings the elements of this mini-cosmos ever closer to full enlightenment. Often 
these heavenly realms are full of various symbols of the dharma, and are really symbolic 
universes whose presence is there to help guide sentient beings like ourselves, at the 
nirmanakaya level, towards these higher realms. The goal is that oneday we too will be a 
high-level bodhisattva purifying our own buddhaverse, and ultimately, from this state, 
become Buddhas in the highest heavens. Only one being is seen as allowed, per world, to 
achieve buddhahood on earth, and in our case, this was Shakyamuni Buddha. But as each 



being becomes a Buddha in their buddhaverse, they then begin to emit nirmanakaya of thei 
own which arrive as Buddhas in different world systems. 
 
Ultimately, whether or not one sees Buddhism as a religion depends on one's perspective. 
Buddhism certainly shares a “family resemblane” REF with many of the world's religions, 
which is to say, there are many features they share in common. But some of the most 
defining notions of what makes most other religions religions, particularly in the 
understanding of what a God is, are missing in Buddhism. From one angle, Buddhism can be 
seen as a secular psychology. From another, it can be seen as a traditional religion, based in 
devotion and ritual. Buddhism is all of these and none. How it evolves in the future, 
however, will ultimately be determined by those in the world who find Buddhism to be 
something worth discussing, practicing, theorizing, or living. 
 

– “Buddhism is Defined Against Hinduism/ 'Buddhism is Hinduism for Export'” 
 
There is no question that both statements above are true in their own way. The second is 
not my formulation, but actually was famously said by Allan Watts (REF). But yes, these 
seemingly contradictory statements are in fact true, if in their own way. 
 
Firstly, there is hardly any question that Buddhism and Hinduism defined themselves in 
relation to each other for the nearly two thousand years during which Buddhism was a force 
in India. There is also hardly any question that, despite their antagonism, the two belief 
systems share a great deal, largely due to the ways in which they influenced each other in 
the process. 
 
It is also worth noting that at the time Buddhism began, Hinduism was hardly the Hinduism 
we know today, which truly congealed, if it ever has, during the 19th century. This was the 
period of Swami Vivekananda and his Hindu revival movement, in which that which came to 
be known as Hindu was defined in distinction yet also in relation to the British and their 
colonialist Protestant religion. Just as Hinduism had defined itself for millenia against 
Buddhism, it was during the late 19th and early 20th century that it began to define itself 
against Christianity, morphing in the process, just as had happened in relation to Islam 
during the Dehli Sultanate and Mughal Dynasties, and in relation to Buddhism before. In 
fact, Hinduism wasn't even seen as one united belief system, nor was it called Hinduism, 
until so branded by Swami Vivekananda. Before this, there were simply the beliefs of the 
Indian sub-continent, which shared many things in their many formations, yet also varied 
with many others. In all these incarnations, Hinduism has hardly ever been a single unitary 
belief system, even in its most philosophically abstruse Vedantic form. In fact, it is best 
understood as a set of religious practices which belong to India, which have a set of “family 
resemblances” rather than a set of rigidly defined common traits REF. 
 
At the time of its first encounter with Buddhism, Hinduism was barely at the start of its 
evolution. Hinduism began as the Vedic religion of the brahman caste, and while this has 
continued to be part of Hinduism ever since, Hinduism kept growing and evolving, with 
most of its recognizable forms today being additions from as late as the 7th and 8th 
centuries. Many of the gods of Vedic pantheon are barely mentioned today, and many of the 
holy scriptures, including the Puranas and Tantras, were only written between the 3rd and 
10th centuries. The worship of Siva and Vishnu and his avatars only solidifies in its modern 



form during this period, a period of radical discourse between Hinduism and Buddhism REF. 
Even the Upanishads, often simply called the Vedanta or the “end of the Vedas” (the oldest 
of the 'Hindu' scriptures), seem to have been written over a wide period, some as late as 
the 6th century CHECK DATES, with the earliest being written at about the same time as the 
life of the historical Buddha. 
 
During the first fifteen hundred years of its existence, from about 400 BCE till about 1000 
CE, Buddhism and Hinduism were locked in a tight battle for converts. And in the process, 
each absorbed aspects of the other. For example, by the time of the composition of the 
Bhagavad Gita, one of the most famous of the Hindu scriptures, at around 300 CE, the 
Buddhist term nirvana, along with the notion of intention being the primary cause of 
accumulation of karma, had entered the core of what would eventually be called 'Hindu' 
beliefs. In these cases it is hardly a question of whether or not Buddhism got there first, for 
it did. 
 
Buddhism did not get there first, however, on ideas such as karma and reincarnation, both 
of which predate the time of the Buddha, if not by much. Both seem relatively recent 
developments, at least in the forms accepted by the Buddha REF. What's more, Buddhism 
also relentlessly defined itself against Hinduism. Since Upanishadic Hinduism believed in an 
ultimate, true, eternal reality of a self, Buddhism from its earliest stages defined itself as 
having no-self. Buddhists continually lambasted each other for being Hindus in disguise, 
accusing each other of having lingering traces of a self in their philosophies. Likewise, 
Hindus accused each other of being secret Buddhists, in particular in regard to 
Shankaracharya, one of the primary Vedantic philosophers and founders of a highly 
influential reform movement in the 7th century CHECK. Hinduism stole the form of the 
Buddhist Madhyamaka philosophy of Nagarjuna to give rise to the similarly baroque 
philosophy of Shankara, while Buddhism stole Hinduism's logic, giving rise to distinctive 
Buddhist pramana (“logic”) of Dignaga and Dharmakirti. In fact, for much of the first 
millenia CE, it could be argued that Buddhism and Hinduism had become, at least in certain 
important respects, like photo and negative of each other, in which it became increasingly 
difficult to tell which was the original and which the copy. 
 
There nevertheless remain major differences between Buddhism and Hinduism. Hinduism 
has a plethora of gods which are often seen as having extraordinary powers, and are often 
depicted as omnipotent and having created the universe. While there are still gods in 
Buddhism, these are all seen as being much less powerful than the Buddhas and high 
bodisattvas, as least in the Mahayana Buddhism which came to dominate interactions with 
Hinduism through most of Buddhism's history in India. 
 
Why then does Watts say that 'Buddhism is Hinduism for export'? In many senses, the two 
belief systems began to share a common core of notions during the first millenia, even if 
they differed on several crucial points which differentiated them in a manner not unlike a 
photo and its negative, with each claiming to be the real thing. One of the crucial 
differences between the two was that those beliefs which came to be called Hinduism were 
never in a position to be missionary religions outside of India, because they never made 
sense outside the Indian cultural context. This is especially true in regard to the caste 
system. In many senses, one can only be born in one of the Hindu belief systems, and while 
one can convert between types of Hinduism within this, one cannot really convert from 



outside Hinduism to it without being born into its caste structures. While there are some 
sects of Hinduism which one can join if one is an outsider to the caste system, with a few 
exceptions in the modern era, Hindus have very little history of proselytization, and 
certainly not beyond the Indian sub-continent. 
 
The opposite can be said of Buddhism. Buddhism is the world's first missionary religion. 
Centuries before Christianity and Islam, Buddhism was scouring the world for converts, 
most famously in the case of Emperor Ashoka, who not only erected pillars proclaiming his 
Buddhist belief system at the far corners of his massive empire, but who sent out 
missionaries in every direction. What's more, Buddhism has always been an exemplary 
belief system for those in the mercantile professions, and historically, wherever merchants 
went, Buddhism was soon to follow, and vice-versa. In fact, Buddhism and mercantilism can 
be seen as having influenced each other so much, that it is not far fetched to see the 
mechanics of karma as some have claimed as a “spiritual economics” REF. What's more 
Buddhism is designed to be universal, in that one can worship whatever wordly gods one 
wants, so long as one doesn't see them as higher than the Buddha. Buddhism doesn't care 
what religion one comes from, and can even be seen as an add on psychology of sorts to 
whatever religion one has. 
 
Buddhism shares so much with Hinduism, and yet, it can in many ways be seen as its 
outward facing side, just as Hinduism can be seen as Buddhism's inward facing side. Both 
sprang from “the same cultural mileaux,” REF SAMUEL the same evolving set of cultural 
suppositions, even if they were often taken in equal yet semi-opposite directions. 
 
It is in all the senses described above that Hinduism and Buddhism can be seen as both 
massive influences upon each other, even as Buddhism faces the rest of the world and 
Hinduism faces inwards, and they differ on several key doctrinal points. What at first seems 
a contradiction is, perhaps not surprisingly in this case, true. 
 

– Buddhism Espouses the Belief in Karma and the Reincarnation of Souls, both of which 
Do Not Sync With Contemporary Science./ Buddhist notions of Karma and 
Reincarnation and Beyond Souls Sync with Contemporary Quantum Physics and 
Neuroscience. 

 
Everyone knows this is true, and most scientists agree that contemporary science has no 
proof for or against reincarnation. Why then is this on this list? The reason is because most 
people don't know the entire story, and how this recontextualizes what otherwise seems 
like one of the most likely candidates for an example of how Buddhism is not in sync with 
contemporary science. 
 
At the time of the teachings of the historical Buddha, the notions of reincarnation and the 
basic mechanics of karma were already in place as part of the Vedic/Vedantic worldview. 
Since the earliest Upanishads show the evolution of these notions, they are generally dated 
as written earlier than the teachings of the Buddha, though not by much. Since the Buddha 
has surprisingly little to say about these notions, it is to the earliest Upanishads that we can 
turn for some light to shed on the situation. 
 
According to the early Upanishads, souls definitely reincarnate. The term reincarnation, is 



literally REF which means REF. What is interesting here is that there is nothing specifically 
mentioned about souls in this notion. In fact, it was a commonly accepted fact that 
reincarnation applies to everything and anything. To quote the famous example of the river 
from the Upanishads REF. 
 
Likewise with everything and anything. That is, all things in the universe are seen as 
continually reincarnating themselves, at each and every moment, even when they seem to 
be staying the same, but also when they are changing. From moment to moment, the entire 
universe reincarnates itself. This was the notion of reincarnation which passed into 
Buddhism, and which is described in various Buddhist texts as well. 
 
Such a notion of reincarnation is itself precisely that described, if in different terms, by 
quantum physics, and here is a way in which both Hinduism and Buddhism are in sync with 
cutting edge science. According to quantum physics, each and every atom is composed of 
quantum particles. These particles aren't quite particles, however, as much as flashing 
quantum events which simply seem like particles because they “reincarnate” at each 
moment in often similar ways. And so, the reason why a macrosopic object like a table or a 
dog seems like it is static is because all its quantum particle-events are dancing together, 
and push-pull each other into dancing together in the future in similar ways. But there is 
always the possibility of change within this. While it is highly unlikely that the dog or table 
standing in front of you could all of a sudden morph into an apple pie, it is also not, from a 
quantum perspective, impossible. But things which reincarnate together, by force of 
quantum mechanical “habit” of sorts, tend to reincarate together again. 
 
Quantum physics of course has nothing to say about souls. But again the dominant picture 
of what is at stake with the notion of a reincarnating soul shows that the details matter. In 
the Indian cultural context descibed by the Upanisads, everything in the universe is seen as 
having a soul, which is to say, its atman. This term, which originally meant “body” but 
which also indicated reflexivity, functioning like the word “self” in the term “myself,” later 
came to indicate the principle or essence which was the real self which was like the soul of 
every individual body in the cosmos, whether alive or not. Each had its atman. And so, it 
would not be unrealistic to say that a stone reincarnated because its atman remained the 
same, even if its particular matter changes over time. 
 
Nevertheless, while the atman seems like a metaphysical context, there is a strong lack of 
true dualism in most parts of the Indian cultural context. And so, the soul or atman was 
actually seen as something material, just incredibly sublte and fine: REF. 
 
From such a perspective, it is not unreasonable to see the soul, just like any material 
entity, as reincarnating. 
 
Buddhism makes the argument that rather than each thing having a self, that they ultimatel 
have no self. And yet, things are seen as having shifting and changing essences or natures, 
these are simply not seen as eternal in the manner of Platonic forms, a notion which came 
to eventually dominate some sects of Hinduism particularly the Samkya school. Within all 
schools of Hinduism the notion of things being governed by the ingression of an eternal 
essence dominates, while in Buddhism the priority is placed on the protean nature of 
phenomenon, even though the results often look remarkably the same. 



 
As for the reincarnation of souls, this notion does come into Hinduism and eventually 
Buddhism. The argument within the Hindu texts is actually quite simple: REF. 
 
Such a notion seems emminently reasonable, at least if we assume that souls are material, 
and there are only so many of them. These are however, huge assumptions, and they are 
rather unique to the Indian context. 
 
As for karma, karma originally meant little more than action, and ritual action in particular. 
However, it eventually came to mean both cause and effect of an action, and the way these 
hold together as the process of causality itself. And so, in the Indian cultural context, if you 
ask why an apple falls, the answer is karma, which is to say, cause and effect. Gravity and 
karma here mean the same thing, which is to say, the laws of physics, the way things are, 
demand that apples fall when released, such that effect follows cause by law. 
 
This process was then extended beyond the physical to the moral realm. It was believed 
that the same laws applied meta-physically, such that if one did a bad action, one would 
have a bad action happen to one, and if one did a good action, a good action would happen 
to one. There would be no agent or doer of this set of reactions, but simply the causal laws 
of the cosmos show that each action has, to quote Western physics, an equal and opposite 
reaction. Buddhists simply added the fact that what matters isn't so much the action itself 
as the intention behind it, thus further psychologicizing this, with the Hindus eventually 
adopting this notion as well. 
 
On some level, this is all clearly in contrast with contemporary science, while on another 
level, it is simply common sense. That is, we all know there is some truth here, even if 
there seems to be no evidence of this. How is it that there even could be a truth here, that 
there is a sort of moral cause and effect? 
 
Contemporary Buddhist philosopher David O. Loy has a take on this which draws upon 
contemporary neuroscience. According to Loy, the more we do a particular type of action, 
the more we become “the type of person who” will do this sort of action in the future. This 
is simply good neuroscience. For as neuroscience has shown, in a notion often called 
neuroplasticity, whenever a neural pathway fires, it strengthens itself. And since each and 
every action and in fact thought fires neural pathways, the more one does bad actions or 
even thinks about doing them, the more those neural pathways are strenghthened, and so it 
is with good actions as well, however one defines these. That is, every thought and action 
changes the person we become. 
 
For Loy, this provides what he calls a “naturalized notion of karma.” Since each thought 
and action changes who we become in the future, there is no need to imagine that karma 
requires belief in some metaphysical power to keep it going. The more we think and do 
certain types of things, the more we become that type of person. And as we all know, the 
type of person one becomes changes the way people treat you, as well as how you see the 
world. Nasty people see the world as populated by nasty people and events, even as giving 
and compassionate people seem to see the world as fundamentally good. 
 
Karma can't account, in this sense, for all the reasons why things happen to a person, but it  



is quite hard to say if that is truly considered to be the case based on the Hindu and 
Buddhist scriptures and philosophical texts. That is, it is commonly believed that karma is 
the cause of the world one lives in, such that one's world is purely the result of one's 
karma. But Buddhism and Hinduism remain quite agnostic as to whether or not the world 
beyond our experience is simply not there, or it is just thoroughly warped and filtered by 
our own construction to the point that it is as if it were not there. The results are 
ultimately the same, and leaning towards the nondual side of things, both Buddhists and 
Hindus seem to see little problem with leaving this question unresolved. 
 
For the Buddhists, this problem famously emerges in sharpest relief with the Yogachara 
thinkers, those who are often called the “Mind Only” school. The Yogachara, most famously 
Maitreya, Asanga, and Vasubandhu, argue that all we experience is the projection of our 
own minds. Does this mean that the world outside doesn't at all exist, or that our 
projections simply warp the world to the point to which it is as if the world beyond doesn't 
exist, because functionally it doesn't? Either way, the result is the same, and scholars have 
been arguing over which extreme the Yogachara actually mean. Most likely, as with most 
Hindu and Buddhist phenomenon, the nondual answer is most likely correct. In this case, 
this means that the answer is both and neither. That is, Yogachara thinkers simply don't 
differentiate between whether or not a world would be really there or not beyond its 
subjective maniestation. This is because the notion of objective existence of anything, and 
the dualist notions of truth this implies, is simply not a factor in the Yogachara way of 
looking at the world, and any attempt to fit Yogachara within parameters which are this 
extreme would force it from its goal of sticking to the middle way. 
 
All of which brings us back to the idea of reincarnation. Perhaps then it isn't necessary to 
believe in “unscientific” notions of reincarnation at all to be a Buddhist. From a quantum 
physical perspective, it is not impossible to imagine that we have not even left the 
singularity, for in fact, the singularity smears the spacetime of the entire universe REF. 
From such a perspective, each moment and location in our universe is simultaneously both 
within and outside of the singularity, in a relation which is fundamentally entangled or 
nondual. 
 
From such a perspective, the present moment is, in a sense, also eternal, a notion which 
fits into the “eternal now” as described by Augustine's famous account of the present 
moment of time, even if, unlike Augustine and more in line with Henri Bergson, the eternal 
present is pregnant with past and future. And so, the eternal present is continually passing, 
it is thick with memory and anticipation. 
 
All of which makes karma and even reincarnation seem a little less unscientific. If both are 
seen as descriptions of the way we change and remain the same, in our eternal present, 
then of course we are continually reincarnating in line with our karma. As Wittgenstein 
famously said, QUOTE about eternity. 
 
Do we reincarnate then? Every moment. Will we reincarnate after our death? Why do we 
need to know this? Our consciousness can never encounter its own death. In fact, there is 
no way to know if consciousness even ends after death, or begins with birth. What we do 
know, however, is that our present moment is, to quote Plato, a “moving image of eternity” 
REF. One doesn't need to imagine reincarnation as existing in the future or past. That is, it 



feels as if we reincarnate, because of our neuroplastic brains. And since the past and future 
are virtually and infinitely present within our present moment, combined with our 
neuroplastic brains, it is as if we are continually reincarnating, and have reincarnated 
infinite times. 
 
It is worth remembering at this point that the Buddhist states of reincarnation are as much 
states of the present as they are states of any objective past and future. That is, one can 
be reincarnated not only as a human, but as a god, demi-god or asura, animal, hungry-ghost 
or preta, or hell-being, depending on one's karma in a given lifetime. However, these are 
also states that we can tap into in the present, such that it is believed in standard, 
orthodox Buddhism that if one is under the influence of a particularly strong craving, one 
sees the world and in fact enters the world of pretas, even if only temporarily. Likewise one 
can enter the realm of the 'wordly' gods if one languishes in the pleasurable states created 
by one's merit, without devoting that to enlightenment and the good of others, for even the 
gods are not seen to be eternal, but simply long lived. In all these cases, these realms are 
seen to be different versions of the same world, such that each of the major six life forms 
sees the world differently than the others, due to their karma. 
 
What are these realms then other than imagings of the potentials of the present? From such 
a perspective, it is not unreasonable to see all notions of reincarnation as metaphors for 
what the neuroscience of karma feels like in a present moment which is itself a smearing of 
the singularity of which we are all nondual aspects. 
 
Does this mean that Buddhists don't believe in karma as run by an metaphysical force, or 
literal reincarnation of souls? No, of course most Buddhists do. But what is fascinating here 
is that it is possible to read Buddhist notions in a way which is completely in line with the 
findings of contemporary neuroscience and quantum physics. Does that mean that this 
reading of karma and reincarnations of metaphors for the experience of how time seems to 
play out at the level of an individual and their habits is the way Buddhism “really is”? 
Hopefully this text has done an enormous amount so far to problematize this very sort of 
notion. Buddhism is and isn't this, but it certainly can be this and not be in fundamental 
contradiction with Buddhist notions. 
 
And this is fasincating indeed. For from such a perspective, it is possible that the earlier, 
more concrete teachings can be seen as the skillful means which the Buddhas needed to 
teach at an earlier stage of the world's understanding of how things work. Certainly if 
dharma means “the truth of the way things are,” such a naturalized sense of karma and 
reincarnation seems more in sync with more of the way things are, without contradicting 
the fundamental teachings of Buddhism.   
 

– Mahayana Buddhism is About Compassion. 
 
Yes, compassion, or karuna (Skt.), is one of the key components of Mahayana Buddhism, 
with a technical definition of “wishing that others be free from suffering and the causes of 
suffering.” In fact, it is one of the primary ways in which the Mahayana differentiates itself 
from the Theravada, namely, while the Theravada strive for individual liberation from 
samsara, with the goal of becoming an Arhant (Arhat Skt.), the Mahayana aim at becoming 
a bodhisattva striving for the liberation of others. The Mahayana frequently describe the 



Theravada goals as being narrow and selfish, while the Theravada describe the Mahayana as 
believing in teachings beyond what the Buddha said. 
 
Does this mean the Theravada are selfish? Far from it, and one can hear Theravada monks 
talk quite openly about compassion for the suffering of other sentient beings. There is no 
question that whether the Mahayana influenced the Theravada, or this was already a part 
of the Theravada, compassion is part of the overall package. The difference is that 
compassion, and particularly the bodhisattva ideal, are not seen as being part of the 
Theravada doctrine as such. Rather, compassion is what happens naturally when one tends 
to one's own liberation, one simply becomes more compassionate to the sufferings of 
others, because one has less ego to tend to. And for the Theravada, there is only one 
bodhisattva allowed, and that was Shakyamuni Buddha. Only one Buddha allowed in the 
Theravada, while in the Mahayana, there's a Buddha for every world system, and there are 
potentially infinite world systems. 
 
All this said, it is important to get the full story about what is meant by compassion. In the 
West, we tend to think of the Christian ideal of charity, which is actually not what is on the 
Buddhist agenda. Giving to the poor, building schools and hospitals, all this is great work, 
but it is seen as lesser compassion. The reason for this is that it deals with the temporal 
needs of sentient beings without dealing with their real problems. That is, as I've heard 
from countless monks, if you feed a person they will be hungry again soon. But if you give 
them the dharma, you will relieve potential eons of suffering. This is what is known as 
great compassion, or mahakaruna (Skt.). 
 
From such a perspective it would make sense then to see Buddhist monks or nuns preaching 
the dharma on the street corners, in the mode of Christian evangelicals. But while there 
were times of Buddhist proselytization, such as Ashoka's missionary project which carried 
out this aim on a grand scale, one rarely sees Buddhist monks preaching the dharma today 
in the manner of looking for converts. There are, of course, dharma teachings, and these 
often cost a small fee, or are free for those who cannot pay. But this is much rarer that 
what monks spend most of their time doing which, ultimately, comes down to being monks 
and nuns, which is complex business indeed. 
 
While monks and nuns spend a great deal of time doing many things, one of the primary 
activities, if not the single organizing activity of a monk's life, is puja, or worship. These 
are ritual ceremonies of various sorts, combined with prayers and liturgies during which the 
monks are in a semi-meditative, contemplative state. Overall the Theravada ceremonies 
are more spartan and austere affairs, particularly since the rise of the Thai forest tradition 
and its 'back to basics' approach. This tradition also puts enormous emphasis on meditation, 
not only for high level practitioners, but for all ordinary monks and even laypersons.Tibetan 
Buddhism provides the other extreme, with highly elaborate ritual puja, with meditation 
generally reserved for high-lamas. Most everyday monks and laypersons do various prayers 
and say various liturgies (sadhana Skt.) and devotional formula (mantra Skt.), which have 
many meditative aspects, and sometimes are used in conjunction with meditation, but pure 
meditation is usually the domain of the Lama (Tib. for “guru” or “teacher”) or nagpa (Tib. 
for “lay tantric practitioner”). One becomes a Lama by doing extended meditation retreat 
after the traditional monastic curricula, and one becomes a nagpa after a period of 
apprenticeship to another nagpa. 



 
Where then is the compassion, and the preaching? In fact, dharma teachings for the 
laypeople are not all that common, and the laypeople in general tend to be much more 
interested in puja and various empowerments which are seen to confer good fortune. This 
has led some Western observers to separate Buddhist practice into several orientations, 
such as Mel Spiro's REF notions of the kammatic (or karma orientation) and nibbanic. The 
first is an orientation looking for a good rebirth, saving nibbana/nirvana for the next life, 
while the nibbanic looks for enlightenment. The kammatic orientation is generally seen as 
the province of the layperson, and the nibbanic that of the religious specialist, which are 
monks, nuns, and in a Tibetan context, nagpa. And so, in many cases, the laypeople don't 
see their role as enlightenment, and in fact, to aim at this as a layperson can be seen as 
somewhat presumptuous. Rather, if one wants to aim for enlightenment, one should 
become ordained. So there is a relatively strict division of labor. 
 
What's more, most monks even see the notion of striving for enlightenment as probably 
beyond them, and really only available directly to the highest practitioners and specialists. 
Part of this is explained by the notion that we are supposed to be living in an age of 
degenerate dharma, in which the dharma is weaker since the Buddha's time. In fact, it is 
believed that the dharma gets weaker over time, and will eventually die out. This helps to 
explain why it seemed easier in the time of the Buddha and his immediate disciples to 
attain enlightenment. And so the result is that monks, like laypersons, spend most of their 
time looking to gain merit, or puna (Skt.). It is merit which, in the next life, will propel 
them one step closer to enlightenment, which, if one follows the bodhisattva path, is 
believed to take 3 countless eons to achieve. And so, while it is occasionally reputed that 
one or two elderly monks in a monastery perhaps are enlightened beings, since one is not 
supposed to talk about one's own achievement, nobody actually knows. And so what people 
do in the meantime is acquire merit, which many Western observers have called a kind of 
“spiritual currency.” 
 
Where then is the compassion? Those closer to the goal of enlightenment teach by example, 
by means of their conduct. This is seen as the strongest form of teaching, even moreso than 
any direct proselytization. And so, the most important thing one can do is to work on 
oneself, because if one is not a higher being, one's compassion might be misguided. One 
also needs wisdom, or prajna TILDA in Sanskrit, to know the most skillful way to be 
compassionate. Otherwise, one may misguidedly feed a begger, when what is really needed 
is to be an example for that begger to show rather than tell them about the gift of dharma. 
 
Such is the mahakaruna of the Mahayana. It is ultimately not far from the Theravada notion 
that one should work on oneself first, and tend to the needs of others only as one's spiritual 
abilities allow. This of course might not sound very compassionate to Western ears. But it is 
also coupled with a powerful ideal for behavior which is described by Shantideva, in his 
manual for aspiring bodhisattvas, called the Bodhicharayavatara. This text, one of the most 
commonly taught in Mahayana Buddhism, describes the practice of “exchange of self and 
other.” According to this doctrine, when one is an aspiring bodhisattva, one aims at getting 
to a state in which one's self of self is attentuated to the point at which one can truly 
behave in a manner which exchanges self for others. That is, the very notion of self and 
other become nondual. In such a state, one's actions are automatically the most 
compassionate possible towards others, because one considers others as oneself, and 



oneself as no different from others. One is in a state of equanimity in regard to all, 
including oneself. And so, one is naturally compassionate, because one's attachment to ego 
is reduced. 
 
What I am trying to get at here is that there is a tension within Buddhism in regard to 
compassion. In many senses, it is the Christians and Muslims who value charity in this life, 
while the Buddhist notion of compassion focuses more on the role of an action in regard to 
the chain of future lives. This may not seem very compassionate from a Western perspectie. 
And in fact, the more activist strain of Buddhism, pioneered by Vietnamese monk Thich 
Nhat Hanh and his notion of Engaged Buddhism, is a an innovation more in this direction, 
and in a context which is traditionally averse to innovation. 
 
While this-wordly compassion is a big part of contemporary Buddhism, with many 
monasteries helping to take care of and educate orphans and the poor, give free and low 
cost dharma teachings, and a variety of forms of what would be considered charity work, a 
general commitment to universal charity is simply not the highest priority. Of course, this 
raises the question as to whether or not charity is always the best approach to helping the 
world's problems. Certainly a more fair world in which there is greater equality would be 
one way to help make the world a better place, and would seem to be an essential part of a 
truly compassionate worldview. But it is essential to keep in mind that while the word 
compassion means something similar to that in a Western context, the details of how this is 
seen to play out are often quite different. 
 
What one makes of this complex terrain is another story. Whether or not Buddhist 
compassion needs to learn to emphasize this-wordly forms, even as a path of skillful means, 
remains to be seen in regard to what Buddhism can become. 
 

– Buddhism is About Equality. 
 
On the surface this would certainly seem to be the case. Buddhism has long been a way out 
of the rigid hierarchy of the caste system, and monasteries provide education for any who 
join, along with the social mobility that education brings. Often historically when Buddhism 
entered a new area, it brought with it not only a highly complex organizational structure, 
but also written language. Certainly for the time and place in which the Buddha preached, 
and even in regard to the contemporary caste system in the Indian sub-continent, the 
message of the universal potential for enlightenment, regardless of caste, is something 
truly radical and egalitarian. 
 
Nevertheless, there are similar 'ways out' of the caste system in Hinduism. These include 
the path of liberation (moksha Skt.) described in the Upanishads, as well as the various 
devotional or bhakti or devotional paths, in particular that of the Saiva ACCENT 
(worshippers of Siva), which in many ways revel in things of low caste and seen as polluting 
by brahmin. Many of these paths entered what was to become Hinduism after the advent of 
Buddhism, although the Upanishadic path can be seen as in many ways a parallel 
development. Either way, the path of the wandering ascetic has been one which was in 
constant tension with that of the more orthodox religiousity of mainstream Hinduism nearly 
since its inception. For those who wanted to opt out of the caste system, this option was 
always there. While others might still stigmatize one's caste, if one became a wandering 



holy person, no matter which path, this world and its concerns only impacted you so much, 
and liberation was there for any and all. 
 
This was certainly part and parcel of Buddhism from the start, and in fact, much of its 
appeal. Buddhism began as a rag tag group of followers of the Buddha, who were enjoined 
to leave all wordly concerns behind. The Buddha slowly gave out more rules for his 
followers, and this eventually became codified into the rules of monastic discipline, or 
vinaya (Pali and Skt CHECK). While originally only monks and nuns were truly seen as 
candidates for enlightenment, the path was opened to layfolk by the Mahayana, even if the 
emphasis still remained on the monks and nuns. 
But just as the nibbanic side of Buddhism liberates, so does the kammatic side constrict (for 
more on these terms, see the preceding section on “Compassion”). For ultimately, the 
doctrine of karma asserts that those who are rich and powerful in this life must have been 
virtuous in previous lives, and those who suffer in this life must have been non-virtuous in 
previous lives. Of course, it is said that the mechanics of karma are so complex that only 
those with a buddhas or bodhisattva's wisdom can understand it, and since there are so 
many, if not infinite, previous lives, there is hardly a one-to-one relation between a past 
life and one's current karma. It is said that we have all been vicious and all been virtuous in 
past lives. Each of these lives lays down seeds of karma, traces of past deeds. According to 
the Mahayana, these seeds are stored in a storehouse consciousness (alaya-vijnTILDAana 
Skt.) which is part of our karmic continuum. When a given seed meets the right conditions 
in the environment, just like the seed of a plant, it grows into the plant of our current 
circumstances. Hence it is impossible to know if a seed comes from a recent past life, or a 
far distant one. 
 
Overall one's balance of karma directs one towards a new rebirth between lives, but also 
there is the overall importance of the last things a person was thinking about before they 
left this life. In the Tibetan tradition, there is a complex intermediate stage, or bardo, in 
which a person literally has to deal with a variety of gods and demons to try to orient their 
way into a path towards a new life, or to enlightenment in the space between lives. No 
matter how one looks at it, karma is complex, and what determines a particular life and set 
of circumstances is never in a simple one-to-one ratio with a given past deed or life. That 
said, the balance is still clear. Those who are sucessful in this life must have done 
something good, and those who aren't must've done something bad. 
 
And so, even if one mostly lead virtuous lives in the past few incarnations, one may in fact 
need to “burn up” previous bad karma before one can move on one's path to 
enlightenment. In fact, there are many types of practices, such as prostrations and 
cleansing rituals, which are designed to help individuals on the path burn up previous bad 
karma in less painful forms than otherwise. And yet, realization and in fact all thought is 
considered a type of action in a Buddhist context, and so, if one becomes enlightened, one 
often must take care of the previous bad karma that will tend to leap up as an obstacle in 
front of one. The most famous case of this is the Buddha himself, who immediately before 
reaching enlightenment was attacked by Mara the tempter. It was only after defeating Mara 
that the Buddha achieved his goal. While in theory anyone can become enlightened and 
burn up previous bad karma in an instant, the path that is supposedly more common for 
individuals today is the slow path of the gradual accumulation of the two accumulations of 
merit and wisdom, along with the slow burn up of bad karma this entails, for as one 



acquires merit one's bad karma diminishes, and as one acquires wisdom one will avoid 
creating bad karma in the future. 
 
Merit is an complex economy. In the Mahayana it is widely believed that one can transfer 
merit, which is to say, that one can take one's good merit and give it to another. A highly 
realized being can therefore take some of their merit and dedicate it to someone else. 
Relatives will, for example, often transfer merit to the recently deceased in order to help 
them achieve a favorable rebirth. In addition, it is thought that one obtains greater merit 
by doing virtuous deeds for someone who already has a large amount of merit. That is, the 
merit acquired depends on the virtuousness of the recipient, as well as the intent of the 
giver. If the recipient is virtuous, he or she is considered a greater “field of merit” than a 
person who is not virtuous. The theory here is that the more virtuous person is also more 
wise, and knows how to best make use of the things of this world. And so, if one gives to a 
virtuous person, they will know much better than anyone else how to use a gift. This is why 
it is considered virtuous to give to beggars, but much more virtuous to give to monks, 
especially those of the higher ranks. High ranking monks are simply greater fields of merit. 
 
The spiritual economics presented here produce a certain type of society. And throughout 
the history of Buddhism, it has not only had a close relation to mercantilism, but towards 
the production of wealth for the monasteries. The irony here is that originally, during the 
Nikaya period, monks were not allowed to live in monasteries, but rather the forest, and 
they could not handle money, own property, store food, eat after lunch, and had to beg 
daily for their food from the local community. It is the performance of virtue in public, as 
examples of what the lay people can become in a future life, that earns them their meals, 
and the lay people participate in their virtue indirectly by supporting them. One sees this 
dynamic still at work today in the Thai forest tradition, in which the traditional begging 
bowls are still a symbol of the monks as one of their few posessions. While this movement is 
a modern one, its goal was to go back to “the way things were.” Throughout its history, 
Buddhism has had many of these “returns to discipline” whenever the keeping of the vinaya 
was seen as getting lax.   
  
Nevertheless, over time the vinaya simply had to change if Buddhism was to grow. While it 
was feasible to live in the forest in the parts of North West India and current day Nepal 
where the Buddha originally lived and taught, this was not possible where there was a more 
extended rainy season, and so monks eventually were permitted to settle down so that they 
would keep from molesting the crops of farmers for food (REF). Settling down into 
monasteries meant that there was property to be owned, and money needed to be handled. 
Originally this was done by lay intermediaries, but eventually the vinaya was expanded/ 
reinterpreted so as to allow for the full functioning of monasteries. Once this happened, 
while individual monks were only permitted the barest of possessions, the monasteries 
themselves could become fantastically wealthy. Often wealthy patrons would endow a 
monastery with elaborate golden statues in the effort to attain merit, or even simply make 
gifts of money which could then be reinvested. 
 
In this manner, monasteries became the investment banks of much of the mecantile 
economies of the Indian sub-continent for large parts of its history, and to a lesser degree 
wherever Buddhism expanded, which was generally whever merchants from ancient India 
went. The monetary economics of the merchants and the spiritual economics of merit 



worked well with each other. The freedom for advancement beyond birth of the monastic 
life also came nicely into sync with the relative freedom for advancement in the realm of 
profit of the merchants. Monasteries became home bases for merchants travelling abroad, 
offering safe haven for people and goods in strange lands, and often translators and 
contacts REF, not to mention loans of investment capital. In return, the merchants made 
the monasteries incredibly rich. Many monasteries were the first true corporations in their 
part of the world, owning massive estates and lands, often complete with serfs and at 
times even slaves REF. 
 
This is of course a far cry from the early Buddhist path of beggars. And in fact, the extreme 
wealth of Buddhist monasteries had a hand in destabilizing quite a few governments, as 
peasants rose in rebellion and governments desired to seize the wealth of the monasteries.    
Most famously, the demise of the T'ang dynasty in China is partly due to rebellion against 
the extreme wealth of its monasteries REF. 
 
While this seems surprising, it shouldn't. The doctines of merit at the core of Buddhist 
belief came from related Hindu doctines with little change, other than that it is one's 
intention that mattered in producing merit, a notion which Hinduism eventually adopted as 
well. But both Hindu and Buddhist notions of merit are fundamentally conservative, and 
work to keep social hierarchy from changing. 
 
And so, while Buddhism is primarily about changing the inner world, at least according to 
its doctrine, in terms of practice, it radically reworks the outer world as well. In this sense, 
it has historically been an engine to turn whatever society it encounters into a feudal 
mercantile monastocracy. This can be seen at its extreme in Tibet. While geographic factors 
played a huge role in keeping Tibet feudal and decentralized REF, the type of state seen in 
Tibet is simply the economics of merit taken to its logical extreme. One the one hand, this 
society was one which, as some have argued, instead of producing warriors, produced 
monks REF. But it is also a theocracy in which the lay people were radically disenfranchised 
and impoverished, and in which the monasteries thrived at the expense of all else. 
 
What is more, Buddhism has a terrible track record in regard to issues of gender. Initially, 
nuns were not allowed in the sangha (community of monastics), but according to legend, 
the Buddha's stepmother begged to be allowed to be ordained. The Buddha supposedly 
refused three times, and finally consented. But he said that, because of this, the dharma 
would die out more quickly in the world. He did not give a reason for this. He also laid 
down the eight garudharmas, the “heavy” dharmas, which were monastic rules which only 
nuns had to keep. These rules fundamentally subordinated nuns to monks, such that even 
the lowliest monk was considered to be higher than the greatest of the nuns. While some 
have suggested that this story is apocryphal, and put in by later disciples of the Buddha as a 
way to keep women down, it is nevertheless part of the Pali canon, which is the oldest of 
the extant Buddhist scriptures (for more see the section on “We Know What the Buddha 
Said”).   
 
Nuns nevertheless flourished for centures, as did lay women. But eventually, for reasons 
still debated by scholars and largely unknown, the number of nuns began to decrease, until 
eventually the line of nuns died out in India. It did, however, continue in China, and to this 
day, there are fully ordained nuns in the Chinese traditions. But these traditions use a 



slightly different lineage of vinaya than those which split off from the Indian tradition after 
the full ordination of nuns died out there. And so, in the Theravada countries and the 
Northern Buddhist countries in the Tibetan sphere of influence, nuns can never rise beyond 
the level of novice, no matter their devotion or scholarship. What is more, it is considered 
less auspicious and efficacious to have a nun do a ritual for one. Because many monks make 
their living beyond bare subsistence offered by the monastery by performing rituals for the 
layfolk, this consigns nuns to perpetual poverty, and reinforces in economic terms the 
dominance of the spiritual life by monks. What is more, nuns often get at best a second 
rate education, if any education at all REF. 
 
The situations of nuns is one which has recently received much attention by Western 
feminists, in particular, many who are themselves convert nuns in the Buddhist traditions. 
There are also, however, movements for change for the situations of nuns coming from nuns 
within the local traditions themselves. There has been a push to create full ordination for 
women within the traditions in which they died out, either by means of having Chinese nuns 
ordain them (to fulfill the rule that a fully ordained nun must be ordained by at minimum 
five fully ordained nuns), or by a change in the rules. 
 
The results of all these changes are still in the works. As Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche has 
said about the conditions of nuns REF. Some changes have been made, and yet some of the 
new fully ordained nuns aren't accepted by the full community of monks. In the Tibetan 
tradition, Kelsang Gyatso, the first female to go through the training for the highest degree 
of the Dalai Lama's sect, the Gelugpa, was actually allowed to receive the geshe degree 
CHECK. 
 
There are many ways in which Buddhism's record on equality is lacking. But as compassion 
is high on the agenda of all Buddhists, Therevada and Mahayana alike, it would seem that 
the time is now to make right on these wrongs. What remains to be seen is how these 
changes could be brought about in light of current doctrines. In regard to gender equality 
this is less of an issue, what is lacking in general seems to be the will to change among the 
majority of monks. 
 
Economic inequality is a trickier issue, because it would require a rethinking of some of the 
mechanics of karma. As karma is generally understood, there are no accidents, and so what 
happens is a result of one's karma, even if often in a convoluted way. Nevertheless, some 
Buddhist teachers argue that only a Buddha or high-level bodhisattva can truly know these 
issues, and that it is possible for some suffering to be undeserved. This would help to make 
sense of cases in which the Buddhist (and Hindu) notions of karma seem to blame victims 
for the crimes perpetrated against them. That said, Buddhists will immediately tell you that 
compassion rather than blame is what is needed in such situations, but it is clear that there 
is a tension here. The resolution of this tension seems to lie in Buddhism's future rather 
than its past. 
 

– Buddhism is Non-Violent. 
 
This is sadly not true. While the notion of nonviolence, or ahimsa (Skt.) is important in 
Buddhist culture, this term was initially formulated and practiced by the Jains, another 
belief system whose primary prophet (??) Mahavira lived and taught a few years before the 



Buddha himself. But the Buddhists never made the Jaina term part of their doctrine, at 
least they didn't adopt the word as such. There are, however, many aspects of Buddhist 
doctrine which are ahimsa in deed if not word.   
 
For example, the basic vows for all Buddhists, lay or monastic, include abstention from  
lying, stealing, killing, or sexual misconduct (defined differently in different contexts). It is 
worth noting that not killing does not include not killing animals for food. Buddhists are not 
necessarily vegetarian. While many are in many parts of the world, and there are strong 
contemporary vegetarian movements in parts of the world where there aren't, there were 
many parts of the Buddhist world, such as those lands in the Tibetan sphere of influence 
where, until very recently, it would simply have been nearly impossible to be vegetarian 
and survive. In Tibet, meat has traditionally been an essential part of the diet, for monks 
and laypersons alike. 
 
While Buddhism does not proclaim ahimsa as one of its core values, a common 
misconception about Buddhism, Buddhism does have a very good track record in regard to 
violence, at least when compared to the other major religions of the world. There were, 
for example, no Buddhist equivalent of the crusades or jihads. 
 
Still, Buddhism is, like any other belief system in the world, from religions to ideologies 
such as communism, the product of humans, and humans have a tendency towards abuse of 
power and violence. And Buddhism is no exception in this regard. I believe it is essential to 
study the flaws of things in this world, no matter how much good they can do otherwise. 
Studying past episodes of violence are the only way of helping to make sure they do not 
happen again. For past episodes allow us to see the ways in which teachings can be coopted 
for violent means. For those looking for more information on this topic, the anthologies 
Buddhist Violence,  Buddhist Warfare, and Buddhism and Politics are excellent sources, and 
should be consulted for a greater degree of information. 
 
For now, however, a few examples are worth mentioning. Firstly, despite what many might 
imagine, there have definitately been Buddhist armies at various points in history. Many 
monasteries had their own private armies to protect their incredible wealth, such as the 
famous Mt. Tien T'ai in China, which would famously then send that army down to the 
capital to destabilize the government if it got out of line (REF). Sometimes the armies of 
various monasteries would do battle, whether for doctrinal reason or others. As I've already 
mentioned, monasteries very often had serfs and at times even slaves working their massive 
fields. 
 
The case of the Fifth Dalai Lama offers another cautionary tale of how Buddhism can do 
terrible things. In order to contain domestic power disputes with rival factions (Karma 
Kagyu and Jonang), the Dalai Lama ordered his allies the Mongols to send an army to Lhasa. 
These armies ultimately killed some of his enemies, and converted entire monasteries at 
the point of a sword. The Jonang tradition was completely suppressed, even though it 
managed to go underground and survive as a minor tradition. But any books critical of the 
Dalai Lama's Gelug school were promptly confiscated, destroyed, and banned from future 
publication. Some of these texts were only unsealed and published as late as 40 years ago. 
The Fifth Dalai Lama quickly established the dominance of his power over all Tibet, but at 
high cost. The chilling terror his words towards his enemies inspire remain to this day, even 



as his teachings continue to inspire many in other ways. The fact that these opposed 
tendencies can co-exist in one individual is a seeming contradiction that needs to be 
examined if we are to be responsible to the deeds of the past, so as not to recreate them in 
the future. 
 
Likewise with the case of Japanese Buddhism under Fascism during and around the period 
of World War II. Many Zen priests openly came out in favor of the Fascist government and 
its theories of the racial superiority of the Japanese people. This should hardly be 
surprising, however, because before this, Zen had found common ground with the violent 
budhido code of the Samurai. The fact that there is Zen archery and swordsmanship shows 
that Buddhism and warfare can coexist. And the rhetoric employed by these military 
disciplines shows that they use Buddhist terms in ways used to describe the “liberation” of 
an enemy from the bad karma they are about to commit. 
 
This discourse of liberation, at times employed in many Buddhist schools beyond Zen, 
nevertheless reached its apogee with the Zen school. This can be seen, most disturbingly, in 
the writings of REF, in which the Buddhist doctrine of no-self is equated with sacrifice of 
the individual to the state, and in particular, the emperor. In this way, Facism and Buddhist 
concepts were linked together, even if at the expense of the emptiness which, so essential 
to Buddhism, is loathe to link it to any particular concept. While it is clear that REF's 
theories are not proper Buddhism, they show precisely how Buddhism could be coopted. 
 
While many Zen priests came out in support of the Facist government, even a highly 
respected Buddhist philosopher and theorist such as D.T. Suzuki had his moments of seemin 
support for Facist policies. That is, despite the at times ambiguous nature of his words, it is 
clear that at times he flirted with not only the glorification of violence, but of the form it 
was taking in Fascist Japan at the time. Since Zen has very few doctrines, it seems that this 
openness to interpretation leaves it particuarly open to reinterpretation in this manner, and 
in this sense, it would seem that Zen in particular, due to its abstract structure, needs to 
guard against appropriation by the forces of violence in the future. 
 
Still, in all its forms, Buddhism and violence continue to find common ground in the 
contemporary world. In the essay REF, the Thai armies often have monk soldiers and 
Buddhist clerics bless the troops before going into battle against rebels. And in 
contemporary Myanmar, as recently as 2014, there have been accounts of genocide 
committed by Buddhists against Muslims, once leading to the burning alive of an entire 
village. 
 
Buddhism is not alone in its ability to lead to violence – any religion or belief system can. 
Buddhism nevertheless has one of the best track records of world religions and belief 
systems, despite a few horrible instances. The question is the manner in which this stems 
from its particular doctrines and practices. Certainly the way Buddhism denies temporal 
gain to any but the monasteries would seem to lead away from warfare, though the case of 
the Fifth Dalai Lama shows how this can come to abuse. But then there is also the 
structural violence perpetrated by the Tibetan feudal system in the form of its economic 
and gender inequalities. As for Zen, it seems its very lack of content makes it easy to coopt 
for a wide variety of social agendas, Fascism being one of them. Nevertheless, any ideology 
can ultimately be coopted for violence if one employs enough force, even if some 



discourses seem more likely to be reinterpreted than others. 
 
Studying violent outbreaks in the past is the only way to help prevent them before they 
happen in the future. We should not imagine a pristine past where there are flaws, for this 
leaves us vulnerable to having history repeat its violences unnecessarily. 
 

– There is no self in Buddhism. 
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The notion of tathāgatagarbha is highly debated within Buddhism and Buddhist studies. The term 

tathāgata is, in both Pali and Sanskrit, is one of the more common terms for the Buddha, far more 

common than the word buddha itself, and is an honorific titles indicating that the Buddha is one who 

has “thus gone beyond coming and going,” while garbha means “womb,” “embryo,” “essence,” or 

“nature.” In the hghly influential Yogācāra branch of Mahayana Buddhism, the tathāgatagarbha is 

often described the non-dual (advaita, Skt.) fabric of the world of experience, preceding and beyond 

the division of the world into this or that, even saṃsāra and nirvāna, by means of craving, attachment, 

etc. The  tathāgatagarbha is that which is already awakening (bodhi, Pali/Skt., “to wake up,” “to 

understand,” same root as the word Buddha), while also the potential for more radical awakening, such 

that from the perspective of this book, it would not be inappropriate to translate this as “emergence.” 

For more see Brian Edward Brown, The Buddha Nature: A Study of the Tathāgatagarbha 

and Ᾱlāyavijñāna (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2010).  

 
“Craving/thirst” is taṇhā in Ancient Pali and tṛ́ṣṇā,in Ancient Sanskrit, while upādāna, meaning 

“attachment/grasping” is the same in both of these closely related languages, the former of which is 

employed in early Buddhist works and the Therevada traditions derived from these, and the latter in 

Brahmanic and later Mahayana Buddhist works. The original meaning of upādāna is “fuel,” which 

some recent scholars have argued helps elucidate the description of the goal of Buddhism as to 

eliminate “burning,” showing how the later uses of this term as “material basis” make sense as well, as 

fuel is the material basis of fire; for more, see Peter Harvey, “Dukkha, Non-Self, and Teaching on the 

“Four Noble Truths,” in Steven M. Emmanuel, ed., A Companion to Buddhist Philosophy (Oxford: 

Wiley Blackwell, 2013), pp. 32-4. While taṇhā is often today translated as “craving,” it originally 

meant “thirst,” in a quite concrete and literal way. While early Buddhist translators often translated this 

word into “desire” in English, today “craving” is preferred, to distinguish this “grasping” type of 

“desire” which actively produces and maintains suffering, from chanda (Pali, Skt.), a non-craving 

intention, such as that to stop craving. Buddhism in its many forms is not against “desire” in a Western 

sense per se; rather, it sees taṇhā as the cause of suffering, but chanda to reduce taṇhā as the path 

beyond this. Saṃsāra is “cycling,” “wandering,” “flowing,” and as all the world is such, simply 

“world,” in Sanskrit/Pali, release from which is mokṣa (“release,” “liberation”) in Brahmanic traditions, 

and nibbana/nirvāṇa (“extinguishment [of suffering/craving/attachment],” literally “to blow out”) in 

Buddhist traditions; for more see Steven Collins, Nirvana: Concept, Imagery, Narrative (Cambridge: 

Cambridge Univ. Press, 2010), pp. 38-42, 52.  
 



   “Suffering” (dukkha, Pali, duḥkha, Skt.) is a term whose meaning is debated in modern scholarship 

as well, as it seems clear that this state is not a good one, but the question regards in what sense this is 

understood. “Unsatisfactory” has become a common translation, but Christopher I. Beckwith, in his 

fascinating polemic Greek Buddha: Pyrro’s Encounter with Early Buddhism in Central 

Asia  (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 2009), pp. 29-30,  argues that “unsatisfactory” misses the 

manner in which this notion is seen as lacking precisely because it is “uneasy/unsteady,” in the sense of 

lacking balance. 
 
There is enormous difficulty in knowing precisely how to translate ancient terms to modern ones, as 

there are no dictionaries of standard uses not constructed often millennia afterwards, and so, translators 

and even those interpreting from original sources are left to try to ascribe meaning to a word based on 

context in relation to how terms are used in other texts, even as the meaning of crucial terms is often 

contested by various schools, each pushing their own understanding of it, with each of these often 

shifting radically over time. Such ancient terms also often arise from highly concrete uses, only later 

evolving one or more highly abstract secondary meanings. Atman (neither lower-case nor capital letters 

exist in Sanskrit), the Sanskrit word for “self,” which is also made use of in many reflexive 

constructions in the language (such as in the English usage of “myself”), originally meant “body” or 

“thing,” but later came to mean something like “essence”; see Patrick Olivelle, “Introduction,” The 

Early Upaniṣads (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1998), pp. 22, 26. “Emptyness,” 

or Śūnyatā (Skt.), alternately translated as “void,” or “hollow,” in the sense of a soap bubble or gourd, 

is related to the term śūnya, which became the name for numeral which eventually made its way to 

Europe, later called “zero” in English. The “no-self” an-atman of early Buddhism was reinterpreted as 

a more encompassing “emptiness” of not only persons but things in later Mahayana Buddhist texts, 

with such a notion becoming central to its doctrine. Pratītyasamutpāda is another term with many 

translations, with “interconnectedness” being a common translation, though “dependent origination” is 

quite literal. One could easily, from the perspective of this book, hazard “networking” as a translation. 

Thích Nhất Hạnh uses “interbeing” as a translation for this, see Interbeing: Fourteen Guidelines for an 

Engaged Buddhism (Nevada City: Full Circle, 2003, reprint). Robert Thurman uses the novel 

translations “relativity” for this, pairing this notion with its opposite framed as “reification”; see 

Thurman, The Central Philosophy of Tibet: A Study and Translation of Jey Tsong Khapa's Essence of 

True Eloquence (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1984), pp. 10-11, 210-11, respectively. Svabhāva, or 

“own being” (Skt.), sometimes translated as “own becoming” or “inherent existence,” is what one is 

supposed to search for in various forms of Buddhist analytic meditation (vipassanā, Pali, vipaśyanā, 

Skt.), with the intention that one comes to realize that that for which one searches, whether the self 

(atman) or the “own being” (svabhava) of any other entity “is not found” (na … upalabbhati, Pali); for 

more on svabhava, see Joseph Walser, Nagarjuna in Context:Mahayana Buddhism and Early Indian 

Culture (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, pp. 184, 209-211; for more on “is not found,” see Matthew 

J. Kapstein, Identity and Interpretation in Indian and Tibetan Buddhist Thought (Boston: Wisdom 

Publications, 2001), pp. 79-81, 103. 
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